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LONE PARENTS are one of the key target groups 
for the government’s policies. And their 
employment rates have indeed increased.

Twenty years ago, about 44 per cent of lone
mothers were employed. Today, 68 per cent are
employed.3 This means about 1.2 million lone
mothers in employment, including almost all of
those with secondary school-age children.
Thus, over the past two decades the working
lives of lone mothers have been transformed.
Being in work is now the everyday and ongoing
experience of these women, and defines the
circumstances in which their children grow up. 

Here, we take a close-up look at the experience
of work from the perspective of the families who
have been at the receiving end of this rhetoric
and these policies. Our research started about
15 years ago, as the ‘work-for-all’ policy agenda
was really taking off. The initial sample was
made up of 50 lone mothers who left income
support for paid work in 2001/02. The women
were all receiving working families’ tax credit,
which meant that they were on relatively low
wages and/or working part time. We inter-
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‘A welfare system that recognises work is the best

route out of poverty.’

‘The best route out of poverty is through work.’

Almost 20 years separate these statements from

two prime ministers from Labour (Tony Blair in

19991) and Conservative (Theresa May in 20172)

governments. This is a message that has been

repeatedly reinforced over the years: work is best,

work is good for you, work will make you happier

and healthier, as well as financially better off.

Promoting and sustaining high levels of employment

has been one of the most enduring themes in

British social policy over that time. Welfare-to-work

provisions have promoted, encouraged and

increasingly compelled more and more people to

seek work. Tax credits have provided financial

support and incentives to work, supplementing

wages for low-paid and for part-time workers. 

Jane Millar and Tess Ridge report from some of the

families who have been on the receiving end.
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‘Mum’s still at work so we do more… I’d do
downstairs and [my brother] would do
upstairs, so washing up, drying up, hoover
the floor, mop the floor, hoovering the dining
room, hoover the living room and then wipe
down the surfaces.’

And in 2007, Josie reflected on what it meant to
her to have a working mother: 

‘People if they know that you're living on
benefits, they can be a bit like “Oh, you take
all our money” kind of thing. So if your mum
is working is kind of better because you just
have more, like, respect I suppose, because
that's what everyone should be doing, work-
ing really.’

There are a number of themes here that we
found in many of the children’s accounts. The
children were often very well aware of the diffi-
culties their mothers faced in work – that work
could be hard and stressful – and were protec-
tive and supportive as much as they could be.
The children experienced a lot of change in their
own lives, particularly in relation to care
arrangements before and after school and dur-
ing holidays. Breakfast clubs and so on were
not always very popular with the children, but
they put up with them because they knew it
would help their mothers to work. Likewise,
with taking on more domestic responsibilities.
And, in general, the children did want their
mothers to be working. Work meant that they
were usually better off than on income support,
although not necessarily by very much. And
work brought more self-respect and feeling of
social inclusion. The children and the mothers
were thus both active participants in the
process of making work possible and staying in
work over time. But this ‘family-work project’,
as we have called it, also came with some
ambivalence – the families had a bit more
money, but they had less time together.   

Josie was 23 years old when we talked to her
again in 2016. In the decade since 2007 she
had been through some difficult times as she
tried to make her way from school to work, and
from her mother’s home to living independently.
This had not been easy. In 2016, she was living
alone after being homeless. She told us:

‘Me and mum, it wasn’t [working] great, like
we’d get on but it just wasn’t liveable, you
know, and it was the money side of it, you
know. Mum wanted more money and I had
an operation when I was 17… so I couldn’t go
out and work and all that, so I ended up mov-
ing down to the [Foyer].’  

viewed the mothers and the children three times
between 2004 and 2007. In 2016, we returned
to 15 families, chosen to reflect the range of
family and employment experiences and cir-
cumstances. 

Talking to both mothers and their children was
an important feature of the study, giving us a
chance to explore what work meant for family
life from their close – but not necessarily the
same – perspectives. And following the families
over time, over a period of 12 to 15 years,
means we can explore the longer-term experi-
ence of working and, in particular, whether
being in work provides security and stability
over time. Our report, published by the Joseph
Rowntree Foundation,4 explores what hap-
pened to working and family lives over those
years. Here we use case studies in order to
highlight some of the key themes.

Let us start with the children. What was it like to
grow up with a working lone mother? Here is
Josie, aged 11 when we talked to her in 2003.
Her mother had started work in 2002 but had
already changed jobs, trying to find a job that
would fit better with looking after her family.
Josie told us that:

‘She was, like, really stressful when she came
home ’cos they pushed her too hard I think,
’cos she worked for a hotel and I think that
they made her work too hard.’

But in her current job: 

‘I think it’s really good ’cos she’s always here
when we get home and she doesn’t leave too
early so we don’t get harassed and we don’t
have to go to the breakfast club and stuff like
that.’

In 2005, Josie was 12 years old, and we asked
about how her life had changed since her moth-
er was working: 

‘It’s really nice but we don’t get everything
we want because, well we get everything that
we need and stuff that you want as well, but
not everything you want, if you know what I
mean.’ 

She also talked about how she helped around
the house: 

‘I do wash up, drying up and hoover and stuff
like that, but if I’m like going out with my
friends my mum understands.’ 

And during the school holidays: 

Work brought more

self-respect and

feeling of social

inclusion
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Josie’s health problems had cut short her edu-
cation:

‘I did my first year at sixth form and then
halfway through my second year I had my
operation date come through and I couldn’t
finish my exams, so I was going to go back and
do them the following year but I decided not
to and I decided to go to college… I went to
college, but I stayed there for about six months
and then I just quit because I knew it wasn’t
for me and then I started working in a shop.’

But Josie had been trying to make plans for fur-
ther training so she could get into better jobs in
the future. She was finding this a struggle: 

‘Three years ago I went to Citizens Advice
because I said, “Look, I really want to get
back into college now but I can’t afford it”,
and they said that unless I had a child there
was no sort of route for me… I’d have to be
over 25… or have to have a child to go back
to college, so that kind of ended that dream
of being a nurse.’ 

She also tried other routes:

‘I looked into it and most of the bursaries are
for when you’re at uni but what I need is an
Access course and they don’t help you with
that and they won’t pay my housing benefit.’

Josie’s health problems were still ongoing, but
she was not claiming any disability benefits: 

‘A lot of people have said to me you should
go for it and all that, but I just haven’t… I do
think I’m entitled to it but I think where I can
go out and work and I do work. I’d probably
save that for when I’m that bad that I can’t
work.’  

Later in the interview she talked again about the
importance of work to her: 

‘I think my work ethic. I think that’s the
biggest thing… even professionals have said
to me look, you really should give up working
and I’ve always said no because I’ve always
remembered the impact it had on mum, you
know, like working keeps you healthy I think
and it also gives you, like, obviously I’m not a
mum or anything so it gives me a purpose,
you know, I’m relied upon in there and I’ve
got my team and stuff, so yes, I definitely
think work ethic is nice.’ 

Again, there are themes here that we found in
many of the accounts. The young people often

experienced early and poorly resourced inde-
pendence. Josie’s mother struggled financially
when Josie left school and the child benefit and
child tax credit ended. Josie herself could not
work at that time because of her health. But her
mother could not afford to support her fully, as
she herself was in low-paid work. This financial
stress caused friction and tension and led to her
leaving home, even though she was in no posi-
tion to live independently. The jobs available to
Josie were low paid, and often part time, but
the opportunities for further education or train-
ing were limited. Health problems put further
constraints on her options. But her work ethic
was very strong. Josie really believed in the
importance of work, even though the jobs
themselves were not very satisfying, nor well
paid. The financial insecurity of childhood thus
continued into young adulthood.

There were less stressful journeys to starting
adulthood for some of the young people (and
some which were more stressful), but even
those who seemed well settled in 2016 had
faced challenges. For example, Ella had gone to
university to train as a teacher, but she had felt
very out of place and wanted to leave. The
female manager at her part-time job refused to
consider Ella’s application for a permanent job
that would have meant dropping out of her
teacher training: 

‘She put my application through the shred-
der. Wouldn’t even look at it. She said,
“You’re not staying here”.’ 

Colin, like Josie, had left school after one year
in the sixth form and had also left home not
long after. He worked as an apprentice for a
while but signed up for the army when he was
19, seeing it as an opportunity to get qualifica-
tions and decent pay:

‘It got to a point where… this isn’t the sort of
job I want to do. I want to actually get quali-
fications and I don’t want to be on minimum
wage all my life, sort of thing. So then I just
thought I’m just going to go. I’m doing it.’ 

He was now settled in army life.

This strong commitment to work and steadfast
tenacity to keep going was also something
which underpinned working life for the mothers.
Many of the women started work with low con-
fidence in their own abilities, especially those
who had experienced domestic violence. In
2004, Wendy was 37 years old with four chil-
dren, aged eight to 18, at home. She had spent
about three years on income support when she
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first separated from a difficult and violent mar-
riage. She trained while on income support,
alongside very part-time cleaning jobs, because
she wanted ‘to be more financially independent,
to get off state benefit’. She was now working as
a secretary, working school hours and manag-
ing school holidays with the help of her mother.  

Wendy’s hourly pay was above the minimum
wage but a bit less than the average for women
at that time. She had a private arrangement for
child support with her ex-husband, which was a
bit erratic (‘I had about a year without any and
then he got a job and he's paid me some, and
then if he's been without work I haven't had it’).
She was receiving tax credits, which were very
important to her income. Overall, she felt she
was better off in work:

‘Compared to when I was on income sup-
port, I couldn't do anything really, I didn't go
out, I didn't have a bottle of wine, or... take
the kids out, or give the kids pocket money…
Whereas now, I can do things like that.’ 

Over the next 13 or so years Wendy stayed in
work. She spent two years studying part time at
university and moved into a more responsible
position. Her wages had increased, but she was
still earning less than the average and she felt
that she had not quite managed to achieve
financial security. When we asked her about
this, she said:

‘I think my financial circumstances are always
just teetering on the edge... Because I do live
on my overdraft and it’s never – I  sometimes
pay it off. And then I go into it again. I sup-
pose obviously as over time I’m earning more
money now and I’m still where I was, sort of
thing, which is odd.’ 

She blamed herself (‘I’m not very good at man-
aging money, obviously’), but it is hard to see
how she could have managed much better than
she had, given her limited resources. She was
now living with her partner, who was working,
and that was making a difference. 

Wendy did not have health problems. But many
of the women did, and ill-health could put their
situations at risk, even when they seemed to
have achieved a degree of stability. For exam-
ple, Bella had also studied part time and got a
better job. But she has experienced poor health
over the years: 

‘I think what contributes to me being ill was
having so many years of having to cope,
basically.’ 

Her poor health meant time off work and
reduced working hours: 

‘I was on four-and-a-half days and that was
the most money I’d ever earned in my life…
And it was fabulous and I thought, oh, finally,
I’ve got my degree; I’ve got my job; I’ve got
some money. And then it was all snatched
away again.’ 

As she looked to the future, she felt: 

‘Insecure, because I’ve no pension. You
know? My health is not brilliant and if I can’t
work then I’m going to be very broke and
probably quite sad about it. But, you know,
all my money went on the kids growing up –
I couldn’t afford to pay a pension.’

These accounts show the strong commitment
of the mothers and the young people to sus-
taining work. But following the families over
time also shows how difficult it can be to
achieve in-work progression and advancement.
For some families this meant living on a low
income over a period of years. For others,
wages did increase, but this in itself did not
necessarily translate into security. Events that
can happen to anyone – poor health, children
leaving home, unemployment, accidents, and
so on – are particularly challenging for people
without many resources. The women had to
give priority to immediate and day-to-day
needs and so found it hard to build up reserves
for the future, or to pass on resources to their
children. For the young people, the challenges
they encountered as they left school and sought
training and/or employment and independent
living, were particularly demanding. And the
lack of a secure base meant they often strug-
gled to establish themselves in adult life. 

There is much here with implications for policy.
But perhaps a good starting point would be a
shift in the message in order to recognise that
for many people work is only part of the route to
achieving a better quality of life.  ■

Jane Millar and Tess Ridge are Professors of Social
Policy at the University of Bath
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