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About NCSMC

The National Council of SingleMothersand their Children Incorporatedwas formed in 1973 to

advocatefor the rights and interestsof singlemothersand their childrento the benefit of all sole

parentfamilies,including singlefatherfamilies.

NCSMC formedto focus on singlemothers’interestsat a time whenwomenwho were pregnant

outsidemarriagewere expectedto give up their childrenfor adoptionby couplefamilies andthere

was no incomesupportfor parentsraising childrenalone.Todaymost singlemothersarewomen

who have separatedfrom a partner.Issuesof incomesupport,child support,paid work, housing,

parenting,child-care,family law, violenceandabusecontinueasconcernsto thepresentday.

NCSMC hasmemberorganisationsin statesand territoriesaroundAustralia,manyof which also

provideservicesand supportto familiesafterparentalseparation.

NCSMC aimsto:

• Ensurethat all childrenhavea fair startin life;

• Recognisesinglemotherfamiliesasaviable andpositivefamilyunit;

• Promoteunderstandingof singlemothersandtheirchildrenin thecommunitythat theymay

live freefrom prejudice;

• To work for improvementsin the socialeconomicandlegal statusofsinglemothersand

theirchildren.

This submissionwill focusprimarily on thesecondtermofreference:

Making it easierfor parentswho sowishto return to thepaidworkforce.

NCSMC wishesto highlight that existing legislation doesnot allow single motherson income

support to choosethe circumstancesof returnto work astheyarecompelledto undertakecertain

activities aspart of their “mutual obligation”. It would appearthat the AustralianGovernment

intends to significantly increasetheseobligations, making choice even more limited. Thus,

NCSMC wishesthe committeeto note the double standardthat currently applieswhere single

mothersface compulsionto undertakepaid work, comparedto couplemotherswho may choose

theirinvolvement.1

Parentalseparation and violence

Single-parenthouseholdscomprisemore than one in five householdswith dependentchildren in

Australiaandcompriseonethe fastestgrowingfamily forms(Wise, 2003). Most singleparentsare

1 Referto AppendixA forNCSMC’sGuidingPrinciplesto furtherwelfarereform.
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mothers,with nine out of 10 children living with their mothersafter parental separation(ABS

1999). Therise in single-parenthouseholdsis primarilyattributableto the risingrateofseparations

betweenparents,andviolenceis implicatedasa strong driver of relationshipbreakdown. Recent

Australian research into the reasonsfor divorce found that, after general communication

breakdown,violenceand addictionswere the most commonreasonswomengavefor endingthe

relationship(Wolcott & Hughes1999).

This reasoningis supportedstatisticallyin theABS (1996)surveyofwomen’ssafety,which found

that singlewomenwith an ex-partnerwerethemostlikely to haveexperiencedviolence,andthe ex-

partnerwas the mostprobableassailant. The populationsurveyfound that 23%of adult women

who had everpartneredhadexperiencedviolent assaultby a currentpartneror formerpartner,but

singlewomenwho hadpreviouslybeenpartneredwereat highestrisk ofexperiencingassault,with

42%reportingviolenceat sometime duringtheirrelationship(ABS 1996,p. 51). Family courtdata

indicatesthat 66%of separationsinvolving childrenhaveviolenceor abuse(Family Law Pathways

Report2001).

The datareportedin the submissionaredrawnfrom adoctoralresearchprojectundertakenin South

Australiain the 1 990s(Mclnnes2001),which comparedthefamily transitionexperiencesofsingle

motherswho left violent relationshipswith thosewho did not have to contentwith violence.2

Interviewswereconductedwith 36 singlemothers,which includedseparatedanddivorcedmothers

and women who had given birth outside of an establishedpartnership. Of the 29 women

interviewedwho becamesinglemothersastheresultof relationshipbreakdown, 18 reportedthat

their relationshipendeddue to violence. Abuse was self-defined by respondentsand always

includedphysicalviolenceand sometimesincludedsexual,social,financial andemotional abuse.

The violencetypically formedpart of the relationshipdynamicin which the motherand children

lived in constantfearand anxiety,ratherthanasingleexplosiveevent.

Labour market participation

Only 4 of the mothersinterviewedhadneverparticipatedin thepaidworkforce, and 28 of the 36

womenwereeitherundertakingpaidwork or studyat thetimeof interview. Thus for themajority,

paidwork and/orstudyformedan integralpartof theiridentity anddaily experience.

Single motherswho separatedfrom violent relationshipswere less likely to be in paidwork, but

more likely to be studying,thanothermothersat the time of interview. Of the 20 survivors of

childhoodand/oradult violence,70% were mainly reliant on income support. Two-thirds of the
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motherswho were mainly reliant on incomesupportwere studyingat the time of interview and

threeout of four single motherstudentshad left violent relationships. This fits with existing

researchthat foundthat divorcedwomenwhohadbeenexposedto severeabusewereless likely to

bein thepaidworkforcethanotherdivorcedwomen(Sheehanand Smyth2000).

Thedifferencesbetweensinglemothers’paidwork and study statusaccordingto theirexposureto

violent relationshipsindicatesthat analysisof single mothers’ economicparticipationcannotbe

reducedto infrastructureneedssuchaschildcare. Women’sexposureto genderedviolenceandtheir

responsibilitiesfor care of children combine to qualitatively changetheir accessto the paid

workforce.

Gender and working parents

Australia’spaidworkforceis highly gendered,wherewomen’swork is predominantlyclusteredin

low-paidpart-timeservicework (BakerandTippin 1999; EdwardsandMagarey1995; Pocock

1995; SharpandBroomhill 1988). Women’sincreasedparticipationin paidworkhasnot produced

aproportionatedeclinein theirshareofdomesticandfamily work relativeto men(Bittman&

Lovejoy 1993;Hochschild1997). Thusgenderremainsa cleardeterminantofworkforce

participation,reflectingwomen’sunpaidcaringresponsibilities,andthehigherrewardsofwork

availableto men.

Currentfamily policy increasestherisksofunemploymentfor singleparents.Currentfamily policy

payshigherrewardsto mothersin couple familieswithdrawingfrom theworkforce,throughthe

non-meanstestedpaymentofFTB B to singleincomefamilies.Whenmothersarenotpartnered

theybecomesubjectto newparticipationrequirementsto maintainaccessto a subsistenceincome

supportpayment.Currentfamily policy is thusincoherentandinconsistentby payingsomemothers

to stopwork andrequiringothermothersto startwork. Thebestprotectionagainstunemployment

for singlemothersis to enableall parents,coupleandsingle,to makestructuredtransitionsin and

out of theworkforceascaregivingneedsrequireoverthelife course.This meansconsiderationof

initiativessuchasmaternityleaveandpaternityleave,qualityaffordablechild careservices,

retrainingpackagesandsubsidyentitlementsfor caregiversreturningto work.

2 All identifying informationhasbeenremovedto protecttheprivacyandconfidentialityof respondents.
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SingleMothers and Paid Work

A study comparingreturnto work programmesfor low incomemothersacrossAustralia,Canada,

NewZealandandthe UnitedKingdom concludedthat thevariationin levelsof workforceactivity

requiredofmothersaffectedthelevel of difficulty experiencedby families,but did not essentially

changethe degreeor scopeof povertyof single motherhouseholds(Baker and Tippin 1999).

Along with responsibility for dependentchildren, low paid work in insecurejobs in a gender-

segmentedlabourmarketpreventedsinglemothersfrom gaining accessto economicindependence.

Only well-paid, securefull-time jobs would enableparentsto support their children on a single

income,without any relianceon incomesupport.

In the EconomicConsequencesofMarriage Breakdownstudy, McDonald (1986) foundthat being

in theworkforceat thetime of separationwasthemostimportantfactorinfluencingpost-separation

workforce participationof motherswith dependentchildren. Womenwho had undertakenpaid

work during the marriage,particularlyafterthe birth of the secondchild, were the mostlikely to

continuepaidworkparticipation. Womenwith professionaloccupationalexperiencehad a higher

workforce attachment,and betteraccessto secureworking conditions. Reportingthesefindings,

Funder(1989:82)notedthatdecisionstakenduring themarriageaboutthe genderdivisionof paid

work and child rearingresponsibilitiesstrongly influencedwomen’spost separationemployment

prospects.

Recommendations:

• NCSMCrecommendsthat governmentpolicy be reviewedto addressinconsistenciesthat

“encourage” single mothers,on the one hand, to enterpaid work, and couplemothers,on

theother, to stayat home.

• NCSMCrecommendsthat family supportpolicy be reviewedto introducepaid maternity

leaveandpaternity leave, quality affordable child careservices,retrainingpackagesand

subsidyentitlementsfor caregiversreturningto work

Factorssuchasthewomen’slevel ofeducationandhistoryof paidwork also affecttheir likelihood

of paidwork participation. A relativelyhigh wagewasneededto compensatefor work costsand

thelossofincomesupport,aswell asrent increasesfor mothersliving in public housing. Research

in Australiainto soleparentsleavingtheincomesupportsystem,hasconfirmedthataccessto well-

paidemploymentwith family-friendly workplaceconditions and appropriateaffordablechildcare

was the most sustainablepath out of povertyfor single mothers(Chalmers1999:45;McHugh &

Millar 1996;Wilson etal. 1998).
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Factorsidentified in previousresearchas producingthe highestincidenceof relianceon income

supportwere:

• Beingoutofthepaidworkforceattime ofseparation;

• Notbeinginvolved in thedecisionto separate;

• Havingan incomelower thanthebenefitlevel paid;

• HavinglessthanYear 12 schooling;and

• Not re-partneringwithin five to eightyears(Funder1989:85).

The numberof children in the family also affecteda mother’s labourmarket participationwith

participationin work decliningasthenumberofchildrenrose(Funder1989). In Mclnnes2001, 72

percentof the samplehad one or two children, and four out of five of thesewere working or

studying. Noneof the respondentswith threeormorechildren werein thepaid workforce at the

time ofinterview,althoughseventypercentofthesewere studying.

p
Paid work and caring responsibilities

In thestudyby Mclnnes2001, parentsfelt tornbetweentheirparentingand earningroles. The dual

demandsof beingthe only availableparentand incomeearnermadeparticipationin paid work a

balancingact for manywomen. While mothersexpectedto work and earntheir own incomeas

their children grew older, a lack of alternativecaremeant they could not easily work outside

standardoffice hours.

If youhaveapartner it~s mucheasierto staybackatwork. Childcarefinishesatfive thirty andyouhave
to be there topick the child up. I alwayshad to leaveearly to pickher up ... I missedout on hoursof
work. Iwasonlypaidby thehour (Juanita,41, 1 child).

It wouldbe verydifficult doingshifi work. There~slobsthat I’ve had that I wouldn’tbe ableto do now,
like whenI wasworking with youngdisabledpeople8 hour sh~fisovera 24 hoursperiodsevendaysa
weekand I]ust wouldn’tbeableto getchild care(Ann,40, 1 child).

I couldn’tpossiblyseehowlcouldkeepa night-timejob. Childcarewassomethingthat wasn’tavailable
at night in thosedays...My motherwaspreparedto havethechildrenbut only ~fItook themto herhouse.
Shehadno room setupfor them. I had topickthemup at 11 o’clockatnight, takethemoutandput them
in thecar, anddrivehome(Kerry, 31, 2 children).

Respondentsstressedthat beingableto meet theirchildren’sneedscamefirst, and their ability to

undertakepaidwork hadto fit in aroundtheseneeds. However,theydid sacrificetheirown needs

especiallyin relationto recreationandleisuretime, leadingto increasedisolationandstress.

Workmademereally very isolatedbecauseI was losingmy energy ... I wascomingbackat aboutseven
o clock in the eveningand ... trying to cooksomethingfor her. Shewasscreamingbecause..shespent
betweenten andtwelvehoursin a day-carecentreso shewasmiserable(Sasha,42, 1 child).
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WhenIfirst cameback,becauseI wasso tiredandgettingso little sleep,I wasburstinginto tearsall the
time andIfoundit very hardto lookprofessional...I’ve had to go homeduringthe day andhavesleeps
becauseI wasjust soknackered(Ann,40, 1 child).

Wheremothershadmadethe transitioninto paidwork somefoundthemselveshavingto returnto

incomesupportdueto illness,lackofchild care,lackof transportandstress.

I can’tnurseany more ... I’ve got registration howeverI’m notableto work anymoreasa nursebecause
I haveto takecareofeverybodyincludingmyex. I hadto accommodatemylife to suit his 4febecausehe
refusedto do it (Sasha,41, 1 child).

Recommendation:

NCSMCrecommendsthat ‘welfare to workspolicy mustenableeasyandfast transition between

paidworkandincomesupportto ensuresinglemothersareable to meettheir children~sneeds.

Despite their efforts to find ways to work, single mothers’ workforce participationremained

subordinateto thedemandsof family for anumberofreasons: P
• Therewasno otherpresentparentto sharecarefor children;

• Mothersbarelysawtheirchildrenwhentheyworkedfull-time;

• Workingfull-time meantrisking exhaustion;

• Childrenneededtheirremainingparent’sattention.

For thosemotherswho had experiencedviolence, their family demandswere higherdue to the

continuingimpactof traumaon theirown and theirchildren’shealth. Taft (2003)notesthat there

are strong links betweenintimate violence and damageto womens mental health, including

depression,anxiety,substancemisuse,suicidality andpost traumaticstressdisorder.

Child Care

The singlemothersin the sample(Mclnnes 2001)drew on both formal and informal sourcesof

care,with the most advantagedmothersbeingable to draw on a wider range. Informal sources

includedrelatives,friends and the otherparentand hadthe advantageof beingboth flexible and

cost free. For womenwho had experiencedviolencetheirchoiceswere far more limited asthey

wereoftenisolatedfrom bothinformal andformal sourcesof care.

Consistentwith otherresearch(Swinbourneet al. 2000;Wijnberg & Weinger1998),thewomenin

thesamplewith closerelationshipswith family foundthis thebestform of alternativecare. But not

all womencouldrely on family support,especiallymigrantwomen. Womenwho had experienced
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childhoodviolencecould not rely on family, andthosewho had experiencedviolenceas anadult

hadbeenforcedto moveawayfrom theirex-partnerandwerethusisolatedfrom family.

Only 13 mothers(36%) in the sample(Mclnnes2001)hadregularcontactwith theirex-partner. A

study of labour force capacityof sole parentswho sharedcarewith the otherparentfound that

motherswho sharedcarein a regular,co-operative,flexible and satisfactoryarrangementwith the

otherparentwere considerablymore likely to be in paid work than single motherswho did not

sharecare(Dickensonet al. 1999). However,wheremothersdid dependon ex-partnersfor care

while theyundertookpaid work, ex-partnerswere ableto continueto exertcontrol over mother’s

activities, echoingother researchfindingsthat partnersdecidedwhetherto ‘allow’ mothersto work

in couple families (EurekaStrategicResearch,1998:68). Full time work by motherscould also

createbarriersto regularcontactwith the non-residentparent. Whenmotherswere working full-

time, weekendswere theironly opportunityto spendleisuretime with theirchild, competingwith

non-residentfathers’ time. Accessto careby the otherparentwas not possiblefor the women

whoseex-partnerswere absent,and not in the child’s interestwhenthe otherparentwas abusive.

Survivorsofviolencethushadlessaccessto this sourceof care.

A third sourceof alternativecarewas neighbourhoodnetworks,providing the convenienceof

locality. Like family, friendswerean importantresourceout ofhours,or whenchildren weresick

and could not attendschoolor childcare. Relocationafter separationcreatedbarriersto women

sustainingthe neighbourhoodfriendships that had developedbefore their relationshipsended.

Womenfleeingviolencewere oftenforced to moveawayform theirneighbourhoods.Thosewho

wereableto remainin theirhomesduring andafterthe separationwere morelikely to haveaccess

to neighbourhoodsupportnetworksthat couldreplaceorextendfamily support.

Most commonly, formal child carewas used. Less flexible and more expensive,it was more

reliablefor mothersto meetwork and study commitments. Survivorsof violenceand migrants

weremorerelianton formal childcareservices. However,child careusuallyhad to bebookedin

advance,creatingdifficulties for womenwho worked casualhoursand were unsureof their child

care needs. Cost limited mothers’ useof child care. Mothers who had experiencedabuseof

themselvesor their children were often distrustful of childcare. Overall, survivors of violence

experiencedrelativedisadvantagein accessto all sourcesofalternativecare.

Despitethe limitations, high quality affordable, accessiblechildcare was important to reducing

isolationamongsurvivorsofviolence,migrantmothersand otherswhodid not havereadyaccessto

informal care sources. The data indicate that accessible,affordable, safe child care remains
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fundamentalto enablingsinglemothersto participatein paidwork, particularlyfor migrant women

andthosewho havesurvivedviolence. Identification and awarenessof the needsof parentand

child survivorsof violencecouldprovideconsiderablesupportto womenseekingto improvetheir

workforceopportunities.

Recommendation:

NCSMCrecommendsthatgovernmentfund affordable, accessible,appropriate,quality child care

places,in numberssufficientto meetdemand.

Workforce motivations and barriers

PovertyTrays

Gaining financial rewardsfrom work was important to justify the additional cost and effort of

workforceparticipationfor mothers,however,povertytrapsunderminedrespondents’motivationto

work. Respondentsin this research(Mclnnes2001)calculatedthe impactof marketeamingson

their incomesupportpaymentsand felt thereneededto be greaterfinancial incentivesto enterthe

workforce,particularlyfor thoseliving in publichousing,whenearningsalsoincreasedrent.

I wasearning maybeonehundredandfifty extrabutI had to cut it downto part-timeand it just wasn’t
worth it. HousingTrustputyour rent up. SocialSecuritytakesaway moneyandI wasaboutfive dollars
betteroff(Bonny,28, 3 children).

My rent wentup oversixty dollars a weekwhenI startedworkingandwhenI complainedaboutthat they
said ~youare alreadyin subsidisedhousingwhatareyoucomplainingabout’ (Laurel, 38, 3 children).

Thecombinationoflow-paid,insecurejobs with high effectivemarginaltaxratesin incometestson

public rentalratesandincomesupportpayments,providedno economicbenefitto families in public

housingto compensatefor the time pressureand the financial and family costs of going to paid

work. Poverty traps did not as severelyaffect single mothers in private rental housing or

homebuyersasearningsdid not directly increasetheirhousingcosts. Survivors of violence and

motherswithout wageincomecapital assetsweremore likely to be living in public housing,and

werethusmoreseverelyaffectedby povertytrapsthanothermothers.Theparadoxofpovertytraps

is that motherswith higher income earningcapacityand assetsare less severelyaffectedthan

mothersliving in deeppoverty,in publichousing,withpoorincomeprospects.

Recommendations:

• NCSMCrecommendstheremovalofquadrupleincometest(YouthAllowance,FamilyTax
Benefit,Child CareBenefitand Child Support).

• NCSMCrecommendsfederalandstategovernmentscooperateto addressthepublic housing
rental/ marketearningspovertytrap.
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Accessto transyort

A key dimensionof poverty and isolation amongsingle motherswas their accessto private

transport. The studyor workforceprospectsof singlemotherswithout accessto private transport

werelimited, comparedto thosewho heldadriver’s licenceandcouldafford to runa car(Mclnnes

2001). Gettingchildren to child careor schoolon public transportandthengettingto workplaces,

oftenrequiredmothersto rousechildrenat dawn. Womenliving in non-metropolitanareaswere at

anevengreaterdisadvantagedueto limited services.

I wouldhavehad to drop him at somebody’shouseatfive in themorning, havinggotmyselfup and the
babyup - it wouldhaveto bea housecloseby...I wouldhaveto havehim there includingweekendswhen
therewassh~flworkand it~harder tofindchild care on rotatingshifts(Judith,34, 1 child).

I had to takeher in themorningon thebus, then catchanotherbus, with thepusher,with her bottle, her
nappies,everything,to the child care. I then had to walkdownto the day carecentre, then comeback
andwalk to myclassesand thenbacktopickher up. Whew!I waswalking. It wasa slavery(Sasha,42,
1 child).

I wascatchingbuses.I didn’t havea licence.I wasleavinghomeat quarter to six in themorningto beat
work by sevenandI wasn’tgettinghometill five thirty atnight (Judith,34, 1 child).

Women’s life histories of income status, relationships, culturally scripted gender roles and

motherhoodformedpart of the context in which somehadnot beenableto learnto drive. Some

womenhadgrownup in low incomehouseholdswithout a car, othershadlived in relationshipsin

which only menweredrivers,andthereforecontrolledwomen’smobility. Gainingadriver’s licence

meantgainingfreedomto move.

Recommendation:

NCSMCrecommendsthat governmentprovidefunding to single motherson incomesupport to

coverthecostofdriving lessonsandpurchaseofdriver ‘s licence.

PostSevarationViolence

Despitethe widespreadbelief that leaving the relationshipstopsdomesticviolence,a numberof

survivorsof violencereportedcontinuingharassment,stalking, threatsandphysicalattacksby their

ex-partner(Mclnnes 2001). Motherswho had to maintain contactwith a violent ex-partnerfor

child contactfoundthat managementof theirex-partner’sviolencechanged,but did not necessarily

stop after separation. Their actionswere still constrainedand conditionedby the needto manage

andreducetherisk of furtherviolenceagainstthemselvesandtheirchildren.

I still haveto appeasehis moods. Eventhoughwe are apartI haveto becarefulaboutwhat thechildren
might say on thephoneto him so asnot to rock the boat ... in order to protectmyself to protect the
children (Mabel, 36, 6 children).
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There was ofien conflict at exchangeat accessso we havebeen through the Family Court and had
restrainingordersput inplaceandconditionsofaccessand thatsortofthing (Tare, 36, 2 children).

In casesof continuing contactbetweenchildren and abusivefathers,both mothersand children

wereunableto work on recoveryfrom theirtrauma,remaininghostageto thepotentialandactuality

of ongoingviolence. Motherswhosechildren hadbeenabusedby their fatherwerepresentedwith

a no-winsituationin which theyhad left therelationshipto protect theirchildren from abuse,yet

theywererequiredto cooperatewithpresentingtheirchild for contactwith theallegedperpetrator.

Recommendations:

• NCSMCendorsesthe Family Law Council (2002) and Every Picture Tells a Stoiy Report

(2004)recommendationsthat a national childprotectionservicebe established,improvingthe

quality ofchild abuse investigationandevidenceavailableto theFamilyCourt.

• NCSMCrecommendsthat the Family Law Act be amendedto privilege child(ren)~ safetyin

determininghis/herbestinterests.

Educationand WorkHistories

Thosein thesample(Mclnnes2001)with little educationhadmainly held low paid,part timejobs

suchas cleaning, retailing or food and hospitality services.The motherswith post-secondary

qualificationsweremorelikely to bemainly relianton marketincomethan thosewho hadno post-

schoolqualification. Forty-five percentof the samplehadnot finishedYear 12. Of thesemothers

manyhadheld jobs with no training,no securityandrelatively low pay. For womenwho grewup

with an abusiveparent,leavinghomeand schoolingwasaway to escapetheabuse.

Womenwho hadnot succeededat schooldid notexpectthat theywouldbe ableto handlestudyas

an adult. Successat educationasadultspromptedwomento re-evaluatetheircapacitiesandgoals.

Genderedexpectationsaboutwomen’sworking lives, thedemandsof marriageandfamily, aswell

asexperiencesof violencewere themain factorswhichhad shapedsinglemothers’ educationand

work histories. Many respondentshad left educationas young women believing they would

eventuallybesupportedby theirpartners,or to escapeabusefrom theirfamily. Husbands’viewson

mothers’ workforce participation, aswell as the demandsof children, restrictedwomen’swork

during thepartnership,and left manysinglemotherswith a low incomeearningcapacityafterthe

relationshipended.

Gainingnewor updatedworkplaceskills wasan importantstep for singlemotherswho wantedto

return to work. Study and training coursesprovided womenwith new opportunities;however,
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womenwere interestedin careerswhich would supportthemselvesand theirchildren, ratherthen

short-termlow-paidjob options.

Single Mothers and Study

Combining parentingand studying generatedsimilar conflicts to thosebetweenpaid work and

parentingdemands. Studentsweremoreable to be flexible to meet family demands,but student

workloadswere oftenorganisedaroundthelifestylesof youngadultswithoutdependants.Mothers

oftenexperiencedtime andfamily stresswhile studying. Not only did thedemandsofchildrenand

studyconflict, buteducationalinstitutionsmadefew allowancesfor theneedsofcarers.

On thefirst day oforientationwehadsomeonecomein to talk abouttime managementandheproceeded
to tell singleparentswhy theyshouldn’tbe at university. That wasmy introduction..,we all felt really
bad. Hetoldusyoucan’t bea goodparentandstudy(Anita, 38, 2 children).

Despitethe lackof flexibility andrecognitionof single mothers’ family needsby someeducation

institutions,accessto highereducationwasgreatlyvaluedby womenin the study. Departmentof

Family and CommunityServicesdatashowsthat soleparentsweretheincomesupportgroupwith

thehighestrateofparticipationin education(Landt& Peck2000).

Half of the respondents(Mclnnes2001) were enrolled in a post-secondarycourseat the time of

interview. Two-thirds of thesewere enrolled in university and the remainingthird in TAFE

courses.Furthereducationwasseenasaway to improvetheirearningcapacityin the longerterm.

Thedatashowedatrend for the level ofeducationto increasewith age. Manyrespondentswhohad

returnedto studyasa singlemotherdiscoveredtheywereableto succeededucationally.Successat

educationwas importantto recoveringa positive senseof identity and achievement,as well as

expandingsocialnetworksanddecreasingisolation. However,povertyremainedabarrierto single

mothers’ participationin education,and survivors of violent relationshipsoften lived in deeper

relativepoverty,with lessaccessto assetsfrom therelationshipandlessaccessto child support.

In summary, respondents’motivationsto begin studying were linked to their desire to achieve

longer term career goals. Successin educationoffered a positive senseof self-esteemand

achievementsufficient to persist thoughbarriersincluding lost earningopportunities, costs of

studying, risks of not getting ajob on completionand the stresson the family. Whenthe family

experiencedincreasedstressdue to illness or other crises,motherspreferredto defer studiesto

attendto family demands.
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Recommendation:

NCSMCrecommendsgovernmentpromoteand encouragesingle motherson incomesupportto

undertakehigher education,by subsidisingplacesat institutions, allowing study as an approved

activity, and ensuringthecontinuationofthePensionerEducationSupplement.

Summary of ResearchFindings

Theimpactonwork andstudyarisingfrom violenceemergedin theresearch(Mclnnes2001)asan

issuefor womenin theworkforce. Violenceagainstwomenandchildrenis commonlyconstituted

within a welfareparadigmof socialpolicy providing crisis housingand financial relief, while the

legacyofviolenceon survivor’swork andeducationopportunitieshasreceivedcomparativelylittle

attention (Danzigeret al. 2000). The poverty, health impacts,isolation and lossof trust arising

from violenceaffectedsurvivors accessto paid work and study and their useof alternativecare

resources.

Single mothers’ opportunities to develop market earnings were underpinnedby a range of

prerequisiteswhich could not be assumedwithin the cumulative genderedeffects of prolonged

poverty, experiencesof violenceand responsibilityfor dependentothers. Such prerequisitesfor

labourmarketparticipationincluded:

• Physicalsafetyfor parentandchild(ren);

• Emotional andphysicalhealthoftheparentandchild(ren);

• Securehousing;

• Accessto transport;

• Accessto appropriatechild careresources;

• Accessto suitabletraining / education;

• Accessto networkwith employmentopportunities.

Violencenegativelyimpactedon singlemothers’workforceand studyopportunitiesin anumberof

complexways,mediatedby otherfactors:

• Survivorsofviolenceoften experiencedincreasedfamily demanddueto thephysical,emotional

and financial stressesof past and continuing violence, thereby reducing their sustained

availability for otheractivities.

• Survivorswere more restrictedin accessto alternativeforms of care. Survivorswere often

isolatedfrom family and friends throughhaving to move or go into hiding. They could not

safely call on their ex-partnerto providecare,and their experiencesoften madethem more

distrustfulofchildcare.

13



• Survivorswere morelikely to havebeenhousedin public housing,and were thus exposedto

deeperpovertytrapscomparedto thosein privatelyrentedorpurchasedhousing.

• Survivors were less likely to have accessto private transport,due to poverty, and never

obtainingadriver’s licence.

• Survivorsofviolenceaschildrenhadoften left homeand educationto escape,placingthem at

risk oflong-termdisadvantagein thelabourmarket.

• Survivorsof violencecarry the costs, including impairedphysical and mental healthof both

child andadult targets,which impacton theircapacityto participatein paidwork and education.

Thereare theincreasedfinancial and time costsof attendanceat healthservices,medications,

and disability aids. Manysurvivorsofviolencealso faceincreasedlegal coststo try to protect

themselvesand theirchildrenusing the stateand federalcourts. Thereis also the cost ofthe

loss or damageto housing and possessionsarising from the destructionof property, forced

abandonmentofhome,debtsarisingfrom therelationshipandforgoneclaimsto propertyofthe

relationship.

Policy approachesassistingmothersto seekwork needto takeaccountof the extrademandson

survivorsof violenceand theresponsibilitiesof providing care. Constructingmothersasgender-

neutralagentsin the labourmarketcannotadequatelyaccountfor the gendereddimensionsof the

distributionof unpaidcare,povertyandviolence. Thus increasedcompulsiononsinglemothersto

participatein workforceactivity canbeexpectedto createincreasedburdenson themostvulnerable

familiesanddo little to addressthedriversofrelativedisadvantageamongsinglemothers.

Policy reformssuchasincreasedfinancialrewardsfor paidwork, increasedaccessto affordable,

quality, flexiblechild careandincreasedassistancewith transportandeducationcostarenecessary

to supportingsinglemothersto improvetheir income-earningopportunities. Recognitionof the

impactof genderedviolenceon singlemother’spovertyandtheirsubsequentworking opportunities

indicatestheneedto dramaticallyimprovelegal responsesto financially compensatemothersand

childrenfor violenceagainstthem,andthesupporttheirsafetyandrecoveryafterseparation.

Recommendations:

• NCSMCrecommendsthat government,in consideringpolicies to encouragetransitionsfrom

welfareto paid work, prioritise rights to safety,healingandrecoveryfor all victimsofviolence,

beyondthecurrentscopeofcrisis intervention.
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• NCSMCrecommendsthatgovernmentdoesnotoverlookthe imperativeto considertheimpact

ofviolencewhendevelopingpolicy to encouragethe transitionfrom welfare to paid work. In

doingso,further researchspecificallyaddressingthis areawill needto be undertaken.

• NCSMCrecommendsthat governmentconsiderhow it could improve the legal responsesto

victims ofviolenceto financially compensatethemfor theviolencesuffered,andhelp in their

healingand recovery.

• NCSMC recommendsthat governmentfund the provision of training and education of

professionals,volunteersand helpers who come into contact with victims of violence. This•

needsto includeprevalence,characteristics,dynamicsand consequencesofviolence/abusein

families, how to recogniseit and what to do about it. Workersneedto know how to go about

prioritising responsesto achievesafety,andsupportinghealingandresiliencefor victims.

• In addition to theaboverecommendations,NCSMCrecommendsthatgovernmentimplement

thefollowingpoliciesin recognitionoftheunpaidcare worksinglemothersundertake:

1. Increasednational investmentin accessto retraining andeducationpackagesfor

parentsand carerswho haveforegonewagesto meetcare commitments.

2. Thedevelopmentofwagesubsidypackagesto buildworliforce attachmentandskillsfor

parentsandcarerswho haveforegonewagesto meetcare commitments.

3. A nationalflexible systemofmaternityleaveandparentalleaveto supportparentsand

carers who haveforegonewagesto meetcarecommitmentsin theearlyperiodof

children‘s lives, withpathwaysbackto employmentemphasisingparentalchoiceand

flexibility.

4. Affirmativeaction in theworkplaceto supportwomen‘s andmothers~accessto

permanentemploymentwith careerpathsandskills acquisition.

5. Increasedinvestmentin family supportservices,withpathwaysto employmentand

educationservicesfor parentsandcarerswho haveforegonewagesto meetcare

commitments.
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Appendix 1

GuidingPrinciples— SoleParents& WelfareReform

Overview

NCSMCrecommendsthattheAustralianGovernmentdoesnot increaseparticipationrequirements
for ParentingPaymentrecipientsfor thefollowing reasons:

• Soleparentsarethemostactiveincomesupportrecipientpopulationundertakingpaidwork,
employmentassistanceprograms,studyandtraining;

• Demandfor employmentassistanceprograms,trainingand child careplacesfar exceeds P
supply;

• No evaluationdatais yetavailableto determinethe successorotherwiseoftheAustralians
WorkingTogetherlegislationasimplementedasat30 September2002, and30 September
2003.

NCSMC recommendsthattheAustralianGovernmentimplementsthefollowing reforms:
• Investin thewell beingofAustraliansoleparentfamiliesby increasingthenumberof

placesavailablein employmentassistanceprograms,trainingandchild care;
• Facilitatetheuptakeofsuchplacesby providingsufficient fundingto allow soleparentsto

fill theseplaces;
• Provideevaluationdatasothe successorotherwiseofthe existingAustraliansWorking

Togetherlegislationcanbedetermined.Thisshouldinclude,butnot belimited to, datawith
respectto parentsandotherson:

~ Movementfrom benefitto paidwork (includingcasual,parttime, andfull time)
~ Accessto services,including returnto work programs(eg JET,TTW), training

education,andchild care;
~ Breachingrates

Consultation

To ensureproperconsultationtakesplace,NCSMC recommendsthefollowing consultationprocess
takesplace:

• Publicmeetingsto beheldin eachstate/territory;
• A DiscussionPaperis draftedby DEWR andreleasedfor public comment(bywritten

submissionandwith reasonabletimeline);
• Following this, anOptionsPaperis draftedandreleasedfor public comment(bywritten

submissionandwith reasonabletimeline).

NCSMC
National Council of SingleMothers and their Children Inc.

220VictoriaSquareTarndanyanggaAdelaideSA 5000 Ph: 0882262505Fax: 0882262509
ncsmc(~2ncsmc.om.au http://www.ncsmc.org.au
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Assistance/ Supports IServicesin DEWR lan2uaael

• RetentionofcurrentParentingPayment(pension)levelsandincometest (with taperrateat
40 centsin thedollar) for existingParentingPaymentrecipientsandnewapplicants;

• Thereshouldbeacknowledgementthatfurtherassistanceand supportis needed(bothaccess
to and fundingof) to addressthestructuraldisadvantagefacedby soleparents;

• Accessto affordable,accessible,appropriate,qualitychild care,includingbeforeandafter
school,vacation,night-time& weekendcare;

• Provisionof funding for appropriateandlongtermsubstantivetrainingand/oreducation,
including theretentionofthePensionerEducationSupplement(PES),aswell asexpansion
ofPESto thosereceivingParentingPaymentPartnered(PPP);

• Accessto and fundingfor appropriatetransport,notingthatsoleparentshaveadouble
transportburden(childrento schoolandparentto work);

• Accessto fundingforjob searchcosts;(notingthat thesecostswereneverfactoredinto
currentpensionamounts,asraisingchildrenalonewasconsideredsufficientactivity);

• Accessto appropriateemployment/ returnto work programs,with appropriatelytrained
staff(egTTW, JET,PSP)— theseprogramsneedto be responsiveto needsofsoleparents
andtheirchildren, flexible, friendlyandnotbasedon compliance;

• Accessto andfundingfor healthor othertherapeuticservices(parentsandchildren)needed
to enableaparentto engagein participationrequirements;

• Accessto wagesubsidyprogramsthatleadto realjobs (paidwork experience); P
• Accessto family friendlyworkplaces;
• TheRTW/JETchild caresubsidiesshouldextendto all PPrecipientsundertakinglabour

marketrelatedactivity;
• Participationsupplements,and/orwell publicised,dedicatedfunds within JobSeeker

AccountsandRTW/JETbudgetsto assistwith thedirectcostsofjob search,employment
andeducationandtraining.

Incentives/ Removalof DisincentivesIWork Incentivesin DEWR 1an~uas~e1

• Retentionofpensionincometest(taperrateat40 centsin thedollar),andthis taperrate
shouldalsoapplyto PPPrecipientsto encourageparttimepaidwork;

• Removalofquadrupleincometest (YouthAllowance,Family Tax Benefit,Child Care
Benefit andChild Support);

• Progressivelyremoveanomaliesthatresultin reduction/ lossoffamily incomeonce
youngestchild turns16;

• Addressingmajordisincentivesto repartnering(iemarriagelike relationships);
• Addressinguncertaintybroughtaboutby forcedparticipation(eg focusonmeeting

obligationsdemandslessfocuson children’sneeds,ability to transferfrom paidwork to
pension);

• Breakingdowndisincentives;including costof child care,costof working (especiallyinitial
costsofwork entry)

• Activities mustleadto “real” jobs;
• Publichousingrentincreases/ disincentives
• Concessionscards— needto retainaccessfor sometimeasit providesaccessto state(eg

transport,telephone)concessions;andtheseconcessioncardsshouldbeavailableto PPP
recipientsaswell.
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R&iuirements IWork obli2ations in DEWR 1an~ua~e1

ShouldtheAustralianGovernmentnot acceptNCSMC’srecommendationandchooseto pursue
an increasein participationrequirements,at abareminimumthefollowing protectionsshould
be legislated:

Thelegislativeprotectionsunderpinningtheparticipationrequirementsintroducedin
AustraliansWorkingTogethershouldberetained,including:
(1) anyrequirementsshouldbe averagedoveranumberofweeksratherthana fixed

numberofhoursperweek
(2) parentsshouldhavetheoptionto participatein educationandtrainingthatwould

improvetheirfuturejob prospectsandincome
(3) parentsshouldbeexemptedfrom participationrequirementswheretheyhave:

~ a child with adisability,
~ a sick child, or
~ whereacritical eventin thefamily’s life (e.g.divorceproceedings,threatof
domesticviolence)would makecompulsoryparticipationunreasonableatthis
time.

(4) decisionsonbreachesofparticipationrequirementsoragreementsshould continueto
bemadeby thedelegateof theMinisterpursuantto socialsecuritylegislation

(5) anaccessible,fair andpromptSocial SecurityAppealssystemshouldremainin
place,andpaymentsshouldcontinueorbe resumedwhile appealsarebeing
considered

(6) existingarrangementsto waivepenaltieson complianceandusesuspensionsrather
thanbreachesto encourageattendanceshouldcontinue

• Thefollowing additionalprotectionsshouldbe introduced:
(1) Thelegislationshouldspecifythatanyparticipationrequirementsmustbe

reasonable,takingaccountofchildren’sneeds,parents’educationemploymentand
traininghistoryandgoals,andbarriersto participationsuchasdisabilities

(2) Thebreachessystemshouldbereformedin accordwith thePearceReport:
includingareductionin maximumnonpaymentperiodsto amaximumof eight
weeks

• no requirementsapartfrom interviewsshouldbe imposedforthefirst twelvemonths
aftertherecipientreceivesParentingPayment

• Thecurrentparticipationrequirementsfor soleparentson incomesupportwhose
youngestchild is 13 shouldnotbe increased;

• Thelegislationshouldprotectthe legalobligations/ primaryresponsibilityofparentsto
providecareto theirchildrenwithoutrisk of lossor reductionofincomesupport,or
otherpenalty(thiswould includemissingappointments,leavingthework place,failing
to attendtraining,etcwhenchildren/domesticneedsarise— bothin theshorttermand
over thelongerterm);

• Thelegislationshouldprotecttherightsof child(ren)to haveaccessto parentaltimeas
needed;

• Whereaccessible,affordable,appropriate,qualitychild careis not available, there
shouldbeno requirementto participate;

• Parentsshouldnotbe requiredto engagein activitiesoutsideofschoolhours(including
schoolholidays);

• Thenumberof dependents(children,elderlyparents,etc)in aparent’scareshouldbe
recognisedaslimiting theircapacityto participate;

• Time limits shouldbeplacedon travelrequirementsconsistentwith currentAWT
legislation,ie amaximumof45 minuteseachway(this includestravelto/from child’s
schoolandparent’swork);

I

I
P
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Monitoring

To ensurethe well being of singleparentfamilies it will beessentialto closelymonitor the
implementation ofanynewwelfarereform measures.This shouldinclude,but is not limited to:

• Ongoingand regnlar publication ofdata;
• Ongoing and regular consultation with soleparentsandorganisationsinvolvedwith sole

parents;
• Independentevaluationsofimpactof anynewreforms;
• A transparentandeasilyaccessiblecomplaintsprocess;
• A transparentandaccessibleappealsprocess

P
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