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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is concerned with the question of what role informal support networks
play in the welfare mix of contemporary welfare states. Informal support is provided by
family and friends on the one hand, and by voluntary organisations on the other. Using
data from 116 semi-structured interviews with lone mothers, in the United Kingdom and
Germany, the question of whether different welfare systems influence individual support
mobilisation strategies is investigated. Lone mothers were selected because of their
limited earning capacities which often result in a life in poverty and social exclusion —
for them and for their children. It was shown in this research that informal and formal
support alleviates these effects and the research project is guided by four main
objectives: (1) to map ways in which lone mothers mobilise support from different
sources; (2) to investigate whether lone mothers develop support mobilisation strategies
in turning to formal and/or informal support sources; (3) to analyse whether differences
in welfare state systems result in variances in informal support mobilisation behaviour;
and finally, (4) to evaluate the role and importance of voluntary organisations as support
providers for lone mothers. Empirical evidence is provided to demonstrate that informal
support networks influence the utilisation of formal support. In contrast, variations in
welfare state provision do not appear to have a significant impact on support
mobilisation behaviour. Indeed, formal support mobilisation is a function of
demographic characteristics, influenced by receipts from means-tested benefits and the
extent of informal support. The utilisation of informal support was dependent on
network structural and demographic variables, as well as reciprocity norms. The main
finding of this research is that individual support mobilisation of lone mothers is
determined by their specific circumstances, and not by their residence in different

welfare states.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Families play an extremely important role in the future of modern society. In the year
2000, 680,000 and 780,000 children were born in the United Kingdom and Germany
respectively (Eurostat 2001). These children are dependent on a positive social
environment for their health and well-being. Families need external support in order to
prosper. With this in mind, one of the most challenging characteristics of raising a child
in today’s society is having to do it as a lone parent. Whatever the basic necessity of life
for that child may be, they serve as the sole provider. Almost always, they are lone
mothers.

The support that families receive can come from a variety of sources. Although state
support is very important for many families, most lone mothers rely on the everyday
help of individuals who are emotionally or geographically close. This is the focus of the
research. Whereas results of the social support research indicate the crucial importance
of informal support for individual well-being their specific relevance for lone parent
families is not as well documented. The concentration of this research focuses on four
elements including services lone parents receive from informal and formal support
sources, who are their supporters, how support helps them to adapt to daily demands,
and how they mobilise this support. Informal support is often not sufficient in stabilising
their families’ welfare. Child poverty is a consequence of diminished parental earning
capacities (Piachaud/Sutherland 2001). For children, poverty means a restricted
adolescent experience, childhood development, and positive learning opportunities
(Armutsbericht 2001). Lone parenthood is accompanied by a high risk of being

dependent on means-tested benefits. Childcare and health care are equally important.

Informal vs. formal support

Social security transfers and in-kind benefits are common features shared by all
contemporary western European welfare states. Complex bureaucratic agencies
distribute these formal means of support. Funds needed to cover these expenses account
for a major proportion of annual public spending, often the single largest post of public
budgets. Hence, the cost of state provision of social welfare is known annually.

However, this focus on the formal side of welfare provision neglects the fact there are
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informal sources as well. While the annual costs of state provision can be accounted for,
there is hardly any evidence how much the informal sector contributes. Typical
examples of informal welfare provision include care for children, the elderly, and the
sick which are usually provide by women. Informal sources include elements of the
voluntary sector on one hand, and family and friends support networks on the other.
Although it has been estimated that families bear the largest burden of welfare
provision, they are hardly recognised as major welfare provider (Heinze et al. 1988;
Lewis 1997).

This research project is primarily concerned with the way lone mothers mobilise
support from informal and formal sources. Support is thereby defined by operation. That
means that all actions and services by others that contributed to the solution of a
problem were understood as support. This includes services that need to be paid for (e.g.
childcare) as well as those that do not require payment. This approach exclusively
considers the respondent’s perspective. Not all of these actions may be regarded as
support by an external observer though.

Most social researchers would probably agree that personal relations constitute
informal networks and the state serves as a formal supporter. However, there are support
sources that cannot be classified in either of these categories unequivocally. For
example, if I have a personal relationship with my landlord and he helps me to repair my
refrigerator — is this informal or formal support? Does he help me on the basis of our
friendship — which would be informal — or is this formal support because this relation is
ultimately based on a tenants agreement? Other ambiguous cases include voluntary

(13

organisations. A voluntary organisation is “..a formal organisation, self-governing,
independent of government, not profit-distributing, and voluntary.” (Kendall/Knapp
1997: 268) This definition already stresses the formal aspect. But what about self-help
groups, the smallest units of lone parent organisations — a specific type of voluntary
organisations that is particularly relevant for this research? Self-help and mutual aid are
essentially informal activities. It is difficult to draw clear boundaries between these
sectors (Willmott 1986).

Next, it will be clarified how informal and formal support are understood within the
scope of this research. Formal support is provided on the basis of private law contracts
or social welfare legislation. Moreover, all support forms that are provided by

professional supporters belong in this category. This includes doctors, counsellors,

health visitors, but also staff of nurseries, churches, banks, etc. All these supporters are
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paid for their work. Thus, services by lone parent organisations that are provided by
professional staff are formal. Among these are advisory services concerning legal and
benefits issues which are offered by solicitors and other legal professionals. They are
paid for by lone parent organisations. Professionally guided therapy groups also belong
to this category. This definition is in contrast to d’Abbs (1991) who classified all
support sources other than state agencies as informal ones.

Informal support is based on personal relationships. It includes forms of assistance
that family, friends, acquaintances, neighbours, colleagues, ex-partners and their
families give each other. As was demonstrated in the previous chapter, kinship networks
are the most reliable support sources. We are born into kinship relations that can
encompass many individuals. Close and distant relatives are commonly distinguished
because different degrees of normative obligations result from these relationships. Close
relatives from a lone mother’s perspective are her parents and her brothers and sisters.
Other kinship relations, such as to grandparents, cousins, aunts and uncles are less
committing to mutual help (Willmott 1986; Diewald 1991). Another important source of
informal support are friends, acquaintances, and neighbours. Friendship relations can
withstand the strain and are more likely to offer support. Acquaintances and neighbours
may help occasionally — but this does not normally exceed small favours. Neighbours
can be important support sources due to their geographical proximity. But it is equally
likely not to have any supportive relations to neighbours at all. The children’s fathers
also play a specific informal support role. They are legally required to support their
children. Beyond that many maintain informal supportive relations to their children and
their former partners. Lone parent organisations also provide informal services.
Thereby, direct and indirect effects can be distinguished. Direct informal support
include exchanging advice, information, and emotional support in self-help groups and
informal gatherings (e.g. Sunday afternoon cafe), indirect effects include their network

generating capacity.

Comparing individual support mobilisation in Britain and Germany

A main concern of this research beside the proposed interdependence of informal and
formal support is the effect of macro-structures like welfare state systems on individual
action, i.e. the micro-level of society. In order to test this correlation empirically it was
necessary to select at least two countries with different welfare state systems, thereby

creating different incentive structures for individual action. For this purpose, the United
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Kingdom and Germany were selected. Both countries are suitable for this comparison
since they represent two distinctive ‘worlds of welfare capitalism’ (Esping-Andersen
1990) which nevertheless are similar enough for a viable comparison. For example, both
use similar categorical social security benefits.

Furthermore, when the idea for this research was developed in the mid 1990s social
policy debate in Germany was dominated by demands for retrenchment of the
comprehensive social security provided by the German Sozialstaat. Beside general
demands for saving public expenditure calls for more individual responsibility — that, in
fact, translates into more family responsibility — were common. In other words,
conservative and liberal political actors in Germany joined forces in calling for less
formal support provision at the expense of informal support sources. German
retrenchment proponents frequently cited Britain and the neo-liberal rhetoric of British
governments as a model for the future German welfare state. Thus, seeing it from a
German perspective, the selection of the United Kingdom as comparative model carries
a special meaning in this context.

However, the political context in which this research was started changed
dramatically while it was realised. The fieldwork in 1998 coincided with the start of
nationwide pilot projects for the New Deal for Lone Parents in the UK, following the
landslide victory of Tony Blair and New Labour in 1997 after almost two decades of
Conservative rule. In Germany, a Social Democrat government resumed office after 16
years of Christian Democrat rule under Helmut Kohl. Family policy reform has been
high on the agenda ever since. Using data from 116 interviews with lone mothers in
both countries the following questions will be answered: How do lone mothers mobilise
support from informal and formal support sources? Do they make strategic decisions
between informal and formal support sources? What impact do different welfare states

have at their individual circumstances?

Thesis outline

This thesis consists of three parts. In the first part, circumstances of lone mothers in the
UK and in Germany are examined. First, a general overview of different aspects of their
lives as lone mothers is given based upon previous publications of the lone parent
research and relevant national statistics in chapter 2. Following that, relevant services of

the British and German welfare states for lone mothers are identified in chapter 3.
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The second part contains theoretical and methodological foundations required to realise
this research. In chapter 4 it is shown that basic assumptions of action, exchange, and
social support theories in combination with those of social network analysis can be
utilised to explain individual support mobilisation behaviour. These theoretical
approaches were combined into an integrated model of support mobilisation from which
the central research hypotheses of this thesis were deducted. These hypotheses are
introduced in chapter 5 together with an outline of research methods and sampling
procedures used to realise the ambitions of this research.

The third and most extensive part is devoted to the empirical results of this research.
The descriptive chapter 6 serves the purpose of placing the data in a broader context of
lone parent research. Aspects of the well-being of lone mothers in both samples are
presented. An important source of support for lone parents are lone parent organisations.
These voluntary organisations act as advocates of lone parent interests in the public and
offer concrete support for lone parents in need. In chapter 7 two of these organisations
are introduced and their services for lone parents are analysed. The interdependence
between informal and formal support is examined in chapters 8 and 9. First, the
utilisation of informal support is investigated in chapter 8. There, the controversial
question of whether families or friends are the most important supporters is addressed.
Secondly, in chapter 9 the utilisation of formal support is explored. Here, an overview
of relevant state support and other formal supporters is provided. Finally, all results of
this research are combined to prove the proposed interaction between informal and
formal support mobilisation. In conclusion, implications of these findings for future
policies are suggested. Considering the variety of information from the interviews,
supplementary expert interviews, and content analysis it was my goal to select the most

intriguing aspects of this research.
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CHAPTER 2
LONE PARENTS IN GERMANY AND THE UK

Chapters 2 and 3 introduce the circumstances of lone parents in two contemporary
welfare states. The importance of these chapters is the description of the research
background that were crucial for the theoretical conceptualisation of this research. First,
lone parents are defined as family form and relevant socio-demographic trends of the
previous 30 years are outlined. The rapid growth in lone parenthood resulted in
increased public and academic attention. Thus, knowledge of their specific
circumstances is well established in the social sciences. Data that are relevant for this

research are presented in chapter 2.

2.1. Defining Lone Parents

Cross-national comparative research has suffered from different national concepts of
lone parents which results in different categorisations of statistical data (Roll 1992;
Bradshaw et. al. 1996, 1998). There are two kinds of definitions that rely on different
concepts. The first describes lone parenthood as a family form by stressing
characteristics of social relatedness, of relations among individuals. The other perceives
lone parent families merely as a distinct household type that is characterised by a
particular way of pooling and sharing resources (Galler/Ott 1993).

The first official lone parent definition in Britain that is still widely used was
proposed by the Finer Committee on One-Parent Families in 1974. It described lone
parent families as “...a mother or father living without a spouse (and not cohabiting)
with his or her never-married child or children aged either under 16 or from 16 to
(under) 19 and undertaking full-time education. (DHSS 1974, quoted by Millar 1994:
40) Roll (1992) extended the Finer Committee’s definition to include other adults as
well. According to her, a lone parent “...is not living in a couple (meaning either
married or a cohabiting couple); may or may not be living with others (for example
friends or own parents); is living with at least one child under 18 years old...“ (Roll
1992: 10) A similar definition can be found in Bradshaw et. al. (1996). Kiermnan et al.

(1998) agree that “Lone mother families may form a discrete household or they may be
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living as part of a larger household...“ (Kiernan et al. 1998: 23) but they distinguish very
clearly between the concepts of family and household at the same time.

Millar (1994) claimed that it has become increasingly standard among British
researchers to define lone parents as living with children, regardless of whether they live
alone in the household or share with somebody else apart from their children. Advocates
of such broad definitions usually claim that this approach comes closer to the
complexity of real life circumstances of lone parents. Furthermore, it is often argued that
lone parents’ children belong to the family, regardless of whether they share the same
household, as long as some sort of socio-economic dependency continues, for example,
when their children go to university.

In contrast, many German researchers prefer precise definitions surrounding the
notion of households. Mother with child or father with child respectively are regarded as
basic household unit. That concept emphasises exclusion of individuals who are
somehow related but do not “...live together and manage a joint budget...* (Lefranc
1994: 19) Nave-Herz/Kriiger (1992) define lone parents in a sense that the terms
‘Alleinerziehende’ (i.e. someone who brings up children alone or following Ostner’s
(1997) suggestion ‘lone carers’) or ‘Ein-Eltern-Familie’ (one-parent family) refer to
families where only one parent has the responsibility for raising the children with whom
s/he lives together in a household community. This concept is shared by the majority of
German researchers (see, for example, Galler/Ott 1993; Klar/Sardei-Biermann 1996)
and will also be used in this research. Thus, a parent whose children do not live in the
same household will be regarded as single person rather than lone parent, regardless
whether s/he has financially dependent children or not. The strength of this approach is
that it gives a clear-cut definition of who belongs and who does not. Its weakness is that

it does not take fully account of the variety of life forms in ‘real life’.

2.2. Demographic and social change

The subject of this section is the description of demographic trends that have occurred
over the last 30 years. These trends include increasing divorce rates, extramarital births,
and rising numbers of lone parents as well as children living in a household headed by

one adult only.
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The decline of marriage

After the Second World War it was normal for most people in the Western world to get
married before having children. Even if an unexpected pregnancy occurred marriage
typically followed. The notion of ‘modern bourgeois family’ or ‘Christian family’ —
which required a woman and a man to be married, to live in monogamy, and to have
made a clear-cut division of labour with the husband adopting the role external to the
household as male breadwinner and the wife the internal one as family carer had
enjoyed great popularity. Nowadays this ‘normality’ has been extensively eroded.
Parenthood has become increasingly detached from the institution of marriage. Marriage
rates have steadily decreased in both West Germany and the UK since the early 1970s
(Ostner 1997, BMFSFJ 1998; Kiernan et al. 1998). Not only did marriage occur less
frequently than in the 1960s, there has also been a trend towards postponement. The
median age at first marriage among British women increased from 21.4 years by 1970 to
25.3 years in 1993 (Kiernan et al. 1998). A similar trend occurred in West Germany
where the marriage boom of the post-war years with women and men getting married at
younger and younger ages reached its turning point in the mid 1970s. At the lowest ever
marriage age after the Second World War in 1975 West German women got married at
22.7 years on average which increased to 27.7 years in 1996 (BMFSFJ 1998). Finally,
higher further education participation rates of women have had an effect as well.
Women spend more time in education nowadays, thereby deferring the birth of their first
child (Blossfeld/Rohwer 1995; Ostner 1997).

The last 30 years have witnessed not only a substantive decline in marriage rates but
also significantly increased divorce rates. Increasing divorce rates have been a crucial
factor in the emergence of lone parenthood as a mass phenomenon. West German
divorce rates in the late 1980s were almost three times higher than in 1960, whereas
British divorce rates reached a six times higher level within the same period (Lewis
1993). British crude divorce rates are the highest in Europe (3.0 divorces per 1,000
average population), followed by the Scandinavian countries (2.5 to 2.7). The equivalent
rates for West Germany are at 2.2 which places it in a middle position (Kiernan et al.
1998). Mounting divorce rates are not simply an indicator of increasing numbers of lone
parents, they point towards rising numbers of people experiencing the circumstances of
‘ever-married’ lone parenthood which is different from the ‘never-married’ equivalent.

Another indicator of the decline of marriage are extramarital births. Increasing

numbers of extramarital births are likely to indicate rising numbers of single, ‘never-
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married’ mothers. Figure 2.1 gives an account of the rise of extramarital births in both
the United Kingdom and West Germany. Whereas extramarital birth rates in the UK
were at about the same level or even slightly lower than in West Germany in 1960/61
they increased at a higher pace during the 1960s and 1970s. The 1980s witnessed an
explosion in numbers of births outside wedlock in the UK, almost trebling within a
decade and reaching a stable plateau of about one third of births during the 1990s
(Kiernan et al. 1998) which means that the rate is now more than six times higher than
in 1960. West German extra-marital birth rates have increased at a steady pace, almost
doubling by 1990 compared to 30 years earlier. Nevertheless, it is now three times lower

than the equivalent rate in the UK.

Figure 2.1: Extramarital birth rates in West Germany (FRG) and the United Kingdom,
1960 — 1990 (in per cent)

Percentage
40
32 UK
27,9
20 /
15 / FRG
5.2 8
10 —
D sl 76 10,5 13,7
6,3 5,5 '
0
1860 1970 1980 1990 1994
1996

Sources: Familienbericht 1994; Land/Lewis 1997, BMFSFJ 1998

The initial rise of extramarital birth rates in the 1950s and 1960s was mainly due to
greater sexual activity prior to getting married. Sexual behaviour in the late 1960s/early
1970s was largely influenced by improvements in contraception. But unlike in the UK
or the United States, early sexual experience did not result in large numbers of teenage
mothers in West Germany. The 15 to 19 year olds account only for slightly more than
five per cent of all West German single mothers — which means, in fact, even a slight
decrease since the early 1960s (Schwarz 1995).

Since the early 1980s the emergence of widespread cohabitation was the main
driving force behind the dramatic increase in extramarital births in Britain (Kiernan et

al. 1998) — which also emphasises the point not to draw the oversimplified conclusion
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that there is a monocausal relationship between extramarital birth rates and numbers of
lone parents. In West Germany, however, cohabitation is a phenomenon predominantly
popular among the very young that is characterised by short duration (median duration:
three years (Ostner 1997). Cohabiting partners either marry within few years or split up
again. Fewer than three per cent of West German cohabitation households contain
children (Peschel-Gutzeit/Jenckel 1996). But since divorcees tend not to re-marry soon,
their numbers are likely to increase. Cohabitation after dissolution of previous marriage
is not exactly a new phenomenon — but it is now far more widespread. Even more
important, there is no pressure to find a new marriage partner soon after divorce because
cohabitation offers a feasible economic and social alternative. What is new, though, is
the prevalence of cohabitation amongst never-married, young people in their twenties
and early thirties who either have increasingly accepted cohabitation as alternative to
marriage or see it as test period with fewer commitments that precedes future marriage.
The latter has become norm rather than exception amongst the under 35s (Kiernan et al.
1998). All these diverse trends contributed to the separation of marriage and parenthood,
thus making cohabitation a publicly recognised alternative to marriage. Postponement of
marriage, decreasing propensity to get married in the first place, and a higher likelihood
of getting divorced have increased ‘the risk of an out-of-wedlock birth’ (Kiernan et al.
1998) because both women and men are sexually active outside marriage for a longer

period.

The rise of lone parenthood

According to Statistisches Bundesamt (the Federal Statistics Office in Germany), more
than 1.3 million lone parents with children aged under 18 lived in West Germany in
1998, that is 17.4 per cent of all family households (Statistisches Bundesamt 2000a).
Compared to 1970 numbers have almost doubled (Peuckert 1996, BMFSFJ 1998;
Statistisches Bundesamt 2000a). Nearly 1.6 million children' live with a lone parent in
West Germany (Bauerreiss et al. 1997). That means, nearly 13 per cent of children aged
under 18 in West Germany were living with a lone parent. This is significantly less than
in Britain where one in five dependent children were living in one-parent families in
1995 (Haskey 1998). Lone parents in the UK have almost trebled in numbers within the
last 20 years, from 570,000 in 1971 to almost 1.7 million in 1996, caring for 2.8 million

! children aged under 18
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children (Haskey 1998). That means that nearly one in every four British families with
dependent children is a one-parent family (Ford et al. 1998). Being a lone parent is a
predominantly female problem in both countries: 82 per cent in West Germany and 95
per cent in the UK are lone mothers (Statistisches Bundesamt 2000a; Ford et al. 1998).
That means, that the proportion of households headed by a lone mother in Britain has
quadrupled between 1961 and 1994, from around five per cent of all households to more
than 20 per cent (Kiernan et al. 1998).

These figures are the best estimates currently available based on national official
statistics in both countries. However, they are not based on equivalent populations —
and, thus, are not strictly comparable. Whereas official statistics commissioned by the
Department of (Health and) Social Security in Britain have used the Finer
Commission’s definition of lone parents since 1974, German official statistics have
suffered from the deficiency that they make no clear distinction between lone parents
and cohabiting parents with children (Klar/Sardei-Biermann 1996; BMFSFJ 1998;
Statistisches Bundesamt 1998). This fact has long been recognised and was criticised by
the authors of a recent German parliamentary report on the situation of families, the so-
called ‘Fiinfter Familienbericht’ (1994) (Fifth Family Report) but to date has not been
changed. Consequently, it is difficult to get a clear idea of how many lone parents there
are in Germany at any point in time. The above mentioned number of 1.3 million lone
parents for West Germany is, thus, a conservative estimate based on Microcensus data

using a narrow definition of lone parenthood.

Table 2.1: Lone parent families and children in oﬁe-parent families in West Germany

(1998) and the UK (1996)
West Germany | United Kingdom
Number of one-parent families 1,307,000 1,690,000
Proportion of families with dep. children 17 % 24 %
Proportion of lone mothers 82 % 95 %
Dependent children in one-parent families 1,600,000 2,800,000
Proportion of dependent children 13 % 20 %
Proportion of lone mothers on IS/SH 25 % 67 %

Sources: Bauerreiss et al. 1997, BMFSFJ 1998; Ford et al. 1998; Haskey 1998; Kiernan et al. 1998;

Statistisches Bundesamt 2000a

It is important to be aware that being a lone parent is a dynamic process. Only few lone

parents have lived in this family form for more than ten years, the majority of lone
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parents re-partner at some stage of their lives. Some of them may divorce or separate
and become lone parents again. Thus, lone parenthood has become a life-cycle stage
(Ford/Millar 1998) many more individuals pass through than there are lone parents at
any point in time. In other words, an entirely cross-sectional perspective can be
misleading because it ignores any person who was a lone parent or a child of a lone
parent prior to the observation period. Not only has the absolute number of lone parents
at a particular point of time increased, the proportion of individuals who have ever been
lone parents at any time of their lives has risen as well. Ermisch/Francesconi (2000)
estimated based on BHPS data that 40 per cent of all British mothers will have sole
responsibility for raising their children at some point. There are even more children who
will pass a phase of lone parenthood once in their lifetime. This is an important
indicator for child poverty because many lone parents have a disposable income below
the poverty line (Piachaud/Sutherland 2001). Furthermore, these children have
experienced family life that is quite different from that in two-parent families, regardless
of whether that means negative aspects, such as the trauma of experiencing one’s
parents separation or the absence of a (permanent) father figure or more positive ones

like a closer relationship to the remaining parent.

2.3. Structural characteristics of lone mother families

The subject of the following sub-chapter are structural characteristics of lone parent
families headed by women. The first section focuses on their marital status, age and
duration of lone parenthood, as well as number and age of their children. Lone mothers
can be distinguished according to their marital status (never-married vs. ever-married)
and their age which indicate differences in lifestyle and previous work experience or
access to a wider support network and resources. Number and age of children give
further hints regarding the amount of support needed as well as support and resources

available within their own families.

Demographic characteristics of lone mothers
Never-married vs. ever-married lone mothers
Basically speaking, there are three different routes into lone motherhood: death of

partner, partnership breakdown, and having a child without having a partner. Whereas

2 IS stands for Income Support, SH for the German equivalent ‘Sozialhilfe’, i.e. Social Assistance.
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death of the partner was the most frequent cause of lone motherhood at the beginning of
the 20™ century (Rosenbaum 1978; Kiernan et al. 1998) it has rapidly diminished in the
second half of that century and today only plays a minor role in terms of numbers. What
matters most nowadays is whether lone motherhood was caused by the breakdown of a
long-term relationship or whether a woman got pregnant while being on her own. The
term ‘never-married’ was originally dedicated to women who got pregnant without
being married. It now also includes women who separated from cohabitation. As noted
earlier, cohabitation has become a widespread phenomenon since the early 1980s,
particularly among younger people who prefer to ‘test’ a long-term relationship before
committing themselves to marriage (Kiernan et al. 1998). Women who separated from
long-term cohabitation may be in similar circumstances to those of divorced or married,
separated mothers. However, cohabiting couples tend to have lived together for a shorter
period and tend to be younger than married couples. Post-marital motherhood carries the
mark of emotional crisis following partnership breakdown. Divorced women may have
got to terms with their new situation better than married, living separated women whose
partnership breakdown experience tends to be more recent and who tend not to have
reached an agreement with their former partners concerning maintenance, custody, and
other related issues yet.

The next table contains information regarding the marital status of lone parents. It is
unfortunate that neither German official statistics nor major surveys in Germany like
GSOEP, Family Survey, or Microcensus subdivided the common category ‘single,
never-married’ into separate sub-categories ‘separated from cohabitation’ and
‘separated, never partnered’ — as the authors of the DSS/PSI commissioned PRILIF
survey did (see, for example, Ford et al. 1995; Ford et al. 1998).

Table 2.2: Marital status of lone mothers (in per cent of all lone mothers)

Marital status United Kingdom West Germany
(1994) (1994)°
Single, never married 38 26
Divorced 33 45
Married, living separated 24 18
Widowed 5 10

Sources: own calculations based on Kiernan et al. 1998; Klar/Sardei-Biermann 1996

? Both BMFSFJ 1998 and Statistisches Bundesamt 2000a contained more recent Microcensus data but
distinguished only three categories (single, married-separated/divorced, widowed) (tab. 21, p. 57) that
thus do not provide satisfactory accuracy.
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Almost half of German lone mothers are divorced. That compares with only a third of
British lone mothers. The single largest proportion of British lone mothers are single,
never married mothers, accounting for 38 per cent and thus significantly more than in
West Germany where never-married mothers only account for a quarter of all lone
mothers. If one was using PRILIF categories instead of the common, uniform category
for single, never-married mothers — using the same proportions as Ford and colleagues
(1998) in tab. 2.1, p. 18 — those 38 per cent would translate into 26 per cent ‘separated
from cohabitation’ and 12 per cent ‘separated, never partnered’. The number of mothers
who are still married but live apart from their husbands is smaller but still significant in
both countries: almost a quarter in the UK and more than a sixth in West Germany.
Unsurprisingly, widowed mothers form the smallest proportion in both countries, with

twice as many in West Germany as in the UK.

Age

Age is another important demographic characteristic that influences the circumstances
of lone mothers. Table 2.3 on the next page gives an overview of the age distribution
among lone mothers. As a general trend, lone mothers in the UK are younger than those
in West Germany. 17 per cent of British lone mothers are aged under 25, whereas only
five per cent of West German lone mothers are that young. This reflects the relatively
high numbers of teenage mothers in the UK, compared with other European countries
that was documented in all major publications concerning lone motherhood in the UK.
The single largest block in both countries are mothers in their 30s, accounting for a third
in the UK and 43 per cent in West Germany. Remarkably, almost a third of West
German lone mothers are in their 40s whereas only 13 per cent of British lone mothers
fall into the same category. This high proportion among West German lone mothers is
an account of those women who decided to advance their career first before having
children. Most of them did not envisage lone motherhood as solution but found
themselves in partnerships that ended in dissolution once the child was born.
Unsurprisingly, only few lone mothers are older than 50. Nevertheless, it is worth noting
that their proportion is four times higher in West Germany than in the UK.
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Table 2.3: Age distribution of lone mothers (in per cent of all lone mothers)

Age cohort of lone United Kingdom West Germany
mothers (1995) (1994)
<25 17 )"
25-29 21 19
30 -39 33 43
40 - 49 13 30
50+ 2 8

Sources: Haskey 1998; Klar/Sardei-Biermann 1996; BMSFJ 1998

Age of lone mothers does not only matter as indicators of different circumstances. Age
is also an important determinant of duration of lone parenthood spells. Generally
speaking, the younger a woman, the more likely is she to remarry or to re-partner. The
likelihood to do so decreases with age as well as age of her youngest child (Klar/Sardei-
Biermann 1996; Ford et al. 1998; Kiernan et al. 1998). Ermisch (1991) showed that
single parents are more likely to move together with a new partner. Ford et al. (1998)
found that 60 per cent of lone parents’ interviewed for the PRILIF survey were still lone
parents four years later. Two thirds of those 40 per cent who managed to leave lone
parenthood had re-partnered, another third’s children had left home.
Ermisch/Francesconi (2000) found that half of British lone mothers re-partnered within
less than four and a half years.

Rowlingson/McKay’s (1998) findings from in-depth interviews with 44 never-
married and post-marital mothers indicate that never-married mothers are significantly
younger than ever-married ones, with an average entry age into lone parenthood of 22
years compared to 29 years for post-marital mothers. Among them, single women who
never cohabited before were youngest with an average entry age of 19 years, whereas
the average entry age for mothers who either cohabited in the past or separated from
cohabitation was similar at 25 years for the former and 27 years for the latter. By far the
oldest were those who separated from marriage, with an average entry age of 31 years.
This general trend of single, never-married women being younger than separated and
divorced ones who, in turn, are younger than widowed ones is confirmed by Kiernan et
al. (1998) (median age of never-married mothers 26, separated/divorced 35, widowed 41

years).

* Lone parents aged 18 to 55 were interviewed in the Family Survey. The youngest age category was
under 30. The estimate of 5 per cent falling into the category of lone mothers aged under 25 resulted from
own calculations based on tab. 5, p. 25 in BMFSFJ 1998 (1996 Microcensus data).

395 per cent of lone parents in the PRILIF survey were lone mothers (Ford et al. 1998).
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Duration of lone parenthood

As mentioned in the previous section, lone parenthood is a dynamic process. Only few
people remain lone mothers until their children grow up and leave their mothers’ home.
Most lone mothers re-partner at some stage. A significant proportion of the population
is likely to experience being a lone parent or living with a lone parent at some point of
their lives, with all its consequences in terms of potential lifestyle, social and economic
deprivation. Employing the method of life-history analysis at longitudinal BHPS data
Ermisch/Francesconi (1996) calculated a median duration of lone parenthood for post-
marital mothers of approximately four years while that for never-married mothers was
less than two years — provided entry rates into lone motherhood as they existed during
the 1980s would prevail. Based on these findings they estimate that every third mother
in the UK would have experienced lone motherhood by the age of 45 and every fourth
mother would have left lone motherhood again by forming a cohabiting or married
couple.

As shown in table 2.4 below Klar/Sardei-Biermann’s (1996) analysis of Family
Survey data produced a bizarre pattern of an entirely even distribution. This can only
give a rough idea of cross-national differences. British lone mothers seem to experience
a higher degree of fluctuation in their partnerships: almost a third remains a lone parent
for less than two years, two thirds for less than five years (Ford et al. 1995) — compared
with a quarter of West German lone mothers remaining lone parents for less than two

years and half for less than five years.

Table 2.4: Duration of lone parenthood (in per cent of all lone parents)

Duration of United Kingdom West Germany
Lone parenthood (1993) (1994)
Less than 2 years 32 25
2 to <5 years 34 25
5 to < 10 years 22 25
10+ years 12 25°

Sources: Ford et al. 1995; Klar/Sardei-Biermann 1996

Only slightly more than ten per cent of British lone mothers continue to be that for more
than ten years, compared with a quarter of West German lone mothers. Whereas

Klar/Sardei-Biermann (1996) could not identify a correlation between marital status and

¢ Almost 5 per cent indicated to have been a lone mother for 15 years or more, with a maximum of 28
years.


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































