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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.
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duration of lone motherhood for West German lone mothers Ermisch/Francesconi
(1996) found that never-married British lone mothers remained lone parents for less
than two years and thus less than half as long as ever-married lone mothers. Lone
parents in the UK are not only younger than German ones they also tend to leave lone
parenthood earlier.

However, these estimates do not necessarily mean that a third of the British
population is likely to eXperience lone motherhood. Formation of new partnerships is
even more problematic after having gone through lone parenthood before. Prospective
partners are likely to bring in children of their own — which makes new relationships
potentially more fragile. Problems with new partners’ children as well as having had the
experience to be able to cope on one’s own results in these partnerships carrying an even
higher risk of getting dissolved again. Ermisch/Francesconi (1996) provide evidence
that every fourth step-family dissolves within a year and that cohabiting couples are

twice as likely as married couples to break up soon again.

Lone mothers’ children

Two other crucial determinants of a one-parent families circumstances are number and
age of children in the household. Number of children affects availability and distribution
of resources. There are going to be less resources per capita if they have to be
distributed among more children. The following table 2.5 gives an indication of the

number of children living with lone mothers in West Germany and the UK.

Table 2.5: Number of dependent children living with a lone mother
(in per cent of all lone mothers)

Dependent children living United Kingdom West Germany
with lone mother (1995) (1996)
1 child 47 67
2 children 34 26
3+ children 19 7

Sources: Ford et al. 1998; BMFSFJ 1998

The results are in line with general fertility trends in both countries: women in the UK
tend to have more children than West German women. Two thirds of West German lone
mothers have only one child, compared with nearly half of British lone mothers.
Another third of lone mothers in the UK have two children but only a quarter of West

German lone mothers do. The difference becomes most obvious with lone mother
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families having three and more children. Whereas their proportion in the UK is still
significant with nearly a fifth of all lone parent families they are the rare exception in
West Germany where they merely account for seven per cent of all lone mothers. What
is noteworthy, though, is the fact that in most Western countries couples are twice as
likely to have three or more children than lone mothers — only in the UK there is no
difference between mothers living in partnerships and lone mothers in this respect
(Bradshaw et. al. 1996).

British lone mothers tend to have more children than West German ones. This is true
for all types of post-marital as well as single motherhood. Contrarily, all types of West
German lone mothers account for higher proportions of one-child families. Looking at
each category separately, differences between never-married mothers in both countries
are particularly striking. The vast majority of almost three quarters of West German
single mothers — twice as many as British single mothers — have one child only whereas
the percentage of West German single mothers having three and more children is much
smaller than in the UK. Once again, West German lone mothers in general and single
mothers in particular have far fewer children than West German couples, a trend which
does not hold for the UK. Another striking difference between both samples can be
observed when looking at lone mothers who separated from marriage: more than half of
West German mothers in this category have two children, compared with only slightly
more than a third in Britain (Klar/Sardei-Biermann 1996; Ford et al. 1998).

Children’s age is perhaps even more important because it determines a lone mother’s
likelihood of taking the opportunity for employment. If a lone mother cannot rely on her
informal support networks for childcare or is unable to purchase childcare she cannot
take up employment. Even if she manages to get a job for a couple of hours only, part-
time employment tends to be poorly paid. Thus, the age of a lone mothers’ youngest
child becomes the crucial determinant of her capacity to work (Bradshaw et. al. 1996).
Table 2.6 below contains an overview of the proportions of lone mothers’ children in

pre-school, primary school, secondary school, and higher education age.
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Table 2.6: Age of dependent children living with a lone mother
(in per cent of all lone mothers)

Age of dependent children United Kingdom West Germany
living with lone mother (1995) (1996)
pre-school age’ 43 36
primary school age 31 21
secondary school age 20 22
older and in full-time education® 5 22

Sources: Ford et al. 1998; own calculations based on Microcensus data in BMFSFJ 1998

There is a striking difference in numbers of older children (aged 16 to 18 years) in full-
time education: the proportion of all children in lone mother families in West Germany
is, at 22 per cent, more than four times higher than in the UK. This largely reflects
differences in the age distribution of lone mothers themselves or differential further

education take-up in general.

2.4. Packaging income — income sources available to lone mothers

Earned income is the most important source of income for many households in
contemporary Western societies. Lone mothers, however, face a number of obstacles to
enter the labour market. Thus, many of them have to look for alternative sources of
income. Some authors have used the term of ‘income packaging’ (see, for example,
Finlayson/Marsh 1998) to describe lone mothers’ attempts to increase their household’s
incomes from a number of different formal and informal sources, including
employment, social benefits, and support provided by friends and family. The subject of
the following section are lone mothers’ use of formal income sources: labour market

participation and receipt of social benefits.

Employment and earned income

Women’s labour market participation has much increased since the 1960s. As a
consequence, many couples increased their incomes significantly by having two
incomes rather than one. At the same time, there are many households that do not even
have a single earner. Lone mothers are in a particularly difficult situation since they
have to be both breadwinner and family carer at the same time. Labour market

participation of mothers with very young children is particularly low. This section

7 Preschool age in the UK means under 5 while German children start school when they are aged 6.
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explores characteristics of lone mothers’ labour market participation as well as obstacles
towards it resulting from household structural factors, such as age of the youngest child
or number of children. These problems are faced by British and West German lone
mothers alike. Nevertheless, there are significant differences in labour market
participation rates in both countries. These are particularly striking when compared with
employment rates of married women. The following table 2.7 compares the employment

status of lone vs. married mothers in both countries.

Table 2.7: Full-time vs. part-time employment of lone mothers (LM) compared with
married mothers (MM) (percentages of all lone/married mothers)

Employment status United Kingdom West Germany
(1995) (1996)
LM MM LM MM
Full-time employed 19 21 44 25
Part-time employed 18 37 13 27
All employed 37 58 57 52

Sources: Duncan/Edwards 1997b; BMFSFJ 1998

The most striking difference between both countries is found when comparing
employment rates of lone mothers. Not only is the proportion of employed lone mothers
in West Germany 20 per cent higher than in the UK, it is even higher than that of
married mothers in West Germany. This comparative advantage in labour market
participation rates of lone mothers is generally the case in West Germany, regardless of
number of children and age of the youngest child (Bauerreiss et al. 1997, Ostner 1997).
Contrarily, labour market participation rates of British lone mothers are much lower
than those of married mothers in Britain. Also in sharp contrast to the UK, the high
percentage of West German lone mothers in employment is mainly due to a relatively
high proportion in full-time employment.

The question is how these results are to be interpreted. Do they mean that West
German lone mothers enjoy a much higher degree of economic independence than their
British contemporaries? West German lone mothers and voluntary organisations
campaigning on their behalf are very reluctant to confirm any judgement describing lone
mothers in West Germany as being in an economically good position. Lone mothers are

the sole breadwinners of their families while incomes earned by women in married

® This number includes 17/18 years olds in full-time education in the UK and Germany. It does not
include students in higher education.
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® — a claim which is supported by

couples mostly supplement their husbands income
relatively high part-time employment rates among married women with children.
Moreover, as recent research pointed out lone mothers in West Germany face many
obstacles to work. Many employers prefer not to employ lone mothers because they
expect them to be out of work several times per year due to illness of a child. Therefore,
lone mothers are not in the position to make great demands. They generally work longer
and less favourable working hours than married mothers, even if in part-time
employment. Twice as many lone mothers than married or cohabiting mothers work
more than 40 hours per week (Niepel 1994a). Even lone mothers with higher
qualifications often reduce their ambitions and settle for relatively low paid jobs that can
be more easily combined with the demands of family life (Niepel 1994a). Lone mothers
also see themselves more at risk of being sacked than married mothers (Schilling/Grof3
1992). Thus, the high proportion of West German lone mothers working full-time
appears to be a result of need as much as of lone mothers’ desire to become independent
of men and to liberate themselves from patriarchal structures. Their position in the
labour market only appears in a favourable light compared with others in an even worse
position — such as the average lone mother in Britain.

Although British lone mothers face the same structural challenge of being the sole
breadwinner of their families their employment rates are much lower. As recently as in
the early 1970s more single and divorced mothers were in full-time than in part-time
employment. Nowadays, the opposite is the case. British mothers in couples have much
higher employment rates than lone mothers, even more than double the rate of lone
mothers with children in pre-school age (Ford 1998). Many lone mothers are keen on
getting employed but the high costs of childcare in Britain as well as the prospect of
getting caught in the poverty trap between low wages to gain and benefits and subsidies
to lose deters them from taking up a job. This view was confirmed by a number of
studies (see, for example, Bradshaw/Millar 1991; McKay/Marsh 1994; Bradshaw et. al.
1996; Bryson et al. 1997; Ford et al. 1998).

Bradshaw et al. (1996) isolated several demographic characteristics of British lone
parents that make them particularly unlikely to be employed, including the large

proportion of single, never-married women aged under 25 and the relatively high

® According to Ostner (1997), the strong male-breadwinner focus of German society has been shifting
towards a more flexible approach in recent years that expects women to contribute to a household’s
income. In times of increasingly insecure jobs it would be too risky to rely entirely on one income.
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proportion among them who have very young children and/or more than one child. The
major determinant of lone mothers’ likelihood to get employed is the age of her
youngest child (Bradshaw et. al. 1996), followed by the number of children.
Employment rates of West German and British lone mothers in dependence from their

children’s age are summarised in the following table.

Table 2.8: Employment rates of lone mothers by age of youngest child
(percentage of all lone mothers in that category)

United Kingdom Germany (united)'’
(1993) (1994)
pre-school age 23 53
primary school age 49 67
secondary school age 59 67"

Sources: Kiernan et al. 1998; Bauerreiss et al. 1997

These results confirm the universal trend that lone mothers’ employment chances
increase with age of their youngest child. Less than a quarter of British lone mothers
with children in pre-school age go out for work, compared to more than half of German
ones. The gap in employment rates narrows with increasing age of the child — but does
not close. Since the enormous differences in labour market participation cannot be
attributed to cultural factors like different attitudes towards employment, structural
variables gain explanatory power. Bradshaw et al. (1996) identified cost differentials in
childcare provision as crucial factor determining low or high labour market participation
cross-nationally. Following a decision by the Bundesverfassungsgericht (German
Constitutional Court) every child in pre-school age older than three years old is entitled
to a place in a public kindergarten or nursery. Although West German local authorities
still face difficulties to realise this there has been widespread provision of subsidised —
and, thus, affordable — public childcare. Nevertheless, many West German lone mothers
still face difficulties in finding childcare (Klett-Davies 1997).

In Britain pre-school childcare has always been seen as an entirely private matter.

Pre-school public childcare never played a major part in childcare provision and even

'® German data used here refer to the united Germany rather than West Germany. This is unproblematic
because lone mothers’ employment rates in West and East Germany have approximated by the mid 1990s
— though by contradicting trends. Whereas Eastern rates dropped sharply by nearly 20 per cent — due to
the effects of mass unemployment that has affected women in the East even more than men — those in
most Western federal states have increased since the 1980s (for more details see Bauerreiss et al. 1997).
The major difference between both parts is in employment structure with even more women in East
Germany working full-time (BMFSFJ 1998).

' Bauerreiss et al. (1997) do not differentiate between primary and secondary school age.



31

decreased during the 1980s and 1990s. Whereas childcare provision in the private and
voluntary sectors has increased at rates of several hundred per cent the public sector lost
more than 50 per cent of its playgroups and a fifth of its day nurseries between 1987 and
1992 (Kiernan et al. 1998). Following that, the majority of British lone mothers,
particularly those with pre-school age children who could not afford to purchase
childcare in the private market have had to rely on their parents or other relatives for
regular childcare. Those whose relatives could not provide that kind of support because
they were either employed themselves or too old or too sick did not have much other
choice than to stay at home. On the other hand, Ford (1996, 1998) pointed out that the
particularly low employment uptake of lone mothers with pre-school age children is
partly due to choice. It is a widely respected social norm that mothers of very young
children are expected to stay with them until they reached a certain degree of
independence. However, this norm applies universally to all women in the UK and
Germany. Though Ford is right in warning of oversimplified monocausal explanations
focusing on childcare alone it does not explain cross-national differences.

Other crucial factors that may explain differences in employment rates are related to
wage levels and certain structural features of welfare regimes. A lone mother will
certainly consider how much she is likely to gain from employment. The actual wage,
however, is only part of a complex individual decision making process involving many
aspects related to each other. Wage levels may give incentives or disincentives to find a
job. But employment does not only result in financial gains — it also involves losses of
benefits (most notably Housing Benefit), higher childcare rates and loss of other, so-
called ‘passported’'? benefits. These losses take immediate effect while the first salary is
paid later. Moreover, social benefit payments come in regularly and reliably — which is
not necessarily the case with earnings (Rowlingson/McKay 1998). Therefore, the
transition period to employment is particularly difficult for lone mothers. Many lone
mothers in the UK have come to the conclusion that it is not worth taking a part-time or
any other low-paid job because it cannot counterbalance the parallel loss of benefits —
they are caught in the poverty trap.

The case of West German lone mothers gives an example of how built-in structures

of social welfare regimes can influence long-term decisions on employment. The

12 passported benefits are provided based upon proven need — therefore the term ‘passported’. They
include Housing Benefit and childcare disregards for recipients of Income Support but also free school
meals, free school uniforms, or free entry to some public facilities, such as leisure centres, etc.
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German welfare state provides relatively generous retirement pensions based on life-
long social insurance contributions which advantages the continuously employed,
skilled and well-paid worker who can afford the monthly contributions — typically the
male breadwinner of the past. The non-working wife would be entitled to an, in fact,
contribution free old age pension that is derived from her husband’s contribution record
whereas single and divorced women have to earn their own contribution record in order
to get a pension in old age. The Bundesverfassungsgericht recently ruled that the state
has to pay social insurance contributions on behalf of mothers in recognition of their
family work which means that mothers will be compulsory insured for three years after
birth per child without having to pay contributions. Nevertheless, this mechanism still
provides a very powerful incentive for many women in Germany to return to work
sooner rather than later.

Ford (1998) isolated potential gains and potential losses involved in making
decisions on work. Gains are net wage, social benefits encouraging employment, in-
work benefits, a positive impact on the child’s development by giving an example and,
of course, by increasing opportunities thanks to a higher disposable income. Potential
losses, apart from ‘good mothering’ include ‘the stress of reconciling childcare and
work’, children’s dislike of childcare away from home, and loss of social benefits. It is
important not to underestimate the impact of passported benefits (see footnote on
previous page) which are lost once a certain earnings or working hour threshold was
passed, such as Housing Benefit, childcare disregard, etc. Ford (1998) argues based on
data obtained from interviews with lone mothers that none of these factors are sufficient
on their own to determine the outcome of whether one gets employed or not. It is the
combination of all these factors whereby change in any of these factors can tip the
balance. Thus — as Duncan/Edwards (1997b, 1999) pointed out — the more pressing
issue in the British debate is how to get lone mothers into decently paid jobs rather than

getting them into employment at all.

Trapped in poverty?

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, There are even more children who will pass through a phase of lone
parenthood once in their lifetime. This trend has far-reaching implications. Having

experienced life of a lone parent is related to particular living conditions that are very
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often characterised by a high degree of socio-economic deprivation and social isolation.
In the UK, the proportion of children living in one-parent families disposing of an
income below the poverty line increased from one in ten in the late 1970s to one in three
in the early 1990s (Kiernan et al. 1998). Using data from the Luxembourg Income
Survey, Bradshaw (1998) estimated that even nearly half of British children living with
a lone parent are living in poverty, a percentage that rises to 64 per cent if the lone
parent does not earn any income whereas still 28 per cent of employed lone parents’
children live in poverty. This dramatic situation is worsened by the aftermath of
partnership breakdown (Bradshaw/Millar 1991; Ford et. al. 1995).

Everyone involved in either family or poverty research in Germany has stressed the
particularly poor economic circumstances lone mothers face (see, for example,
Neubauer 1988; Nave-Herz/Kriiger 1992; Wingen 1997). Lone parents in Germany are
the family type with the lowest disposable income. About 50 per cent in West Germany
lived on an income of less than DM 2,000 per month in 1996, more than a third had to
cope with less than DM 1,000 per month (BMFSFJ 1998). Deprived economic
circumstances are also reflected in the lack of consumables that are part of the standard
equipment of average family households (Neubauer 1988).

The correlation between employment status and poverty is long established.
Employment patterns among British lone mothers are characterised by low employment
rates, combined with high levels of poverty. British lone mothers received 63 per cent of
their income from state benefits in 1993. Only 24 per cent of their income came from
earnings income, with maintenance almost insignificant in real terms, accounting for
just 9 per cent of lone mothers’ household incomes (Ford et al. 1995). Noticeably in
case of part-time employed lone parents working more than 16 hours per week was the
impact of Family Credit” payments on top of their earnings. Income Support is, by far,
the most important income source for economically inactive lone parents as well as for
those in part-time employment up to 16 hours per week. It covers about 80 per cent of
income of the former and still nearly two thirds of that of part-time workers. Noticeably
high is the proportion of income of part-time employed lone parents in Britain that is
derived from other sources (more than a quarter in case of those working up to 16 hours
and about a sixth in case of those working more than 16 hours). This may be an

indication of informal support networks. Some authors argue that there are in-built

13 Fieldwork for this research was conducted in 1998 when Family Credit was still relevant.
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mechanisms that effectively discourage lone parents from taking up work (Bradshaw et.
al. 1996).

In West Germany too, household income of lone mothers correlates with
employment status — which, in turn, is determined by the age of the youngest child.
Most mothers with very young children stay with them until their third birthday when
they are old enough to go to kindergarten. This decision is largely influenced by the
German Erziehungsurlaub/Erziehungsgeld (parental leave/parental leave benefit)
legislation that provides mothers of very young children with a powerful incentive to
stay at home with their children until their second (in some federal states until their
third) birthday. Generally speaking, the older the youngest child, the greater the
likelihood that the lone mother is in employment and the higher her household income.
Part of the problem is, however, that lone mothers of very young children tend to be
younger themselves and, thus, either not having completed training or study yet or
lacking experience in the job which results in lower wages. Hence, single mothers who
tend to be youngest and also are most likely not to be employed dispose of lowest
household incomes. Three quarters of West German lone mothers dispose of a monthly
income below DM 3,000 (Klar/Sardei-Biermann 1996) — but compared to an average
net household income of DM 5,880 (BMFSFJ 1998) for families with children it looks
rather poor. Seven per cent have even less than DM 1,000.

Using receipt of Sozialhilfe (Social Assistance) as indicator of poverty'®, slightly
more than a fifth of children in West German lone mother households lived in poverty
in 1994 (Ostner 1997). Bradshaw (1998) speaks of a quarter of all West German lone
mothers who were on Sozialhilfe in 1993, compared to more than two thirds dependent
on Income Support at the same time in Britain. Data from the German Socio-Economic
Panel appear to indicate that poverty among West German lone mothers was
significantly reduced within a decade from more than a third in 1984 to a quarter in the
unified Germany in 1994 — despite of much higher poverty rates among East German
lone mothers (Ostner 1997). Weick (1996) explains this unexpected result as
consequence of increasing Sozialhilfe use combined with other benefits'> by lone
parents. In contrast, poor employed or unemployed families who were not in receipt of

these benefits remained in poverty.

14 Sozialhilfe payments in Germany roughly match the EU wide poverty threshold of 50 per cent of
median equivalent household income (Ostner 1997).
15 The in 1986 implemented parental leave legislation is likely to have had an effect here.
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Deprivation of financial means is only one side of poverty. Lack of money means, in
fact, that many lone mothers who are excluded from a lot of social activities due to
difficulties in organising childcare, are further constrained because they cannot afford to
go out or to invite guests. Many lone mothers have to move following separation. Lone
mothers are often discriminated against by private landlords who fear problems with
other tenants (Swientek 1989). In this social climate, the urgent need to find a new home
as soon as possible combined with the trauma of separation they have been going
through leads many to accept comparatively high rents (Niepel 1994a)'S. As a
consequence of insufficient financial means many lone mothers live in flats that are too
small (Neubauer 1988; Méidje/NeusiiB 1996). They are over-represented in social
housing (Flade et al. 1991) which often means living in a family unfriendly environment
with poor infrastructure and relatively high levels of criminality and deviant behaviour
(Neubauer 1988; Médje/Neusiifl 1996).

Lone mothers in Germany and the UK are affected by income poverty in varying
degrees. Various sources come to different conclusions where poverty rates are higher.
Bradshaw (1998) provided evidence that post-transfer poverty rates for British lone
mothers were lower than those in Germany although pre-transfer measures indicate the
opposite. Behrendt (2000) confirmed the more powerful effect of means-tested benefits
in alleviating poverty in the UK. On the other hand, Weick (1999) provided evidence

that children in the UK are far more affected by poverty than German ones.

2.5. Lone motherhood — a case for state intervention?

Lone parenthood is almost synonymous with poverty of women with children. “Lone
parent families are one of the most disadvantaged groups in society. Two-thirds rely on
income support equivalent to half the amount estimated as necessary to achieve a
modest but adequate living standard” (Ford/Millar 1998: 13) A broad variety of research
regarding socio-economic circumstances of families showed that to have children means
a significantly increased risk of being affected by poverty (Kiernan et al. 1998;
Armutsbericht 2001; Piachaud/Sutherland 2001). Jones/Millar (1996) speak of 14
million people on incomes lower than 50 per cent of an average income in the UK. 4.3

million or a third of these are children. Moreover, Bradshaw’s (1993) findings indicate

16 Additionally, landlords in Germany are entitled to increase rents substantially when they make a
contract with a new tenant.
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that relative poverty of families has sharply increased over the last 15 years and absolute
poverty has not diminished.

Some studies point out the immediate effects of deprived circumstances on children
(see, for example, Kempson et. al. 1994; Middleton et. al. 1994) and long-term effects
in terms of diminished life chances due to knock-on effects in school and labour market,
others suggest that it may cause learning difficulties (Burghes 1994) and deviant
behaviour (Morgan 1995). Poverty means more than lack of money. It refers to a general
lack of resources without which the poor are effectively excluded from society
(Cochrane 1993).

Changes in the division of labour within family households have been much less
significant than those in public life. Paid productive work is emphasised as being
productive whereas non-paid household work is regarded as inferior (Land 1989). This
situation is paradoxical because the ascription of responsibility for household matters to
women was the precondition for the emergence of modernity, thus enabling the division
of living and working place which is seen as a constitutional moment of modernity
(Beck 1986; Beck/Beck-Gernsheim 1990; Leibfried et. al. 1991; Fox Harding 1996). In
the long run birth and upbringing of children is precondition for any formal provision of
social welfare. The sophisticated social security systems of modern welfare states rely
on a generation contract — be it through PAYG social insurance schemes or taxes to
fund non-insurance based benefits. Moreover, basic education as well as emotional
needs are satisfied in families. Especially the latter cannot be realised elsewhere. Lewis
(1989) argued that families have always provided the largest proportion of overall
welfare. Families reproduce society as such as well as norms and values which belong to
a distinct social system. Therefore modern societies should have an interest in providing
formal support in order to maintain their standards of social welfare provision
(Kaufmann 1990; Huinink 1995).

Lone mothers have four potential sources of income: the labour market, the welfare
state, the child’s father, and informal support networks. Although absent fathers have a
legal obligation to support their children financially and otherwise their contribution to
lone mothers’ families accounts for the smallest proportion in all European countries.
By the end of the 1980s absent fathers contributed a mere seven per cent to lone
mothers’ household incomes (Lewis 1997). Attempts to enforce their obligation towards
their children, such as the establishment of the Child Support Agency in the UK have

not radically changed this picture. Informal support networks, especially a lone mother’s
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parents form another potential source of income. Their support, however, tends to be
more short-term focused and targeted at emergency situations. This leaves lone mothers
with two alternatives: either to get a job or to live on state benefits.

What sounds relatively straightforward is complicated by the fact that lone mothers
have sole responsibility for both securing their household’s income and caring for their
children, a task that cannot easily be combined. Their children always come first, are
their prime concern as mothers. On the other hand, earned income is the most important
source of income in Western societies, contributing the largest component of material
well-being (Kaufmann 1996). Moreover, having achieved the same level of education
and qualification as men, women have the same incentives to pursue an occupational
career. Also, earned income may enable them to provide much better circumstances for
their families. But once they consider to look for a job there are a number of potential
obstacles. First of all, they need to find reliable childcare. Unless someone belonging to
their informal support networks — most likely their mothers — can look after their
children they will have to find affordable public or private childcare that provide a
quality standard of childcare they are prepared to submit their children to. The
consequence is that many lone mothers rely on a combination of work and social

benefits.
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CHAPTER 3
LONE MOTHERS AND THE WELFARE STATE

Lone mothers’ relationship to the welfare state is twofold: they provide welfare for their
children, thereby contributing to the long-term survival of society. But their children are
twice as likely to be affected by poverty as children from a two-parent family
(Piachaud/Sutherland 2001). Therefore, they rely on state support to prevent the
emergence of disadvantages for their children. The object of this chapter is to outline
social policy measures and their practical relevance for lone mothers. Thereby, it is of
particular interest to compare the impact of different policies in the United Kingdom
and Germany. At the beginning, the main themes of public discourse on lone
motherhood that influence these policies are discussed. This is followed by an
evaluative audit of means-tested benefits available to lone mothers in both countries.

Finally, maintenance regimes in theory and practice are discussed.

3.1. Perceptions of lone motherhood

Lone motherhood — and teenage motherhood in particular — has been the subject of
intense public, political, and academic debate. Discussions are often highly emotional
and arguments based on different norms and values of discourse participants. Different
perceptions of lone motherhood held by political actors have resulted in different
approaches and policies towards lone mothers in the past 30 years. Policies ranged from
the provision of state support based on a perception of particularly urgent need to
policies intended to discourage lone motherhood because it was seen as endangering the
prevailing social order. In the following section the attempt is being undertaken to
conceptualise contemporary themes of debate as well as to recapitulate debates of the
past that have been influential in shaping social policy towards lone mothers.

According to Duncan/Edwards (1997b, 1999) there are four dominant discourses on
lone motherhood: lone motherhood as a social threat, as a social problem, as a lifestyle
change, and as a way of escaping patriarchy. The notion of perceiving lone motherhood
as social threat is linked to the so-called underclass debate. It is based on the fear of an

emerging class whose members have no stake in the existing social order and do not
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respect its institutions. According to this view, alienation from society results in deviant
and criminal behaviour, eventually undermining society and leading to social
breakdown. A second concern within this debate is the state’s role in society. The
welfare state is seen as encouraging state dependency by providing social benefits in the
first place, thus undermining both work ethic and traditional family values
(Duncan/Edwards 1997b).

The underclass debate became an increasingly popular theme of public debate in the
United States and, with a slight delay, in the United Kingdom. The American author
Charles Murray first used the term underclass in his book ‘Losing Ground: American
Social Policy 1950-1980° (1984) where he described growing parts of American
population, initially from a lower working-class background as moving towards norms
and values separate from those widely accepted in society. In 1989 and 1993 he was
invited to present his ideas to a British audience in two article series in The Sunday
Times (Murray 1990, 1994). He argued there that an underclass had also emerged in
Britain and at an even higher pace than in the United States. Murray based his argument
on the rise of three social phenomena: property crime rates, illegitimacy, and economic
inactivity.

The underclass were pictured as taking fully advantage of a flawed welfare system
that invited misuse and fraud. Morgan (1995, 1999) constructed the example of a young
woman who accidentally got pregnant. She demonstrated that the young couple would
be considerably better off financially if the young woman claimed that she did not to
know the child’s father. The welfare state would then step in and provide her and her
child with an income which would commensurate with their need. Thus, they would, in
fact, almost double their weekly income because the child’s father could keep his
income as well'”. Many proponents of the social threat discourse in Britain found it
entirely plausible and convincing that the welfare state was being abused in this way.
Murray (1994) quoted the example of a man he allegedly met at a Liverpool council
estate who regarded honesty towards the state as weakness. In a public speech in 1988
the then British prime minister Margaret Thatcher famously accused young single
women of deliberately getting pregnant to jump the housing queue (Macaskill 1993).

Evidence that the occurrence of lone motherhood correlated with low social class was

used to support the link between lone motherhood and underclass (Murray 1994).

' less £ 10 taxes for being a single person rather than a parent (Morgan 1995)
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Murray tried to predict future rises of an underclass based on the growth of illegitimacy
rates during the 1980s. Outcomes of the resulting scenarios were illegitimacy ratios of
approximately 60 per cent in the underclass, compared with much lower illegitimacy
ratios in the professional middle-class. Lone mothers have been held responsible for
undermining traditional family values by giving bad examples to their children, thus
passing ‘scrounging attitudes’ on from one generation to the next. This would ultimately
lead their sons who could not learn male role models due to the absence of their fathers
“...to drift into delinquency, crime and the drug culture, while their daughters learn to
repeat the cycle of promiscuity and dependency.” (Duncan/Edwards 1997b: 56) Some
even blamed them for “...the selfish and irresponsible behaviour of their children’s
fathers who lacked the civilising influence of being part of a family.” (Morgan 1995:
65). One of the most influential British scholars writing on lone parenthood, Jane Lewis,
explained that this “...extraordinary backlash against lone mothers spearheaded by
politicians and large tracts of the media is founded on anxieties about the end of
marriage and the traditional family, the sexual autonomy of women and the
irresponsible behaviour of men, which results, it is believed, in the failure adequately to
socialise children.” (Lewis 1997: 50)

Lone mothers do not feature nearly as prominently in public debate in Germany as
they do in the UK. Ostner (1997) explains lone mothers’ invisibility in public debates as
effect of a public norm for mothers to stay at home and care for their children during the
first three years of their lives since receipt of social benefits in this period carries little or
no stigma. “Moral panic in Germany, where it exists, targets male shirking and free-
riding within the social security and welfare system, not lone mothers.” (Ostner 1997:
29) Even a more conservative author like Wingen who co-authored the government
commissioned Fiinfter Familienbericht (1994) stressed repeatedly lone parents’ status as
families, according to article 6 paragraph 1 of the Grundgeserz (German constitution).
This is even more remarkable considering his otherwise stark defence of ‘marriage
based family as target unit of German family policy’ (Wingen 1997; author’s
translation).

German public attitudes towards lone mothers are dominated by a perception of lone
motherhood as a social problem, resulting from a temporary emergency situation
characterised by economic deprivation and social exclusion. Lone mothers are seen ‘as
poor, overworked women’ (Heiliger 1993) that ‘are to be pitied’ (Schiilein 1994),

suffering the consequences of unfortunate circumstances leading to a crisis situation.
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Lone motherhood is not entirely free of stigma, though. Families headed by lone
mothers represent a distortion from the institutionalised family norm of married couples
with children (Wingen 1994, 1997) and are thus seen as incomplete, lacking the male
breadwinner. Until the early 1980s lone parenthood was not recognised as separate
family form (Gutschmidt 1986; Niepel 1994a). Lone motherhood was seen as
dysfunctional, depriving children of the other parent and thereby endangering a proper
socialisation of children with potential negative consequences, including low
achievements in school and an alleged higher propensity to deviant behaviour (Niepel
1994a). Contrary to Duncan/Edwards’ (1997b) claim, German lone mothers are not
pictured as social threat in contemporary public discourse. Hauser (1999) addressed the
question whether an underclass is emerging in Germany. He identified four trends (high
long-term structural unemployment, strong influx of immigrants with low qualifications,
decreasing efficacy of national policy instruments in the wake of globalisation, strong
political forces opposing social welfare state intervention) that have the potential to
result in disadvantaged groups, including lone parents forming an underclass. However,
he expects the German welfare state to shoulder the burden of higher expenses resulting
from increasing numbers of long-term unemployed and lone parents, thus counteracting
the threat. Nevertheless, German family policies entail ‘patronising and patriarchal
elements’ (Klett-Davies 1997) which are typical of conservative welfare regimes.
Mothers on means-tested benefits tend to experience a higher degree of stigmatisation,
though this is due to their status as Sozialhilfe recipients rather than lone mothers.

In the UK, the social problem discourse has been influential as well — albeit
somehow overshadowed by force and hostility of social threat rhetoric. The more recent
social exclusion debate can be seen as revival of this discourse. Perceptions of lone
mothers as social problem have been more current among academics and practitioners
concerned with social policy issues as well as what Duncan/Edwards (1997b) call ‘the
liberal establishment’ than with Conservative British governments. Key themes of this
perspective are to picture lone mothers and their children as economically and socially
disadvantaged. The phenomenon of growing numbers of people living in poverty is seen
as result of changes in the socio-economic structure of society, such as increased
unemployment, devaluation of low educational attainment and low-skilled jobs, and
demographic change. Social problem proponents range from fierce opponents of the
social threat perspective to those who see lone motherhood as social problem, though as

result of flawed or incoherent policies giving wrong incentives (see, for example, Parker
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1995). Parker’s concern is with all families suffering from poverty. She is not
particularly sympathetic towards lone mothers — unlike most other authors within the
social problem discourse — and sees the problem as lying with the state rather than lone
mothers.

It is interesting to note crucial differences in perception of human behaviour between
these two discourses. Whereas the social threat discourse assumes lone mothers to be
active agents creating their own circumstances driven by selfish cost-benefit-
calculations — reflecting very much the basic assumptions of human behaviour as
manifested in neo-liberal ideology — social problem analysts assign lone mothers the
role of passive victims of circumstances, i.e. social structures and processes beyond their
control. Both perspectives represent examples of a chicken-and-egg controversy on
whether individual action causes changes in social structures or social structures
determine individual action. Moreover, it seems that proponents of both discourses
selected those types of lone motherhood that suit their own convictions best. While the
social threat discourse focuses on single mothers the social problem discourse centres
around ever-partnered mothers (Duncan/Edwards 1997b).

Perception of lone motherhood as lifestyle change is a more recent debate that has its
origins in the academic world and is closely linked to notions of postmodernity and
individualisation that have enjoyed much academic and public attention since the mid
1980s in both West Germany and the UK (see, for example, Beck 1986; Beck/Beck-
Gernsheim 1990; Giddens 1991). Family is no longer seen as eternal, monolithic
foundation of society. Equal access to education and subsequently improved access to
the labour market have given women economic independence of men, thus giving them
more choices about the way they want to live their lives. Family has become a fluid,
flexible concept that can be adjusted to individual circumstances and constantly changes
its meaning. Proponents of the lifestyle change approach adopt a dynamic vision of
family life that is subject to change over the course of one’s life. People enter
relationships, have children, split up, re-partner again, and so on. There is no standard
concept of family that applies to everyone. Hence, increasing numbers of lone mothers
are seen as merely an element in broader family change.

This view also introduces a time dimension to current debate by offering a long-term
perspective of lone motherhood. To take into consideration that lone motherhood was
far from unusual — albeit for different reasons than today — in the first half of the 20™

century, cuts the edge off accusations made by social threat proponents that lone
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mothers were endangering the traditional social and moral order. Lifestyle change
proponents acknowledge that the so-called nuclear or traditional family consisting of the
married couple and their legitimate children emerged under exceptional circumstances
which was ‘standard’, ‘normal’, or ‘successful’ for a historically very short period in the
1950s and 1960s only (Rosenbaum 1978; Lewis 1992; Meyer 1992). Probably the
greatest virtue of the lifestyle change discourse is that it acknowledges positive aspects
of being a lone mother by focusing on more choices (Duncan/Edwards 1997b).
However, this enthusiasm about choice leads its proponents to overlook a number of
obstacles that constrain these choices. Responsibility for children always comes first,
thus effectively excluding many options. For example, lone mothers may be forced into
low-skilled employment to earn a living rather than going to university, thus affecting
their long-term career prospects. They may be forced to take up low-paid part-time jobs
in an attempt to reconcile their breadwinner and mother roles.

The social threat discourse has viewed women as having to fulfil a duty in caring for
their children (and husbands). The social problem approach is driven by the intention to
support them doing exactly that. The lifestyle change approach is different because it
perceives women as individuals who, in principal, have the same rights to choose a
particular life-course as men. More recently, a feminist discourse — what
Duncan/Edwards (1997b) called the escaping patriarchy discourse — has gained public
support in the UK and Germany. Within this debate, positive aspects of lone
motherhood, such as women’s liberation and a more intense mother-child-relationship
are emphasised (Gutschmidt 1994; Klett-Davies 1997). According to Heiliger (1993),
children with a lone mother receive more time, care, and love and as a result become
more independent and less aggressive.

This discourse takes the individualist perspective of the lifestyle change discourse a
step further by challenging existing role distribution and power relations between
women and men. Their explanation of increasing numbers of lone mothers is that
women are no longer prepared to accept control over their lives by men (see the authors
in Silva 1996). For example, women are more easily prepared to end a relationship
which they see as unsatisfactory. Access to paid work, contraception, legalisation of
abortion, divorce, etc. have enabled them to a much higher degree of freedom in making
these choices. Most women still prefer to have children within marriage or cohabitation.
But once they find themselves being lone mothers many do find advantages in it

(Bradshaw/Millar 1991). Hardly any woman nowadays is prepared to share life with a
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violent partner. Finally, feminist thinkers deem no longer acceptable what they call
public patriarchy (Duncan/Edwards 1997b), i.e. paternalism through state and public.

Social threat and social problem discourses of lone motherhood have been well
established for a number of years and thus have been more influential in their impact on
social policy making than the remaining discourses. Both discourses have been
particularly influential in Britain because “...lone motherhood serves to highlight social
expectations about gender roles and relations because of its social ‘deviancy’ from
assumed or idealised norms.” (Duncan/Edwards 1997b: 63) The social threat discourse
has gained national influence in the UK during the 1980s and 1990s at the expense of
the social problem perspective. Since the lifestyle change discourse does not view lone
mothers as inherently different from other family types its proponents aim to improve
conditions for all families to enable them to adapt to changing circumstances. In this
drive towards improving families’ circumstances its social policy ambitions are similar
to those of the social problem discourse. Social policy from a feminist point of view
aims at re-balancing power relations between women and men in a way that both men
and women share the same rights and responsibilities. It should enable women to be
equally well off as men. However, lifestyle change and escaping patriarchy discourses

have had little impact on social policy making.

3.2. Comparative analysis of social welfare for lone mothers

The next section looks at social security and benefits in kind made available to lone
mothers in both countries. Functional equivalents as well as specifics of British and
German welfare states in their treatment of lone mothers will be compared to identify

means of formal support available to lone mothers in both countries.

Social benefits for lone mothers and their children compared

Benefits as well as services in kind will be addressed. The latter include health care,
education, social housing, and social services. There has been some debate on whether
benefits of kind should be considered as part of welfare state provision'®. Non-
contributory social security benefits play a particularly important role since they do not
require any previous contribution record. Table 3.1 on the next page contains an

overview of all non-contributory social security benefits lone mothers were eligible to in

'® Barr (1993) insisted on major contributions by health care, education, and housing sectors.
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both the United Kingdom and Germany. Functional equivalents were attempted to

match whenever possible.

Table 3.1: Non-contributory social security for lone mothers (UK, Germany)

United Kingdom Germany
* Child Benefit » Kindergeld
* Housing Benefit » Wohngeld

= for mortgage interest payment
see Income Support

- Mietzuschuf} (rent supplement)
- Lastenzuschull (mortgage supplement)

no equivalent

* Erziehungurlaub/Erziehungsgeld
(parental leave/parental leave benefit)

* Income Support

* Sozialhilfe (social assistance)
- Hilfe zum Lebensunterhalt
(assistance towards living expenses)

- Single People Allowance - Regelsatz (standard rate)

- Child Allowance - Regelsatz fiir das Kind
(standard rate for children)

- Lone Parent Premium - Mehrbedarfszuschlag

(additional need supplement)

- Family Premium

no equivalent

- Earnings disregard

- Earnings disregard

- mortgage interest payments => see Wohngeld
- some service charges - Mietkosten, warm (heating)
- interest on loans for essential repairs no equivalent

- one-off payments:
cold weather payments

- one-off payments: clothing, major
repairs, renovation/moving expenses,
child’s travel expenses to/from absent
parent, TV-/radio licence, telephone
line rental

* Social Fund:
- Budgeting Loans, Crisis Loans,
Community Care Grants

Hilfen in besonderen Lebenslagen
(assistance for special circumstances):
preventive health care, illness,
pregnancy, family planning
(contraception, abortion)

* NHS

- Krankenversicherungsbeitrige
(health insurance contributions)

* free NHS prescription charges / optical
costs / dental charges / fares to hospitals /
milk tokens + vitamins

« free health care prescription charges /
optical costs / dental charges / fares to
hospitals

« Statutory Maternity pay or
Maternity Allowance or Maternity
payment from the Social Fund

» Mutterschaftsgeld
(maternity allowance)

« Council Tax Benefit

no equivalent

 Family Credit

no equivalent

Sources: Benefits Agency (1993, 1999); BMA (1999)
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However, some benefits are unique without any near equivalent, others are covered in a
different way. Even equivalents may be structured in different ways or procedures may
differ. Non-contributory benefits are more important for lone mothers because they do
not require any advance contributions. Some of them are specifically targeted at lone
parents (e.g. Lone Parent Premium within Income Support), others have been associated
predominantly with lone parents because of their heavy reliance on these benefits (e.g.
Income Support).

The closest match between both countries are Child Benefit/Kindergeld and Housing
Benefit/Wohngeld. Child Benefit is the only benefit in both countries that is provided
universally to all parents, without conditions attached. However, while Kindergeld in
Germany is paid universally for all children until their 18® birthday, it is only paid for
British 17/18 year olds who are studying full-time at school or college. On the other
hand, British lone parents receive an extra top-up for their oldest child. Wohngeld is
intended to assist those with low household incomes with rent payments but it does not
normally cover someone’s entire rent. In contrast, social and private tenants in Britain
who are on Income Support can expect the maximum amount, i.e. 100 per cent of the
eligible rent. Sozialhilfe (social assistance) recipients are not eligible for Wohngeld —
they receive a housing supplement as part of Sozialhilfe. Unlike Wohngeld, this
supplement covers the full rent. However, the Sozialamt (Benefits Agency) can require
Sozialhilfe recipients to move into smaller, less costly accommodation. Wohngeld is
available for both renters and home owners, provided their income does not exceed a
certain limit.

Whereas German Sozialhilfe is calculated for parent and dependent children
separately, British Income Support is paid as Single People and Child Allowances which
is topped up by premiums, depending on individual circumstances. Lone parents are
eligible for a special Lone Parent Premium' and receive a slightly higher Family
Premium than two-parent families. In Germany, the role of Lone Parent/Family
Premium is taken by the so-called Mehrbedarfszuschlag (additional need supplement)
within Sozialhilfe which amounts to 40 per cent of the ordinary rate for a lone parent
with one child in pre-school age. Both Income Support and Sozialhilfe include earnings

disregards for those employed in low-paid jobs.

191 one Parent Premium was abolished for new claimants in 1999.
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Generally speaking, the subsidiarity principle on which the German welfare state rests
requires next of kin — parents for their children and vice versa — to provide support
initially. Eligibility for Sozialhilfe only comes into effect when these means of support
are exhausted. However, according to the Schwangeren- und Familienhilfegesetz
(Pregnant and Family Assistance Act) this does not apply to parents of expectant
mothers and next of kin of parents who care for their pre-school age children. Contrary
to Duncan/Edward’s (1997b) claim, lone mothers who care for their pre-school age
children are exempt from the general principle of subsidiarity, their parents are not
liable to support them before Sozialhilfe payments are granted.

Finally, there are a number of unilateral benefits that only exist in the UK or in
Germany respectively. Sozialhilfe recipients in Germany get their Health Insurance and
Long-term Care Insurance contributions paid by the Sozialamt, thus providing them, in
fact, with free health care. That makes their position in relation to free health care
comparable to that of British lone mothers within the NHS. There is no need for a
Council Tax Benefit in Germany since an equivalent to Council Tax does not exist
there. A noteworthy difference was the provision of One Parent Benefit in the UK until
very recently of which there is no equivalent in Germany. The closest German lone
parents get to having a specific lone parent benefit is a Haushaltsfreibetrag (household
tax allowance) which gives lone parents a tax allowance of DM 5,616 annually on
income tax. Obviously, only those who are employed and whose earnings are high
enough to pay income tax will gain from it*.

The most significant differences in the provision of non-contributory social security
benefits can be found considering two country specific benefits: Family Credit*! in the
UK and Erziehungsurlaub/Erziehungsgeld (parental leave/parental leave benefit) in
Germany. Family Credit was intended to encourage individuals to take up low-paid jobs
by topping up their earnings. It also offered mothers the chance to re-enter the labour
market despite having to care for their children by making short hours of employment a
feasible option. Research shows that this policy was particularly successful in opening
employment opportunities for lone parents (Finlayson/Marsh 1998). Finlayson/Marsh
(1998: 194) established that “...1one parents working short hours, receiving family credit
and maintenance payments together had levels of relative disposable income after

housing costs that were 60 per cent greater than lone parents without work and receiving

20 As part of future welfare reforms this tax allowance will be abolished in 2005.
2! Family Credit was replaced with the Working Families’ Tax Credit in October 1999.
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income support.” The introduction of Family Credit has resulted in an increasing
proportion of lone parents taking up employment and a decreasing proportion claiming
Income Support (Ford et al. 1995; Finlayson/Marsh 1998). However, Family Credit has-
been the subject of severe criticism for trapping poor families in a vicious circle of low-
paid jobs rather than encouraging them to embark on training and qualifications courses
to improve their long-term earning capacity and career opportunities (Bryson 1998).

In 1986 the then Christian Democrat led West German government introduced
Erziehungsurlaub/Erziehungsgeld. This package of parental leave measures was
emphasised as ‘social policy innovation’ (Lampert 1994). According to this legislation,
parents can take up to three years parental leave from employment to care for their
children at home. They are protected from unlawful dismissal by their employers in this
period. Parental leave does not require parents to give up employment completely, part-
time employment of up to 19 hours is possible. Parental leave is accompanied by
Erziehungsgeld, a flat-rate payment of DM 600 per month which is paid universally to
parents during the first six months. From seventh to 24™ month it becomes means-
tested. Lone parents, however, are exempt from this rule due to a hardship regulation
even when their earnings exceed the upper earnings limit. Parents who are resident in
Baden-Wiirttemberg, Bavaria (both West Germany), Mecklenburg-Pomerania, Saxony,
and Thuringia (all East Germany) can take advantage of ‘Ldnder’ specific parental leave
benefits (Landeserziehungsgeld) after the 24™ month*.

In the German context, it is important to keep in mind that Erziehungsurlaub /
Erziehungsgeld (parental leave/parental leave benefit) and Mutterschaftsuriaub /
Mutterschafisgeld (maternity leave/maternity leave benefit) are two very different
things. Every expecting mother in employment is entitled to Mutterschaftsurlaub /
Mutterschaftsgeld for a period of six weeks prior to and eight weeks after giving birth.
Mutterschaftsgeld is administered and paid by the German Gesetzliche Krankenkassen
(statutory sickness funds) up to a maximum amount of DM 750 (£ 250) per month®. If
her salary exceeds this amount her employer has to pay the difference amount between
her previous salary and this maximum amount. During that period she is considered as
being employed and continues to receive her salary. She is regarded as being on leave

from work for a limited period only.

22 They are entitled to DM 600 (Baden-Wiirttemberg DM 400, Bavaria DM 500) for another 12 months
(Mecklenburg-Pomerania, Thuringia for 6 months).
3 Mutterschafisgeld is subject to taxation and social insurance contributions like any other earned income.
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After expiry of Mutterschaftsurlaub/Mutterschaftsgeld she can either return to work or
continue to take advantage of Erziehungsurlaub/Erziehungsgeld. In the latter case she is
no longer regarded as being available for work. Thus, her employment status changes
from employment to non-employment. She does not get a salary then — instead, she lives
on a combination of social benefits: Erziehungsgeld (parental leave benefit), Sozialhilfe
(social assistance), and Wohngeld (housing benefit).

The Erziehungsurlaub/Erziehungsgeld package was hailed as securing a permanent
and stable relationship between child and one parent — most often the mother — in the
crucial first three years, as financial as well as public recognition of family work, and as
relief of child related costs (Lampert 1994; Wingen 1997). Although it explicitly
encouraged parents — which almost synonymously meant mothers — to renounce career
opportunities for the sake of an optimal socialisation of their children, it was propagated
to the public as a progressive achievement, using labels like ‘freedom of choice between
family work and employment’, ‘acceptance of female life models’, ‘recognition of
family work’, or ‘improvement of child and job’ (Gutschmidt 1996). Contrary to that, its
Christian Democrat authors, Heiner Gei3ler and Norbert Bliim (then Federal Minister of
Labour and Social Affairs) openly admitted encouraging women in particular to stay at
home with their newborn children. Legislative implementation coincided with
unprecedented numbers of highly qualified women entering the labour market at times
of rising unemployment (Gutschmidt 1996).

Nevertheless, this programme has enjoyed wide acceptance among mothers and the
public, despite initial protests. The subject of frequent criticism has been the flat-rate
amount that has remained unchanged for nearly 15 years, thus decreasing in its real
value by more than a quarter (Wingen 1997). Furthermore, a labour distribution typical
for breadwinner families is clearly encouraged at the expense of any other work share®*.
Gutschmidt (1996), however, noted a number of negative long-term effects for women
who decided to have a break in employment for the sake of their children at times when
men are busy establishing their careers.

This was partly changed in a recent amendment of parental leave legislation which
was implemented in January 2001. The new package allows more flexibility in picking

the most convenient time for taking parental leave: the entitlement period was extended

24 A couple is eligible when one of them is employed for up to 19 hours per week, even if the other person
works 40 hours or more. If both of them work 20 hours each, they are not eligible (Gutschmidt 1996 ;
Wingen 1997).
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to three years to be taken until the child’s 8" birthday. Alternatively, the parent can
restrict it to only a year and receive a flat rate of DM 900 instead. Moreover, the new
legislation explicitly encourages a combination of part-time employment (up to 30
hours) and family work and extended upper earnings limits accordingly. Its perhaps
most innovative aspect is that both parents are enabled and encouraged to take parental
leave at the same time. However, the main points of critique targeted at the old
programme remain unchanged: Erziehungsgeld is still paid as a flat rate that falls short
of being a realistic compensation of family care — as it is demanded by a number of
proponents of a so-called Erziehungsgehalt (parental salary)® (for a summary of these
proposals see Leipert/Opielka 2000; Opielka 2000; Wingen 2000).

Lone parents may be entitled to contributory benefits as well. Their importance as
means of securing their livelihoods are much lower than that of non-contributory
benefits, though. Unlike 30 years ago, only a very small proportion of lone mothers are
widows who are, thus, entitled to receive relatively generous survivors benefits. Job
Seekers Allowance/Arbeitslosengeld require payment of a certain minimum period of
insurance contributions as precondition which automatically excludes those who have
been out of work for a longer period. Furthermore, receipt of these benefits necessitate
availability for employment. Although it is recognised that parents have to make
provisions for childcare and therefore cannot be expected to accept any job it narrows
down the number of potential recipients even further.

Only recently child upbringing times have been recognised as contributory reason,
which means that mothers will be compulsory insured for three years after birth per
child without having to pay contributions. These periods have been valued at 85 per cent
of an average income in Germany which was increased to 100 per cent in 2000. The
same applies for longer periods when someone has to be cared for because of disability
or a long-lasting illness. Finally, there are benefits in kind that are likely to have an
impact on lone mothers’ and their children’s well-being. The benefit for lone parents is

part of the discussion in the following section.

British and German lone mothers on benefits: an evaluative audit
The subject of the previous section was a comparison of social benefits available to lone

mothers in both countries from a macro-level perspective. In this section a micro-level

2 Erziehungsgehalt proposals will be discussed as part of the policy implications of this research in the
conclusions of this thesis.
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perspective is adopted. The focus will be on actual outcomes for lone mothers. Benefit
entitlements for two common cases of lone mother families are constructed to find out
whether British or German lone mothers are better off as a result of the provision of
social security benefits. All regular payments are considered. This includes Housing
Benefit or the equivalent housing supplements within Sozialhilfe. The effect and uptake
of one-off payments is too difficult to estimate and will therefore be omitted.
Furthermore, Council Tax Benefit will be omitted here since it is intended to cover
expenses that do not occur for German lone mothers.

The first comparison is that of a single, never-married mother with a one and a half
year old son. The second is a divorced mother with two children — a six year old
daughter and a two and a half years old son. The age of children was set at under seven,
since this was the selection criterion for the fieldwork discussed later. Single and
divorced women were selected because the majority of lone mothers fits into one of
these two categories in both countries. Benefit entitlements for both cases wiil be
calculated assuming that the lone parent is not employed and, thus, entirely dependent
on social benefits. Some benefit rates differ depending on location (e.g. housing benefit,
Sozialhilfe). In those cases benefit rates applicable at the interview locations (Greater
London and West Berlin) were considered. Since all interviews were conducted in 1998
the relevant benefit rates for 1998/99 formed the basis of this calculation. All amounts
were converted into so-called purchasing power standards using the purchasing power
parity (PPP) method to increase comparability of results. Purchasing power parities take
cross-national differences in price levels into account. Both examples are based upon
the assumption that the families are entirely dependent on social benefits and do not
have any other formal income sources.

In the first example (see table 3.2 on page 49) the German single mother ends up
better off financially than her British counterpart. This is, however, entirely due to the
effect of Erziehungsgeld which is paid until the child’s second birthday. Disregarding
that the picture changes completely and the British single mother is better off. Most
notably, Income Support payments to British lone mothers and their children are higher
than Sozialhilfe payments for their German contemporaries, mainly due to the combined
effect of Lone Parent and Family Premiums. This confirms the findings of recent
research (Daly 1996, 2000; Lewis 1997; Behrendt 2000). Housing Benefit payments in

London are also higher than in Berlin.
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Table 3.2: Rates of regularly paid social security benefits available to a single mother
with a one and a half year old son (London, West Berlin) (in PPP?)

Social security benefits London (UK) West Berlin®’
(Germany)
¢ Child Benefit/Kindergeld 24.29 29.56
* Housing Benefit/Sozialhilfe 104.33 88.69
housing supplement
» Erziehungsgeld - 70.96
* Income Support / 143.82 124.53
Sozialhilfe
- Single People Allowance / (73.01)* (63.86)
standard rate
- Child Allowance / (28.69) (35.12)
standard rate for children
- Lone Parent Premium / (22.37) (25.54)
additional need supplement
- Family Premium (19.74) -
SUM 272.44 313.74

Sources: Benefits Agency (1993, 1997, 1999), Statistisches Landesamt Berlin (1999)

Table 3.3: Rates of regularly paid social security benefits available to a divorced
mother with a six year old daughter and a two and a half year old son (in PPP)

Social security benefits London (UK) West Berlin
(Germany)
* Child Benefit/Kindergeld 37.93 59.13
* Housing Benefit/Sozialhilfe 104.33 88.69
housing supplement
* Erzichungsgeld - -
* Income Support / 172.51 159.65
Sozialhilfe
- Single People Allowance / (73.01) (63.86)
standard rate
- Child Allowance / (57.39) (70.25)
standard rate for children
- Lone Parent Premium / (22.37) (25.54)
additional need supplement
- Family Premium (19.74) -
SUM 314.77 307.47

Sources: Benefits Agency (1993, 1997, 1999), Statistisches Landesamt Berlin (1999)

%6 The Statistical Office for the European Union (Eurostat) calculates PPP for all member states of the
European Comparison Programme (ECP) annually. The relevant PPP for 1998 were: 1 PPP = £ 0.704 =
DM 2.114 (Eurostat 1999 quoted by Statistisches Bundesamt 1999).

27 Social benefits in Germany are paid on a monthly basis. They were converted into weekly rates here for
the sake of better comparability with benefit rates in Britain.
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The second example (see table 3.3 on page 49) sees British lone mothers slightly better
off. Erziehungsgeld is not paid beyond the child’s second birthday in Berlin. The gap
between both countries is, however, much narrower than in the first example because of
the accumulative effect of the regular Sozialhilfe rate for two children. In the case of
part-time employed lone mothers Family Credit would have increased British lone
mothers’ income by nearly £ 60 (85,23 PPP adjusted), despite the potential ‘losses’ of
Housing Benefit. However, it is hard to evaluate whether that gives them a comparative
advantage over German lone mothers who can expect higher earnings in most jobs.
More significant is the impact of benefits in kind. Services through the NHS contribute
significantly to the general state of welfare of families in Britain. Free access to the
NHS, for example, gives those lone mothers in Britain who are employed a significant
comparative advantage over their German contemporaries who have to pay monthly
health insurance as well as care insurance contributions which amount to approximately
a fifth of their gross earnings.

The marginal utility of the provision of social housing is likely to be higher for lone
mothers in London since rents in London exceed rent levels in West Berlin by far.
However, this result is not representative of the UK. Housing costs in London are
extraordinary high compared to other parts of the UK. Generally, housing related
expenses including rent, electricity, and heating are on average much lower in Britain
than in Germany. The housing related component of the 1997 ICP* price level index
sets German expenses for housing (including electricity and heating) at 132 per cent of
European Union average, whereas the UK’s housing related price level is below EU
average at 93 per cent (Eurostat 1998 quoted by Roemer 2000). On the other hand, the
peculiarities of the British housing market — and the London housing market in
particular — with the majority of people in owner-occupation and a rather small sector
for private renting make the provision of social housing more pressing. The vast
majority of the population in German cities live in privately rented accommodation.
State support in the 1990s tended to focus on Wohngeld payments for those in need
rather than construction of new social housing.

Public provision of childcare or public subsidies to private childcare facilities is a

benefit that is an essential precondition for many lone mothers to become employed.

8 Amounts in brackets are partial amounts of the total amount of Income Support/Sozialhilfe.
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Unlike in most of West Germany, there has been plenty of affordable childcare facilities
in West Berlin due to relatively generous public subsidies. The situation has
significantly worsened since German unification following financial difficulties of the
federal state Berlin. Nevertheless, childcare fees are still much lower than in London
and the UK and generally speaking, lone parents — who are regarded to be in particularly
urgent need of affordable childcare — have no problems finding it. The United Kingdom
has the most expensive child care provision in Europe which has resulted in generally
low employment rates among lone mothers which are also lower than those of married
mothers (Ford 1996). In Germany, the opposite is the case. However, British lone
mothers of four to six years olds have an advantage over their German counterparts in
this respect because British children generally enter school one to two years earlier than
German children, thus effectively entering free childcare.

In this section social benefits were considered from both a macro-level and micro-
level perspective. Most non-contributory social security benefits are similar in terms of
structure and targets. Exceptions are Family Credit/'Working Families Tax Credit in
Britain and Erziehungsgeld/Erziehungsurlaub in Germany. Not only are they the only
significantly different non-contributory social security benefits, they also represent quite
clearly contradictory ends of social policy making towards lone mothers, thereby
reflecting fundamentally different policy logics. Whereas the German ‘social state’ has
attempted to encourage lone mothers to withdraw from the labour market to become
full-time carers, the British welfare state has tried to encourage lone mothers to return to
employment as soon as possible to earn their living. Policies towards this end have
remained inconsistent, however, by focusing on direct monetary incentives only and
omitting other, more indirect ones, such as provision of affordable childcare facilities or
extended entitlements to passported and other benefits in the transition period from non-
employment to employment. Only recently this was changed. The British Labour
government favours a welfare-to-work programme specifically targeted at lone parents,
the New Deal for Lone Parents, which was implemented in 1998. Such programmes are
only successful if they are accompanied by in-work support that make this step
sustainable in the long run. If successful, it can relieve lone mothers of the immediate

financial and material pressures. Success, however, hinges on a number of conditions:

 The so-called International Comparison Programme (ICP) was established by the United Nations and
the University of Pennsylvania with support from the World Bank in 1968 to define a standard for cross-
country comparisons of incomes (Wagner 1995).
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financial incentives that make employment worthwhile compared to a life of social
benefits, training opportunities, the provision of affordable and good quality childcare,
and flexible working hours. The New Deal for Lone Parents addresses these issues
through the implementation of supporting measures (National Child Care Strategy,

Working Families Tax Credit, Children’s Tax Allowance, national minimum wage)®.

3.3. Maintenance regimes in Germany and the UK

As stated earlier, absent fathers’ contribution to lone mother families’ household
budgets in Britain accounts for the smallest proportion in all European countries — less
than ten per cent (Lewis 1997). The establishment of the Child Support Agency in 1991
was an attempt to change that by enforcing their obligation towards their children. The
following section introduces two entirely different maintenance regimes in the UK and

Germany whose objectives and procedures vary widely.

Between Child Support Agency and ‘Unterhaltsvorschufy’ — Maintenance regimes
in Germany and the UK

(13

The Child Support Agency was established in recognition “...that any system of
maintenance should ensure that parents honour their legal and moral responsibilities to
maintain their children wherever they could afford to do so.” (Barnes et al. 1998: 13)
The main components of legislation were the establishment of a formula for the
assessment of child maintenance and the creation of the Child Support Agency whose
task it was to trace absent parents, investigate their financial means, to assess the
payable amount of maintenance, and finally to collect and, if necessary, to enforce child
maintenance payments. According to the maintenance formula Income Support amounts
for the resident parent with children provide the baseline of maintenance payment
calculations. If the absent parent is better off, s/he is required to pay more, if s/he is
worse off s/he may pay below that level. The minimum payment is £ 5.10 per week —
which represents the amount payable for people on Income Support.

Unlike in the UK, there is no special provision for lone parents in Germany. All non-
resident parents are obliged to pay child support. The resident parent is perceived as

fulfilling her/his obligation in kind in form of care, provision, and accommodation. The

guiding principle for maintenance payments is the statutory rule that child support

3% For a review of the New Deal programmes see Millar 2000.
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should be granted according to the parents’ ‘station in life’ (BMFSFJ 2000a). However,
recently priority has been given to children’s needs rather than parents’ financial
abilities. This has led to the development of so-called ‘support tables’ (‘Diisseldorf
table’ for West Germany and ‘Berlin table’ for East Germany and Berlin) used by courts
to calculate a fixed amount according to the monthly net income of the absent parent
and age of the child. Amounts due’' are set at the minimum for incomes below DM
1,800 (Berlin and East Germany) and DM 2,400 (West Germany), and increase in line
with income up to DM 6,500 (Berlin and East) and DM 8,000 (West). Beyond that, no
guidelines are suggested and maintenance payments are subject to negotiations. A
minimum amount of DM 345 (Berlin) per child in pre-school age, DM 381 (Berlin) per
child aged 7 to 12, and DM 450 (Berlin) per child aged 13 to 18 is set independently of
the non-resident parent’s income. These rates are updated every two years in line with
the index used for pension rates.

Although these minimum rates provide only a very modest living standard there is an
advantage in having them. They can be enforced relatively easily, thereby avoiding
time-consuming confrontations in court. If, however, the non-resident parent refuses to
pay at all or his whereabouts are unknown, lone mothers can apply for an
Unterhaltsvorschuf3 (UVS) (maintenance advance payment) to the Jugendamt (Office of
Child and Youth Welfare). Payments can be made for children aged under 13, for a
maximum of six years altogether. UnterhaltsvorschuB expenses are shared equally
between central government and ‘Linder’ governments. Responsibility for enforcement
of recovery lies with district and municipal authorities in most ‘Lénder’ but the recovery

rate is rather low at around 15 per cent (Barnes et al. 1998).

Maintenance policy logics — supporting children or saving public expenditure?

The 1991 Child Support Act and the subsequent establishing of the Child Support
Agency (CSA) were major social policy innovations thereby moving child support out
of courts. Although intended to support lone mothers financially by making their
children’s absent fathers pay it has been subject to enormous controversy over its
administrative failures, additional hardship they brought onto lone mothers who refused
to ‘co-operate’ with the CSA, and its intention to save the state public expenditure. Until

1991 it was common policy to expect absent parents (usually fathers) to support their

311998/99 rates
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present family while the state was supporting their former families through social
security benefits that were ‘reasonably generous’ (Maclean 1998). Mothers were not
required to be employed until their children reached school leaving age. Deficiencies in
the way the court system was assessing and awarding maintenance resulted in
negligence of children’s financial needs. Public interest started to focus more on the
well-being of children. They were now viewed ‘as capable individuals with rights’
(Maclean 1998: 227) whose future life chances may be negatively affected by their
parents’ divorce or partnership breakdown.

At the same time, the explosion in numbers of lone mothers meant a sharp rise in
public expenditure. Kiernan/Wicks (1990) estimated the costs of social benefits paid to
lone parent households in 1990 at £ 3.6 billion which was more than double the figure
of 1981. The Conservative government under Margaret Thatcher therefore was seeking
a way to reduce expenditure. Margaret Thatcher also expressed her determination to
strengthen parental responsibility on moral grounds (Maclean 1998). The CSA’s
establishment was targeted at absent fathers who often did not fulfil their duties in
providing their children with sufficient financial support. Whereas the discussion prior
to implementation was dominated by public concern with the well-being of mother and
child, critics soon focused their attention on the hardship it meant for non-resident
fathers, particularly those who had re-partnered and had new obligations towards their
current families. 38 per cent of men were worse off with 15 per cent having improved
their financial circumstances and about half whose circumstances remained unchanged
(Davis et al. 1996). Many have also criticised the CSA’s sole focus on financial
responsibilities of absent parents without addressing other aspects of support (Clarke et
al. 1994, 1998).

More recent research indicates that 20 per cent of women were better off financially
following a maintenance claim through the CSA while eight per cent said they were
worse off. For most their financial circumstances remained unchanged (Davis et al.
1996). Amounts arranged by DSS, Magistrate’s Courts, or County Courts in the 1980s
ranged from £ 15 to £ 20 per week. Average assessments through the CSA were much
higher than that in 1994 but continued to fall until 1997 (from £ 27 to £ 21 per week)
(Barnes et al. 1998). Particularly lone mothers on Income Support have hardly benefited
at all since any maintenance payment has been deducted from their benefit on a pound
for pound basis. Despite its draconian enforcement potential a balance of £ 438 million

remained outstanding, particularly affecting Family Credit claimants whose
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maintenance payments are not guaranteed through the Child Support Agency. Lone
mothers whose former partners are self-employed face even more problems than others
because assessment of their earnings and, thus, maintenance obligations is extremely
difficult (Clarke et al. 1998). Despite the strong moral and rhetorical stress on children’s
interests — the preceding white paper’s title was: ‘Children Come First’ — the Child
Support Act did not address problems of child poverty and looked at maintenance
predominantly as a problem of welfare dependency (Clarke et al. 1994, 1998).

Critics argue that the introduction of the Child Support Agency was mainly intended
to relieve public budgets of expenditure. Maintenance payments by absent parents saved
the Treasury an estimated £ 1.74 billion between April 1993 and December 1996 alone
(Clarke et al. 1998). “The Child Support Agency costs in the region of £ 110 million per
year to run. It was set a target of saving £ 530 million in social security benefits during
its first year of operation.” (Barnes et al. 1998: 16) This proposed sum was set as a
benchmark of success or failure of the agency and increased pressure on the agency’s
staff. Marsh et al. (1997) concluded that the CSA had nothing more than a neutral effect
on lone mothers’ and children’s well-being because assessments were only made in
cases where: (i) maintenance was already in payment, (ii) maintenance would have been
paid anyway, (iii) non-resident parents were exempt from payment, and (iv) payments
would not have been made anyway. “In addition to objections to the content of the
policy, there were a large number of administrative problems involved in its
implementation, which further undermined public support. These included delays,
incorrect assessments and incorrect handling of confidential data.” (Barnes et al. 1998:
17)

The decision to take maintenance issues out of court may have seemed more efficient
from the Treasury’s point of view. However, the CSA and its tribunals have been ill
equipped to deal with conflicting interests of two parties. Critics have persistently
claimed that the CSA did not sufficiently take into account individual arrangements
between former partners or financial difficulties, thus causing unnecessary conflicts that
harmed relationships between the parents of children and thus affected children
negatively. The subject of particularly severe criticism was the CSA’s decision to ignore
any prior achieved informal settlements between the former partners, for example
involving the former family home. According to Maclean (1998), “The family home
now represents the credit worthiness as well as the actual property of the couple, which

neither can replicate separately. The home represents, if left with the mother,
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compensation for her loss of earnings and pension entitlements, a substitute for wife
support and even child support.” (Maclean 1998: 229)

The harshest criticism levelled at the CSA was for forcing lone mothers on Income
Support into co-operation by threatening to or actually reducing their benefits. Lack of
co-operation is defined as the refusal to fill in a maintenance application form. A mother
who is deemed not to co-operate by the Child Support Agency loses 20 per cent of the
adult Income Support rate for six months and another 10 per cent for further 12 months,
creating in many cases severe hardship. Moreover, this enforced co-operation may also
drive lone mothers and their children back into contact with former violent partners —
although this is normally seen as so-called good cause which exempts lone mothers
from co-operation.

But even in less extreme cases an otherwise working relationship between absent
father and children may be endangered because of the additional financial burden that
constrains his ability to take his children out for a day, or because they blame their
mother for making a maintenance claim. Provision of such help in kind, “...such as
assistance with holidays, buying children’s clothing or presents, or providing treats for
them ... were highly valued by mothers as direct contributions to their children’s
standard of living...” (Clarke et al. 1998: 238) About one-third of the lone mothers in
Clarke et al.’s (1998) study lost this kind of support through their former partners after
the CSA initiated the maintenance assessment process, leaving both women and
children worse off. The way the Child Support Agency operates does not only indicate a
strong, if not the predominant focus on curbing public expenditure, it also hints on
certain perceptions of lone mothers and absent fathers. The fact that there are no
positive incentives for co-operation offers insights into the CSA’s attitudes towards lone
mothers that seem to be in line with the earlier discussed social threat and underclass
discourses.

The German maintenance regime is very much in line with the underlying policy
logic of perceiving lone motherhood as social problem. Paramount priority has been the
well-being of the child. The resident parent relies on regular maintenance payments.
Therefore, in cases where non-resident parents attempt to escape their responsibilities
towards their children, the Jugendamt provide uncomplicated support in form of
Unterhaltsvorschufl (UVS). Absent parents are liable to pay maintenance, as determined
by family courts — but lone mothers and their children do not have to bear the burden of

enforcement. That responsibility rests entirely with the state. Wingen (1997) estimated
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that approximately 100,000 absent fathers tried to escape their responsibility to pay
maintenance — which is a relatively small number considering a total number of more
than a million lone mothers in West Germany.

A public debate concerning maintenance issues, let alone with the intensity and
sincerity of the British debate preceding and following the establishing of the Child
Support Agency is almost entirely missing in Germany. Although ‘male shirking’
(Ostner 1997) is denounced as such, non-payment of maintenance is not a big issue in
Germany. Not even VAMYV or other lone parent and family lobbying groups regard
maintenance a topic worth campaigning for. VAMV merely informed its members and
other lone parents about changes in the maintenance and UVS legislation implemented
in July 1998. The information section of VAMV’s homepage contained the rather
halfhearted comment that maintenance payments should cover the child’s subsistence
level — at least as long as Child Benefit does not do the same (VAMYV 2000). This logic
— to see the amount of maintenance payments and Child Benefit payments as a
combined issue — suggests that the state is the addressee of this demand rather than
absent fathers. It seems, therefore, that the aim of this demand is an increase in Child
Benefit payments to a realistic subsistence level — which has been a longstanding debate
for a number of years already — rather than a genuine demand for a reform of the present
maintenance regime. This is not really surprising since the present legislation benefits
lone mothers and their children by providing a reliable source of income with hardly any
conditions attached. There are other issues that have been hotly debated for a number of
years, especially concerning new joint custody legislation (gemeinsames Sorgerecht)
implemented in 1998. The joint custody legislation abolished the former practice that
custody was automatically granted to the child’s mother. Both parents can apply for
joint custody, if they both agree. In connection with this legislative act equal rights in

the law of succession were granted to both legitimate and ‘illegitimate’ children.

3.4. Carers and/or workers? Lone mothers role in society

Social benefits available to lone mothers as well as maintenance regimes reflect very
much policy logics and dominant discourses on lone motherhood in both countries
under review. Whereas the United Kingdom as example of a liberal, residualist welfare
state stresses individual responsibility to earn one’s livelihood — thus, perceiving any
distortion from this norm as long-term fhreat to its principles, the German welfare

state’s attitude towards lone mothers is dominated by the perception of lone motherhood



61
as social problem as well as its pro-natalist family policy. In other words, while British
social policy attempts to encourage lone mothers to become workers rather than
mothers, German family policy tries to convince them to devote themselves to the
mother/carer role, not that of a worker.

Fox Harding (1996) places the establishment of the Child Support Agency in the
wider frame of attempts by Conservative governments to curb public spending at the
expenses of lone-parent families. Similar debates occurred in other Western European
welfare states as well. Attempts to cut public expenditure lead the way to seek
alternative welfare providers. Lewis/Hobson (1997) observed a similar drive towards
passing on more responsibilities to families and the voluntary sector. The role of
families as major welfare providers in the existing system tends to be underestimated in
these debates. Facing a situation of increasing public deficits contemporary governments
feel tempted to force families to rely more on their own resources. The decision by the
British government to create the Child Support Agency and thus to ‘hunt’ fathers who
are either not willing or not able to support their families is seen as an example of a
wider government strategy to put an even larger burden on families’ shoulders in order
to relieve the welfare state of public expenditure (Wasoff/Morris 1996). Governments
all over the industrialised world increasingly act according to the belief that “...formal
social services can be made more cost-effective by linking them more closely with
informal support networks which ... constitute a large, untapped ... reservoir of social

support.” (d’Abbs 1991: 7/8)
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CHAPTER 4
THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS OF
INDIVIDUAL SUPPORT MOBILISATION

In the previous sections general socio-demographic trends as well as lone mothers’
position in the contemporary British and German societies, with particular reference to
their role as recipients of state welfare were outlined. With chapter 4 starts the second
part of this thesis that introduces the theoretical and methodological foundations of this
research. This research is committed to the idea of integrated theory and empiricalness,
as suggested by Popper (e.g. 1934) and as discussed by Lakatos (1970). Following this
tradition of thought, “...the only relevant evidence is the evidence anticipated by a
theory, and empiricalness and theoretical progress are inseparably connected.” (Lakatos
1970: 123) Lakatos suggested to use theories as ‘research programmes’. Research
programmes in this sense consist of methodological rules that identify paths of research
to avoid (‘negative heuristic’) and those to pursue (‘positive heuristic’). Thus, theory
becomes a heuristic device. ‘Auxiliary hypotheses’ specify the research programme and,
at the same time, protect the ‘hard core’ of this theory which, thus, is not subject to
falsification.

In this chapter it is shown that action and exchange theoretical as well as network
analytical assumptions can be utilised to explain individual support mobilisation
behaviour. An action theoretical approach was chosen since it is the objective of this
research to identify, to understand, and to explain specific individual coping strategies to
solve a crisis. Thus, it is necessary to focus at the analytical level of the individual. A
so-called rational choice approach was used to explain the resource mobilisation
behaviour of lone mothers. To begin with, the basic assumptions of rational choice
theory will be introduced briefly. Subsequently, a specific variant of rational choice
theory — Coleman’s (1990) social theory — is applied to describe social exchange. Social
exchange processes materialise in form of social networks that can eventually become
social structures. Therefore, basic principles of social network analysis are introduced.
In the end, rational choice, social exchange, social network, and social support

approaches are combined in an integrated model of individual support mobilisation.
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This model serves the purpose to provide a theoretical basis for the deduction of
‘auxiliary hypotheses’ as defined by Lakatos (1970) in the subsequent chapter 5 that

form the research programme of this thesis.

4.1. Individual resource mobilisation and rational action

Basic assumptions of rational choice theory

Rational choice theory can be a useful instrument in explaining the emergence of social
structures as outcomes of individual action. The origins of rational choice theory can be
tracked back to the Scottish moral philosophers Adam Ferguson, David Hume,
Bernhard Mandeville, and Adam Smith. It has been widely accepted in economic theory
and has enjoyed increasing popularity (and critical reviews) in sociology, political
science, and social psychology since the mid 20" century. Since then a variety of
diverging variants have emerged. All these approaches share a number of basic
assumptions that represent the nomological core of rational choice theory: preferences,
constraints, and a decision rule.

Rational choice theories assume that individual action is purposive and intentional,
and that it is guided by a well-ordered hierarchy of preferences. Preferences are goals,
desires, and motives which are acquired by individuals during their lifetime. Crucial
preferences relevant for this research include the interest to gain access to precious
resources (Coleman 1990). In contrast, constraints are impediments to the satisfaction
of preferences. Constraints are often also referred to as costs. Finally, it is expected that
individuals will choose those actions that satisfy their preferences to the greatest extent,
considering the constraints (Opp 1999).

These basic assumptions are reflected in the so-called RREEMM model. RREEMM
stands for ‘Resourceful Restricted Evaluating Expecting Maximising Man’ and was first
suggested by Lindenberg (1985). His intention was to cure the imperfections of both
‘economic man’ and ‘sociological man’ as well as to combine their analytical strengths.
Resourceful refers to the property of individual actors to own resources. The term
restricted refers to limited availability of resources that constrain individual action.
Evaluating means that the rational actor judges the conditions of a particular situation
s/he faces. Based on this evaluation s/he develops expectations about the likely outcome
of a certain option. Finally, s/he chooses that way of action that s/he expects to enjoy the
highest utility among all other available courses of action, i.e. s’he attempts to maximise

benefits gained through this option (Lindenberg 1985).
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Constraints and preferences which are admitted for explanation vary within rational
choice theory. Generally speaking, narrow or hard interpretations (e.g. Olson 1965;
Becker 1976, 1991; Lindenberg 1985; Elster 1989) can be distinguished from wide or
soft ones (e.g. Coleman 1990; Opp et al. e.g. 1995; Goldthorpe e.g. 1996). Both
approaches share the self-interest proposition, but they differ in the admission of certain
preferences and constraints.

In this research the narrow interpretation will not be used since it is not agreed that
explanations become tautological if they consider preferences that go beyond self-
interest. The inclusion of norms — which was also stressed by Duncan and Edwards
(1999) in their concept of ‘gendered moral rationalities’ — are seen as important
preferences that influence individual decisions. A wide range of preferences which may
vary depending on social and historical context are crucial to explain human behaviour.
Furthermore, individuals do not have access to perfect information and, thus, make
decisions based on subjective and objective constraints. Simon (1955) explained this
association already using the term ‘bounded rationality’. An individual decides among
alternatives available to her/him until s/he finds a satisfactory outcome and opts for this.
Thus, s/he is a ‘satisficer’ (Simon 1955) and not an optimiser. In summary, this research
adopts a so-called ‘soft version’ of rational choice theory — the concept of bounded
rationality. According to this concept, it is assumed that individual actors evaluate their
action alternatives which are known to them according to expected advantages and
disadvantages and select the option that is associated with the highest utility. Contrary to
narrow interpretations of rational choice theory, individual actors look for satisfying
levels of utility rather than maximal utility.

However, this action theoretical approach is merely used to explain individual
support mobilisation behaviour as outcome of strategic decisions — it is not understood
as applying universally to all human behaviour. There are, of course, many situations
where cost-benefit-calculations are not useful, or even harmful. Examples include
situations that require immediate action (e.g. when a child scalded its hand) or routine
actions that are not consciously reflected anymore (e.g. use of fork and knife) (for more
details see, for example, Thibaut/Kelley 1959). Moreover, these assumptions are not
helpful to explain individual behaviour which is guided by emotions, such as mother-
child relations (Kirchgéssner 1991).

Applying this approach to our problematic of making decisions between informal and

formal support mobilisation alternatives that means in a simplified way: (1) We need to
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know formal and informal support sources; (2) We calculate costs and benefits for each
way of action; and (3) Among them, we choose that option associated with the highest

subjective utility that is known to us.

Individual action and social exchange
Individuals are embedded in a social environment where they interact with each other.
Interpersonal relations can be perceived as social exchange. Within a rational actor
framework it is assumed that individuals attempt to satisfy their needs by initiating
exchange processes with other individuals. Rational choice and social exchange theories
share the same basic elements — rewards, costs, and profits. Particularly influential
micro-sociological exchange theories were developed by Homans (1961) and Blau
(1964).

At a first look, Blau’s exchange theory appears to ha\}e much in common with

119

rational choice theory. According to Blau, exchange involves “...actions that are
contingent on rewarding reactions from others and that cease when these expected
reactions are not forthcoming.”“ (Blau 1964: 6) Nevertheless, his exchange theory
incorporates non-rational transactions as well. He recognised that the value of
exchanged rewards varies and that it is not necessarily consistent. Values of rewards
also vary from one transaction to another, i.e. there is no fixed market value.
Precondition for the occurrence of exchange is the expectation of rewards. According to
Blau (1964: 89), exchange fulfils two general functions: it creates and maintains
friendship relations and it establishes subordination relations. Social exchange is based
on unspecific, diffuse obligations. If an exchange partner is unable to repay her debt s/he
has to subordinate herself.

Reciprocity is a crucial aspect of Blau’s exchange theory. The importance of
reciprocity as a universal principle of exchange relations was first emphasised by the
anthropologists Malinowski and Levi-Strauss and later introduced to sociological theory
by Gouldner (1960). Gouldner stated a two-sided reciprocity norm which emphasised
that give and take will level out in the end and that people should help those who have
helped them in the past. It is impossible that exchange relations persist that occur
exclusively at a particular person’s expense. If the reciprocity norm is not obeyed social
exchange will not materialise. However, reciprocity does not apply in full force to
relations with certain groups of individuals who are unable to reciprocate, such as

children, the elderly, or the sick (Gouldner 1960: 178).
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A more recent exchange theoretical approach was suggested by Coleman (1990) to
specify conditions under which humans exchange resources. Resources are things over
which individual actors have control and in which they have some interest. Thus,
interest in resources are preferences in the sense of rational choice theory. The interest
in desired resources is the incentive that drives individual actors to get in touch with
others. They need to get information about availability of valued resources, who controls
them, which resources a particular actor is interested in, and what the conditions of an
exchange of resources are. In the process of obtaining this information and initiating a
resource exchange, the individual actor establishes social relations, thereby creating
simple social networks. Resources are the crucial elements that explain the interest of
selfish, utility maximising rational actors to link with others like themselves.

Coleman (1990: 121/122) distinguishes several media of exchange in social and
political systems. Here, only those will be presented that are of relevance for the support

mobilisation behaviour of lone mothers:

(1) direct, simultaneous exchange of goods and services

This is the simplest form of exchange between two individuals. This original form of
exchange occurs, for example, when A gives B a pair of trousers for her son and B
reciprocates A immediately with a toy.

(2) direct, non-simultaneous exchange with promise to pay

In contrast to the first exchange scenario received help is reciprocated instantly with
the promise to pay later. This promise is later realised. Returning to our example, B
promises A to give her a toy in exchange for the pair of trousers which she realises a
week later.

(3) exchange with promise of a third party

This third scenario involves a third person. Promises given in separate exchange
relations are transferred to a third party. That means, A gives B a pair of trousers
which is instantly paid by B with the promise to help A later. B repairs C’s washing
machine which C pays with the promise to help B at a later occasion. Based on the
promise by C towards B C pays A by looking after A’s child. In this case, B’s initial
promise towards A is paid by C.

All of these exchange types are likely to occur in exchange relations between lone

mothers and their informal support networks. So far, we have solely looked at cases
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where goods/services were exchanged. The division of resources in goods and services
can also be expressed in terms of material and human resources (Brannen/Wilson 1987).
Exchange processes involving other rewards are possible as well. Goods/services can
also be exchanged for deference (Coleman 1990: 129-131). That means, a person does
not receive a repayment for provided services. Instead, s’he is compensated with
deference. The result is a higher social status for the help provider. Exchange of
goods/services can take place without returning equivalent resources. That means,
obligations can be conceived of as a ‘credit slip’ that is redeemable by a good, service,
or deference.

Exchange relations presuppose expectations that obligations are met. Trustworthiness
within a particular social environment is precondition for a variety of exchange
relations. If A does not trust B to reciprocate A will not support B and vice versa.
Hence, trust is a feature of social capital that facilitates action (Coleman 1990: 304-
306). Obligations are described by Coleman in positive terms. “Individuals in social
structures with high levels of obligations outstanding at any time ... have greater social
capital on which they can draw.” (Coleman 1990: 307) That means that obligations
work like an insurance policy. When we do someone a favour it usually happens at a
time when it is convenient for us and in a way that is not costly for us whereas that help
will be highly appreciated by the person in need. When we need help and, therefore,
redeem that obligation it will bring us a higher benefit compared to our initial costs. If
these are realistic assumptions about human behaviour lone mothers should be

interested in creating multiple obligations to ‘insure’ themselves for times of need.

Exchange relations in families

What was said about exchange relations and the validity of the reciprocity norm in
particular may apply to exchange between acquaintances or friends. But does it also
apply to family relations? Support relations in families are based on kinship or marriage
(cohabitation). Family relations are long-lasting. We are born into families and maintain
contacts to our parents and brothers and sisters for the duration of our or their lifetime.
We do not choose our families. The root of our relations with them is a blood tie and is
not based on affection. Another type of family relations is based on choice — our
relations to spouses or partners. This selection is usually guided by affection. They can
be equally long-lasting as parent-child relations. But they remain subject to choice —

contact to partners can be interrupted at any time. Family relations differ in another



68
respect from all other social relations we maintain. They are characterised by high levels
of obligations (norms) which are partly legally codified. Although we do not choose
distant relatives either our relations with them are different from those to close relatives.
We choose whether we maintain contact to them. Mutual relations are guided by a lesser
degree of obligations.

Next, the relevance of exchange theory for family relations will be examined. Nye
(1979) was among the first who applied exchange theory explicitly to families. He
found that family relations are characterised by high levels of mutual obligations.
Normative obligations to support each other result in a high reliability of family support.
Family support can be expected even in the absence of the capacity to reciprocate and
even when relationships are strained. In its purest form, exchange relations in families
are guided by a specific form of the reciprocity norm that extends the obligation to
reciprocate over the course of a lifetime. We will support our parents when they are old
in exchange for the support they gave us when we were children. Exchange relations
between family members other than parents vs. children do not involve the same high
level of mutual obligations. Nevertheless, they can also include elements of long-term
obligations that do not require immediate repayment. Crucial in any case are shared life
experiences and regular interactions (Diewald 1991).

When we were children our exchange relations with our parents were characterised
by asymmetry. Parents give a lot of support, love, and time as long as their children are
little. With increasing age our ability to repay this support improves. Only at the end of
the life cycle the reciprocity criterion will be fulfilled, i.e. the exchange equilibrium will
be restored (Rossi/Rossi 1990). Another form of reciprocity within family relations is
the concept of general exchange or cascade reciprocity. This concept encompasses the
notion of exchange processes across generations, i.e. we will pass on to our children the
support we received from our parents when we were children (Nye 1979: 10).

Some authors argued, however, that this long-term equilibrium of family exchange
has largely disappeared in contemporary Western societies with their comprehensive
pensions, health care, and social security systems (see, for example, Nye 1979). An
unintended outcome of comprehensive welfare state systems is that they potentially
undermine mutual obligations by providing alternatives (Coleman 1990). It is difficult
to find empirical evidence for the practical relevance of reciprocity over the course of a
lifetime. Longitudinal studies covering an entire lifetime would be necessary to

accomplish this. Cross-sectional analyses of exchange relations in families will reflect
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above described asymmetry. The German Youth Institute (Deutsches Jugendinstitut
(DJI)) conducted a three-generation study in 1990 which was intended to measure the
resource flow in families of three generations’ 2, They found empirical evidence for the

importance of all described reciprocal relations in families (Alt 1994).

4.2. Fundamental elements of social network analysis

After having introduced the basic elements of explanation at the individual actor level,
we now turn our attention to those intermediary structures that connect individuals —
social networks. Families do not live in isolation — they are embedded into a social
environment from where they get the required resources to provide their specific
services. The above described exchange relations between family members are the basic
elements of social networks. From a network analytical point of view, “...the social
environment can be expressed as patterns or regularities in relationships among
interacting units.” (Wasserman/Faust 1994: 3) Thereby, the term social network refers to
a set of actors and the ties between them. Although social network analysis has become
increasingly popular in the social sciences no unitary concept exists. Operational
definitions are common.

Increasing numbers of sociologists, economists, and political scientists have used
network analytical instruments to analyse a variety of social phenomena, for example
social support mobilisation, social capital, policy networks, multinational co-operation.
On the one hand, network analysis can be used as a universal method to describe
structures. On the other, it has become a distinct theoretical approach. Social networks
are often described as the missing link between the micro level of individual action and
the macro level of society (Galaskiewicz/Wasserman 1994). Individual and corporate
actors are described as embedded in social structures consisting of social relations.
Social network analysis combines different strands of social science. Important sources
came from a social-psychological tradition (Gestalt theory, field theory, sociometry);
and social anthropology, namely the so-called ‘Manchester School’ (Gluckman, Barnes,
Bott, Nadel, Mitchell), the authors of the Hawthorne experiment (Warner and Mayo),
and the ‘Harvard Structuralists’ (Homans, White) (Scott 1991).

A property of social network analysis that makes it valuable for the social sciences is

its focus on relations between units. According to Wasserman/Faust (1994) social

32 The focal actor and his/her parents and grandparents were interviewed (n = 1,285).
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network analysis is based on four central principles that distinguish it from other
methodological approaches. Actors are seen as interdependent and not as independent or
autonomous. Structures are conceptualised as lasting patterns of relations among actors.
Relational ties or linkages serve the purpose to channel resources between actors.
Finally, ego-centred network models see the social environment as structural
environment that provides opportunities and constraints respectively for individual
action.

Next, fundamental concepts and basic terminology which are commonly agreed as
the core of network analysis will be introduced. The basic analytical units are actors.
They are graphically depicted as ‘points’ or ‘nodes’. The second decisive feature of
social networks are ‘links’, also called ‘ties’. These ties connect actors with each other.
In graphic terms they are visualised as lines. Links are as manifold as social
relationships and can personify information, preferences, control, influence,
honour/prestige, resources, ideas, liking, etc. It is important to note that ties or links are
not synonymous with relations within network analysis. Relations are more than simple
ties — they are “the collection of ties of a specific kind among members of a group”
(Wasserman/Faust 1994: 20) For example, friendship is a relation linking two actors
but, of course, it does not consist of a single contact between these two individuals.

Social networks differ widely in respect to certain structural variables. The most
obvious factor that distinguishes networks is the number of links between actors. The
simplest way to describe lone mothers’ informal support networks is to make statements
about contact frequency. Beyond that, specific structures within social networks deserve
attention. One of these dimensions is the density of ties which indicates the degree of
‘connectedness’ within the network. The density of social networks is an indicator for
social integration. Dense parts of informal support networks indicate particularly intense
exchange relations, thereby depicting a high degree of support provision. Important for
the evaluation of network density is the question whether there is reciprocity of relations
or not. Reciprocity of ties is graphically represented by double arrows. They visualise
mutual exchange of resources or just mutual relationships.

Granovetter (1973, 1982) emphasised the strength of ties as another crucial aspect of
a network. The term strength indicates the frequency of contact among individual actors
or, in terms of resource mobilisation, volume of resource flow among positions. Weak
ties are characterised by the flow of few or sporadic amounts of resources that therefore

only constitute a low-density network whereas strong ties indicate a high level of



71

resource flow and a high-density network respectively. The larger the network, the more
likely is someone to get access to valued resources (Lin 1982). The problem with
maintaining extended networks is that every new relationship creates new obligations
(to reciprocate). The more social contacts we have, the sooner a point is reached where
maintenance costs of social relationships exceed its benefits. This means that
individuals joining a new social network cannot add many new ties to their existing ones
without giving up some old relationships (Wellman 1988). As a consequence, our
personal relationships are subject to constant change.

Keeping in mind our inability to maintain a large number of links it becomes a
strategic decision to maintain as many weak ties as possible. This inclination of
strategically thinking individual actors has implications for the structural setup of social
networks, resulting in the emergence of network structures like the following.
Individuals who are in the position of ‘gatekeepers’ control the flow of resources from
and to a particular sub-network (Wellman 1988). An individual is particularly powerful
or influential when s/he is part of two cliques that are part of different networks, thus,
effectively connecting both subgroups through her/his person. By linking two (or more)
subgroups they have access to the resources of both (or all) groups.

Directedness can be another important indicator of the network structure. If all or
many links are directed towards one node it points to an actor in a central position. A
central actor maintains many relations to many others and, thus, has access to a lot of
resources. In the context of support mobilisation a central actor is someone who is
commonly referred to as ‘good in networking’, i.e. someone who is capable of
mobilising a lot of support through many people. On the other hand, s/he is also in the
position to pass on resources to many others. In any case, central actors are important for
efficient resource mobilisation.

The focus of this research project is on individual embeddedness into social
networks, not on social networks as such. Variables are measured at individual level and
mainly analysed using conventional multivariate and bivariate statistics as well as
qualitative analysis. Thus, theories about social networks become explanatory factors in
understanding individual behaviour. Social network analysis of this kind is commonly
referred to as ego-centred network analysis. Ego-centred network models see the social
environment as structural environment that provides opportunities and constraints
respectively for individual action. “An ego-centred network consists of a focal actor,

termed ego, a set of alters who have ties to ego, and measurements on the ties among
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these alters.” (Wasserman/Faust 1994: 42 highlights in original) Network analysis based
on ego-centred networks produces relational data as well. But in contrast to a group
setting where all actors and all ties among them can be observed and measured only few
ties from the focal actor to only a few alters can be measured.

Typically, so-called name generators and name interpreters are used to operationalize
ego-centred networks. Using a name generator the number of alters ego maintains a
particular relation with (e.g. friendship, mutual childcare provision, membership in an
organisation) is enquired. A name interpreter is used to collect attributional data about
these alters describing them according to certain characteristics of interest (e.g. gender,
age, occupation, relation to interviewee, frequency of contact). Data are collected at the

lowest of three aggregate levels — they refer to nodes only (Diaz-Bone 1997).

4.3. The importance of social support for individual well-being

After having explored some of the foundations of social network analysis we now turn
our attention to a specific sub-set of social networks — social support networks. After an
introduction of the general concept of social support and its function the particular

relevance for lone parent families will be addressed.

Basic characteristics of social support

For a long time, social support research was concentrated in health related disciplines,
such as epidemiology, social psychology, and social psychiatry. In this context, social
support provided through interpersonal networks was seen as a crucial factor for
maintaining physical and mental health as well as a means for avoiding and coping with
different crises. Material, practical, or emotional support was seen as an important
mechanism in maintaining individual well-being and ‘buffering’ the individual against
damaging external effects (Laireiter/Baumann 1992). Social support was initially
applied to questions of individual well-being only, it has become a more abstract meta-
concept which considers social aspects of providing social support as well
(Veiel/Baumann 1992).

Although the positive effects of social support on individual well-being are no longer
contentious it remains unclear how exactly these effects occur (Vaux 1988). Part of the
problem is that research has focused on collecting empirical evidence in all sorts of
different research settings and has neglected theoretical conceptualisation. Even after

more than 25 years of increasing research interest, there is no standard definition of
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social support. This research follows Vaux’ (1988) suggested definition of social
support: “The support network is that subset of the larger social network to which a
person routinely turns or could turn for assistance (or which spontaneously provides
such assistance) in managing demands and achieving goals.” (Vaux 1988: 28) He
identified three major dimensions of social support: resources which are exchanged
within these support networks, supportive behaviour, and support appraisals by
individuals.

Operational definitions are dependent on the relevant focus. An environmental
concept, for example, sees social support as an external resource available or not to an
individual. Other prevalent foci include social support as a transactional process and
social support as a buffer against external negative effects (Laireiter/Baumann 1992).
Niepel (1994b) distinguished two major strands within social support research: one
concerned with structural features, such as size, composition, or density of networks, the
other focusing on the importance of social support for coping with difficult
circumstances.

Most researchers set their work in the tradition of one of three ‘support classics’ —
Cassel, Caplan, and Cobb — who gave specific impetus to social support research
initially and established different strands within the subject. All three emphasised the
buffering effect of social support. The epidemiologist Cassel (1974) described social
relations as immune system which assists an individual to cope with crises. He was the
first to point out that life events like divorce result in the loss of social relations.
Researchers in his tradition tend to focus on structural features of social support
networks. Cobb (1976) turned his attention to the importance of subjective perception.
According to Cobb, it is the individual perception of received support that matters — and
not the extent of support provision. Finally, Caplan (1974) was the first to stress the
function of social support in maintaining individual health, i.e. he focused on general
positive effects of social support, thereby disconnecting the concept of the occurrence of
crises. While others argued that social support generates its buffering effect only in
particularly stressful times, Caplan’s followers maintain a generally positive effect of
social support on individual well-being.

More recently, these separate foci were combined into integrated models that
perceive social support exchange processes as embedded into a particular environmental
context, thereby considering environmental and structural variables. Cohen (1992), for

example, suggested a mixture of all these conceptions. Unlike others, Cohen explicitly
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connected the notion of supportive behaviour with the concept of resource mobilisation.
Thus, Cohen’s concept is particularly relevant for this research. Social networks are
perceived as structures that provide resources. It is down to individual capacity and
strategies to mobilise these resources.

Vaux (1988) stressed the importance of person factors, i.e. factors resulting from
personality or specific biographical characteristics. He distinguished stressors (e.g.
critical life events), family (biographical experiences with social relations), social roles
and settings (e.g. parenthood), neighbourhood, specific support network stressors, and
the vulnerability of the network. Social factors influencing the likely utility of informal
support networks are socio-economic status, gender, marital status, and ethnicity. A high
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