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INTRODUCTION

In recent years there has been increased interest amongst social policy
researchers, government

and non-government welfare organisations about the

economic situation of single parent families in Australia, and about the
adequacy of social policies to meet the needs of these famil ies.

This

increased interest can be related to several interconnected processes:
firstly, the increase in single parent families as a proportion of all
families with dependent children;

secondly, and even more pertinently, the

increased proportion of single parent families in receipt of government
pension or benefit (Development Division, Department of Social Security,
1982).

The third major process which has accentuated the situation of single

parent families as recipients of government income support is the deterioration in labour market conditions and increasing rates of unemployment since
1974-75 which have affected adversely the labour market opportunities of
single parents.

One of the effects of the recession since 1974 has been the

increased usage not only of unemployment benefits, but also of a wide range
of other pensions and benefits, including the forms of income support for
which supporting parents are eligible (Sheehan and Stricker, 1983).
A fourth significant issue which has focussed public and official attention
on the situation of single parent families is research on the incidence and
characteri~~ics

of poverty in Australia.

The Social Welfare Policy

Secretariat's Report on Poverty Measurement (1981) found that more than one
third of single parent families were living in poverty in 1978-79 (almost
one half of single parent families with two or more children were living in
poverty).

The incidence of poverty amongst single parents and their

children was four times greater than the incidence of poverty among all
adult income units in the population.
The increased reliance of single parent families on government pension and
benefit, their continued over-representation amongst the poor (an overrepresentation noted earlier by the Commission of Inquiry into Poverty,
1975) and their reduced access to labour market opportunities have become
the focus of several conferences investigating the adequacy of the various
forms of income support and social services available to single parent

2

families.

The major thrust of current policy debate on the access of single

parent families to income and services was encapsulated in the title of the
Workshop conducted by the Institute of Family Studies in June 1983:
Parents: Work or Welfare?1

'Single

This Workshop, I ike the Seminar organised by the

New South Wales Lone Parent Co-ordinating Committee in March 1983, discussed
the adequacy of the three sources of income support available to single parent
families:

government pension and benefit and cash transfers for children.,

paid employment;

maintenance payments from the non-custodial parent.

Also

examined were the adequacy of social services which are of considerable
importance to single parents:

childcare, housing and labour market training.

In examining the various sources of income and services available to single
parent families, the trend in recent policy debate has been to evaluate each
source using the following criteria:
the adequacy of income for parent and child in both the short
term and the long term.
the extent to which reliance on a particular source of income
creates dependency, poverty and social marginality or whether
it provides incentives and support for labour force
participation, independence and hence economic security and
autonomy for parents and children.
(NSW Lone Parent Co-ordinating Committee, 1983;
Jordan, 1983).

AlIen 1983;

The purpose of this report is to examine the three major sources of income
support for single parent families in Australia:
and cash transfers for children;
force participation;

social security payments

earned income from the parentis labour

and maintenance payments from the non-custodial parent.

The analysis centres on the trends in labour force participation and
proportions in receipt of pensions and benefits in the period 1974-1982, and
the incentives and disincentives to paid employment for male and female
single parents.

The analysis also focusses on the adequacy of transfer

payments, tax treatments and services (labour force training, childcare
provision and housing) as they affect single parents.

On each of these

issues comparisons are made with the economic situation and labour force
status of single parents in Sweden and with the tax/transfer pol icies which
apply to them.

A comparative analysis of this nature identifies various

3
alternative policies which have been developed to respond to similar family
forms and processes, and allows for evaluation of the adequacy of alternative
policies in meeting the needs of single parents and their children.
The alternatives of single parent families' reliance on paid employment,
social security payments or maintenance from the non-custodial parent (or on
combinations of all three) raise issues not only of the adequacy of income
derived from these sources, but also of the extent to which single parent
family policies promote dependency, economic marginality and an increased
likelihood of poverty, or whether they facilitate independence and labour
force participation for the custodial parent and income security for the
family unit.
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SINGLE PARENT FAMILIES IN AUSTRALIA: INCIDENCE,
MAJOR SOURCES OF INCOME SUPPORT AND OTHER SOCIAL POLICIES

(i)

The Incidence of Single Parent Families

There has been an increase in the absolute numbers of single parent families
with dependent children in the period 1974-1982;

an increase in single

parent families as a proportion of all families with dependent children:

1d

certain changes can be identified in the marital status of single paren: ..
This last issue is important because it provides an indication of the event
which created the single parent family, either separation, divorce or the
death of spouse/partner, or the birth of a child where the parent is not
I iving in a marriage or a de facto relationship.
According to one of the data series published by the Australian Bureau of
Statistics ('Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics of Families'),
there has been an increase in the number of single parent families with
dependent children from 182,500 families in 1974 to 306,400 families in 1982,
an increase of 68 per cent (Table 1).

More pertinently, single parent

families with dependent children have increased as a proportion of all
families with dependent children from 9 per cent in 1974 to 14.1 per cent in

1982. In this period female-headed families accounted for approximately
85 per cent of ~l 1 single parent families. In this ABS series a dependent
child is defined as a family member under 15 years of age and all family
members aged 15 to 20 years who are full-time students. The ABS category from
which our count of single parents is derived Dependent Children l
families.

-

'Other Families with

is broader than the usual category of single parent

It includes one parent families where the parent is either never

married, widowed, divorced, permanently separated and not living with a
partner, and also includes families where there is no parent, e.g. an
unmarried family head living with a younger brother or sister. There is
little doubt however that the great majority of these families conform with
the definition of single parent family adopted in this report: a family
composed of one parent and child/children where the custodial parent is not
living with the chi ldren1s other parent nor with another partner who
participates in and contributes to the family as part of a single income unit.
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TABLE 1

One Parent and Two Parent Famil ies with Dependent Children as a
pro ortion of all Famil ies with Dependent Children, Austral ia,
197 -1982

4

OTHER FAMILIES

Two Parent
Fami lies

II
I 1974

N

%
1975
1979

1,867,200

%

91.5
1,852,000

7.3
224,600

N

%
1981

N

%
1982

N

%

Note:

87.3
1,869,800
87.4
1,863,900
86.9
1,870,000
85.9

!

157,800

N

N

91.0

I
I
I

7.8
148,700

%
1980

1,846,000

Female
Headed

10.6
229,500
10.7
236,800
11.0
260,900
12.0

i
I

!

Male
Headed

Total Other
Fami lies

24,700

182,500

1.2

9.0

25,000

173,700

1.2
45,400

8.5
270,000

2. 1

12.7
270,100

40,600

Total
Fami lies

2,028,500
100.0
2,040,900
100.0
2,122,000
100.0

1.9

12.6

2, 139 ,900
100.0

45,300

282, 100

2, 146 ,000

2. 1
45,500
2. 1

13. 1
306,400
14. 1

100.0
2, 176,400
100.0

Other famil ies are famil ies with non-married heads and with
dependent children; two parent families include de facto as well
as legally married relationships.

-Source:
ABS, Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics of Families,
Austral ia, July 1979, 1980, 1981, 1982 (CaLNo.6224.0)
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Another source of data on family type is the two ABS Family Surveys conducted
in 1975 and 1982 (ABS, 1980a;

ABS, 1982a) which show an increase in the

proportion of single parent families from 9 per cent of all families with
dependent chi ldren in 1975 to 12.3 per cent in 1982 with 90.5 per cent headed
by women.

These surveys provide somewhat different results from the Labour

Force Surveys, mainly because of the different categorisation of families
and because the definition of a dependent child is not standardised.

The

Family Surveys define a one parent family as consisting of one parent with
one or more chi ldren, i.e. the definition is based on the parenting
relationship and the absence of the second parent.

A 'parent' is a person

who is responsible for the care of a child, whether that person is a natural,
adoptive, step or foster parent to the child.

In the 1975 Family Survey a

dependent child was defined as a person aged 17 years or younger who was
neither married nor a parent.

The 1982 Family Survey defined a dependent

child in accordance with the Labour Force Surveys, as a person under 15 years
of age, or aged between 15 to 20 years if a full-time student, without a
spouse or offspring and living with his/her parent(s).

There are other

problems of comparability between the two family surveys because of
considerable variation in the sample sizes.

Since the aim of the 1975

survey was to compare one parent and two parent famil ies, approximately
equal numbers of the families (about 1,900) were surveyed.
did not over-sample for one parent families.

The 1982 survey

As a result, although the

survey was of 15,000 households, only about 750 one parent families were
surveyed.
Nevertheless, data from both family surveys are statistically generalisable
to the Australian population, and provide a very useful comparison of
changes in the characteristics of single parents in the period 1975 to 1982.
One of the most significant changes is that of marital status.

Table 2

shows that the proportion of male and female single parents who are separated
and the proportion who are widowed have decreased whi le the proportion
divorced and the proportion 'never married' have both increased.

The

increase in the proportion 'never married' appears high for women, from 12.3
per cent of women single parents in 1975 to 20.2 per cent in 1982, but these
data are misleading if not subjected to further interpretation.
The category 'never married' includes (in the case of female single parents)
women with children from a de facto relationship which has ended, as well as
other never married women.

By de facto relationship we mean a relationship

7

TABLE 2

The Proportion of Single Parents By Sex and Marital Status,
Austral ia, 1975 and 1982

1975

1982

%

%

30.2

Divorced

40.3
21.2

Widowed

26.2

36.8
12.8

Never married

12.3

20.2

100.0

100.0

141,200

238,600

Separated

45.0

30.7

Divorced

17.5

35.8

Wi dowed

35.4
2. 1';;

29.5
4.0';;

I

Female Single Parents:

!

Separated

Total
Total number
Male Single Pa rents:

Never married
Total
Total number

Notes:

100.0

18,900

25, 100

The 1975 survey data exclude a small percentage of single parents
who did not state their marital status (2.1%) and a small
percentage (0.8%) who were still married.

* = subject
Source:

100.0

to high sampling variability

ABS, General Social Survey Australian Families May 1975
(Cat.No.4107.0) Table 20, and ABS, Australian Famil ies, 1982
(Preliminary) (Cat.No.4407.0) Table 8.
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between a man and a woman who, although not legally married to each other,
live together as husband and wife (NSW Law Reform Commission, 1983:2).

This

is an important distinction as shown by annual figures from the Department of
Social Security which show the marital status of single parents in receipt
of class A widows' pensions and supporting parents' benefits. 1 In June 1974,
women who were categorised as an 'unmarried mother' constituted 15 per cent
of all class A widow pensioners and supporting parent beneficiaries;
June 1982 this proportion had increased to 19 per cent.

by

In this same

period, 'separated de facto wives' also increased as a proportion of
supporting parent pensioners and beneficiaries, from 3.5 per cent in 1974 to
7.5 per cent in 1982.

The increase in separated de facto wives amongst

pensioners and beneficiaries has been greater than the increase in unmarried
mothers: in 1974 separated de facto wives accounted for 19 per cent of all
women pensioners and beneficiaries who had not been married;

in 1982 this

proportion has increased to 28 per cent (DSS, 1983a: Tables 5 & 6;

DSS, 1982:

23-25).
We may infer from these figures for pensioners and beneficiaries that the
increase in all female single parents who are designated by the ABS as 'never
married', from 12.3 per cent of all women single parents in 1975 to 20.2 per
cent in 1982 (Table 2), is composed partly of an increase in

w.

en who might be

called 'unmarried mothers' and also of an increase in the proportion who have
formerly lived with a partner 'as his wife'.
The increase in the proportion of single parents who are divorced (in comparison
with the decrease in the proportion who are separated) in the period 1975 to
1982 reflects the implementation of the Family Law Act in early 1976.

The new

divorce legislation allowed for the formalisation of previously existing
separations, and also allowed for a more rapid transition from separation to
divorce with the introduction of the 12 month separation rule.
categories

The combined

separated and divorced (which indicate a similar social

situation, i.e., the cessation of a formal marriage relationship) accounted
for approximately 62 per cent of single Jarents in 1975 and for 67 per cent
in 1982.

If we take into account for 1982 the proportion of never married

female single parent beneficiaries who are separated de facto wives (28%) and
the proportion of never married male single parent beneficiaries who are
separated de facto husbands (87%) (DSS, 1982:25), we can infer that
approximately one quarter of never married female single parents and 85 per
cent of never married male single parents are in fact separated de facto

9
partners.

It would therefore appear that in 1982 at least 85 per cent of

female-headed single parent famil ies and almost all male-headed single parent
families were formed following the cessation (either by separation, divorce
or death) of a marriage or a marriage-like relationship.
(i i)

Social Security and Transfers to Chi ldren

A very high proportion of female single parents in Austral ia is receiving
government income support and the percentage of all single parents receiving
support has increased in the period 1974 to 1981 (Table 3).

Single parents

in this period have been assisted with a range of pensions and benefits,
including class A widows' pension;
sickness and special benefit;

supporting parent benefit;

unemployment,

age, inval id and service pensions, but the

trend has been towards increasing reliance on supporting parent benefit and
class A widows' pension.

The proportion of male single parents receiving

income support increased by 9 percentage points between 1974 and 1981, from
9.6 per cent to 18.1 per cent, while the proportion of female single parents
receiving income support increased by 19 percentage points, from 65.1 per
cent to 84.4 per cent.
One possible explanation for the increase in male single parents in receipt
of income maintenance was the extension to men of the supporting parents'
But the data in Table 3 show that this is at

benefit in November 1977.
best a partial explanation.

Between May 1977 and July 1979 there was no

increase in the percentage of male single parents receiving income support
and more tnan half the increase for the period 1974-1981 occurred before the
granting of supporting parents' benefit to men.
The increase in the proportion of all single parents receiving income
support is a consequence of the deterioration in labour market
opportunities and increasing rates of unemployment since 1974.

Some of the

increase may also be related to the dismantling of Australia's universal
health insurance system (before the re-introduction of a universal scheme,
'Medicare', in February 1984) below.

an issue which will be discussed further

In the period 1974 to 1982 the proportion of female-headed, single

parent families where the parent was employed (the employment to population
ratio)

fell from 43.4 per cent to 35 per cent and the corresponding

decrease for male-headed, single parent families was from 90.7 per cent to
74.9 per cent (Table 4).

Not only did unemployment rates increase for both

TABLE 3

Number and Proportion of Single Parents in Receipt of Income Support, Australia, 1974-1981

,I

Female single parents:

November
1974

November
1975

May
1976

May
1977

July
1979

July
1980

June
1981
i

.

1. Number in receipt of income support

102,689

119,100

133,762

148,407

2. Tota I numbe r

157,800

148,700

172,300

3. 1 as % of 2

65. 1

80. 1

2,374

184,337

199,891

182, 100

173,375
224,600

228,700

236,800

77.6

81.5

77.2

80.6

84.4

4,100

4,653

6,656

7,400

8,199

31,000

31,700

45,400

40,000

45,300

14.7

18.5

18. 1

Male single parents:
4. Number in receipt of income support
5. Total number

24,700

3,993
25,000

6. 4 as % of 5

9.6

16.0

13.2

14.7

Total single parents:
7. Number in receipt of income support

111,915

133,634

137,862

153,060

180,031

191,737

208,090

8. Total number

182,500

173,700

203,300

213,800

270,000

268,700

282,200

9. 7 as % of 8

61.3

76.9

67.8

71.6

66.7

71.4

73.7

Notes:
-----

The numbers in receipt of income support include single parents in receipt of income from supporting parents·
benefit, widows· pension, unemployment benefit, sickness benefit, etc. The numbers of female and male single
parents in receipt of income support do not sum to the total single parents in receipt of income support for
1974 and 1975 because the total numbers have I,'n separately estimated.

Source:

Development Division, Department of Social Security (1982), Tables 1, 2 and 4.
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TABLE 4

Labour Force Status of Single Parents, Australia, 1974-1982

1974

I
I

Females, not married wi th dependent
ch i I dren:
Total number of fami lies
Number of fami I ies where parent
is ell1lloyed
Employment to population ratio %
Labour force participation rate %
Unemp Ioymen t rate %

1979

1980

1981

1982

157,800

224,600

229,500

236,800

260,900

68,500

85,000

86,800

89,000

91,200

43.4
45.2
4.1

37.8
43.4
12.7

37.8
42.8

35.0

11.5

37.6
41.2
8.8

1.2

1.5

1.5

1.5

1.5

1.8

3.5

3.1

2.6

2.5

24,700

45,400

40,600

45,300

45,500

22,400

37,400
82.4

30,200
74.4

37,400
82.6

34,100

94.7
4.3

87.0

78.6

5.3

5.3

87.9
6.3

83.5
10.3

0.4

0.6

0.5

0.6

0.6

0.6

0.6

0.5

0.8

0.9

39.3
11. 1

% of total labour force (male and

fema le)
% of total unemployed (male and

female)
Males, not married with dependent
ch i Idren:
Total number of famil ies
Number of families were parent
is ell1lloyed
Employment to population ratio %
Labour force parti ci pat i on rate %
Unell1l' oymen t rate %

90.7

74.9

% of total labour force (male and

fema le)
% of total unemployed (male and

female)

Notes:

Ell1lloyment to population ratio: the number of families where the parent is employed as a proportion of
total number of families.
Labour force participation rate: the number in the labour force (employed plus unemployed) as a proportion
of total number of single parents.
Unemployment rate: the number unemployed as a proportion of the number in the labour force.
--

Source: ABS, Family Status and Employment Status of the Population, November 1974 and November 1975 (Ref.No.6.55),
and
ABS, Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics of Fami I ies, Austral ia July 1979, 1930, 1981, 1982
(Cat. No.6224.oJ
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males and females in this period (by 7 percentage points for women and by 6
percentage points for men), but labour force participation rates also fell
(by 6 percentage points for women and by 11 percentage points for men). The
increase in unemployment rates and the decrease in labour force participation
rates for all heads of single parent families, whether male or female,
indicate the effects of the worsening labour market situation on the job
opportunities of single parents responsible for the care of dependent
children.
Before the extension of the supporting parents' benefit to men in late 1977,
the increasing numbers of male single parents receiving government income
support were dependent on other pensions and benefits:

in 1976, 62 per cent

were in receipt of unemployment, sickness and special benefit and 38 per cent
were in receipt of age, inval id and service pensions.

In 1981, 62 per cent

of male single parents receiving government income support were in receipt of
the supporting parents' benefit, 18 per cent were in receipt of unemployment,
sickness and special benefit and 21 per cent were in receipt of pensions
(Development Division, Department of Social Security, 1982:56).

The

availability of the supporting parents' benefit for sole fathers from 1977
therefore extended the range of income support available for supporting
fathers without job opportunities, in fact providing a benefit which took
somewhat more account of parenting responsibilities.

The provision of the

benefit cannot be seen as providing an alternative to employment but rather
as providing an alternative form of income maintenance.
The

deteriorati~g

labour market situation of female single parents (their

increased unemployment rates and decreased labour force participation rates)
is reflected in the increasing proportion in receipt of income support in
the period 1974 to 1981.

Throughout most of this period approximately 88 per

cent of women sole parents receiving income support were in receipt of class
A widows' pension or supporting parents' benefit.

In 1981 this proportion

increased to 95 per cent when the responsibil ity for the initial income
maintenance of supporting mothers was transferred from the States to the
Commonwealth (Development Division, Department of Social Security, 1982:56).
What is clear therefore is that in a period of decreasing labour market
opportunties and high unemployment a significantly increased proportion of
single parents, both male and female, has become dependent on social
security, predominantly on those forms of income maintenance which take
greater account of parenting responsibilities by providing a guardian's
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allowance,

supplementary assistance for recipients in private rental

accommodation and by exempting from tax the additional benefit paid for
children.

The widows' pension and the supporting parents' benefit provide

these additional benefits, in contrast to unemployment, sickness and special
benefit.

(The guardian's allowance and tax exemption for the children's

allowance were extended to these beneficiaries in the 1983-84 Budget.)

An

analysis of the increased proportion of the population who have become
pensioners and beneficiaries since 1973-74, carried out by Sheehan and
Stricker (1983), supports our conclusions.

These authors argue that 'much

of the increase in usage of class A widows' pensions and supporting parents
benefits in the second half of the 1970s could be ascribed to the labour
market' (1983:218).
It must be noted that within the general pattern appl icable to both male and
female single parents there are clear sex differences.

While the employment

to population ratio fell for both male and female single parents and while
the proportions in receipt of pensions and benefits increased for both men
and women, women continued to be very much more likely than men to be in
receipt of some form of income maintenance.

In 1974 women single parents

were seven times more likely than men to be in receipt of pension or benefit;
by 1981 women were almost five times more likely than men to be receiving
income maintenance, 84.4 per cent of women compared with 18.1 per cent of
men (Table 3).

Although deteriorating labour market opportunities from 1974

affected adversely the job opportunities of both men and women single
parents, women continued to have much greater dependence on government income
support.

Qf all single parents in receipt of income maintenance in 1974,

98 per cent were women.

By 1981 this proportion had declined by only two

percentage points and women accounted for 96 per cent of all single parents
in receipt of pension or benefit (Table 3).

The situation of single parent

families in the social security system is therefore predominantly (in fact
almost entirely) a situation which affects women and thei r children, even
though 10 per cent of single parent famil ies are headed by men.

The over-

representation of families headed by women amongst single parent families in
receipt of income maintenance is a consequence of the greater disadvantages
which women confront in the labour market, particularly when they are
responsible for the care of chi ldren.
The increase in the percentage of single parents receiving income support at
a time of increasing unemployment coincided with the gradual dismantling of
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the universal health insurance scheme by the Coalition Government.

In

November 1978 compulsory health insurance was abolished and only a universal
medical benefit of 40 per cent of the scheduled fee remained.

Medibank-level

benefits remained for pensioners with Pensioner Health Benefit cards and for
'disadvantaged persons l
were abolished.

•

From September 1981 all universal medical benefits

Free hospital treatment and medical benefits at 85 per cent

level were now restricted to pensioners with PHB cards and low income
earners with 'Health Cards' (Deeble, 1982).

Over this period access to a PHB

card became more critical for single parents.
single parents on suppor"lng parents'
card (although they wer
this date therefore the

ben~

it were not eligible for a PHB

1igible for cer,
~nefit

became

Prior to 1st November 1979,

n other fringe benefits).

mor,~

From

valuable to single parents,

providing access to health care for themselves and their children which might
otherwise have been restricted by cost.
Further indication of the effects of the state of the labour market and of
government pol icies on the economic circumstances of single parents is
provided in Table 5.

This table shows the proportion of single parents in

receipt of class A widows· pension or supporting parents' benefit who were
also receiving extra non-pension income (e.g. from earnings or maintenance
payments from the non-custodial parent);

supplementary rental assistance and

fringe benefits (including the Pensioner Health Benefit) in the period 1973
to 1982.
Single parents in receipt of pension or benefit confront the problem of the
limit on extra non-pension income which involves high rates of withdrawal of
pension or benefit and loss of eligibility for supplementary assistance and
fringe benefits when income exceeds the stipulated limits.

Thus while job

opportunities have decreased as a result of the recession since 1974, social
security pol icies have also placed restrictions on permissible earnings from
emp 1oymen t •
Table 5 shows that in the period 1973 to 1982 the proportion of single parents
on pension or benefit who have no extra income has increased (markedly so
for supporting parent beneficiaries) and the proportion of beneficiaries on
full benefit has similarly increased.

Increasing proportions of pensioners

and beneficiaries have retained their eligibil ity for supplementary
assistance, i.e., they do not have extra income sufficient to lose rental
assistance.

Two thirds of female single parent beneficiaries were in receipt

TABLE 5

% OF SINGLE PARENTS ON INCOME SUPPORT RECEIVING:

Nil Income

Income To
Leve I 2

I"come To
Leve I 1

Income to
Leve I 3

Income Above
Leve I 3

Full Benefl t

Supplementary
Assistance

,I

Fr Inge
Bene fit sI
P.H.B. Cards

Total Nuni>er

Class A Widows:
1973
1974

54.9
52.0

1975
1976
1977
1978
1979
1980
1981
1982

51.4
50.7
53.1
53.8
54.2
55.2
56.0
57.2

6.6
18.5
• 19.7
5.6
7.2
17.8
6.8
17.9
16.2
7.0
16.2
6.5
6.0
16.3
5.6
16.1
5.2
15.8
---20.1---

80.3
77.3
76.4
75.4
76.2
76.5
76.5
76.9
77.0
77.1

---20.0 - 10.2
12.5
10.9
12.7
11. 1
13.5
10.6
13.2
10.4
13.1
12.8
10.8
12.8
10.3
12.4
10.7
12.2
10.5

31.5
31.8
34.2
34.6
36.2
37.7
39.2
39.9
40.2
40.4

91.2
88.8
87.8
87.1
88.2
88.6
88.7
90.7
88.8
89.2

57,8]2
64,084
66,518
71,009
76,059
82,392
88,683
91,142
87,837
84,800

Supporting Parents
Benefit - Females:
1975
1976
1977
1978
1979
1980
1981
1982

v;
10.0

5.6

9.4

85.0

63.2

n.a.

11.9
11.9
12.5
9.3
12.3
7.5
6.0
11.5
10.0
4.7
--11.7--

5.9
5.8
5.6
5.0
6.6
6.6
5.2

8.3

85.7
86.3
86.7
87.4
87.1
86.6
88.3

61.7
62.5
62.8
64.9
66.0
65.1
65. I

95.5
92.1
89.9
92.9
94.3
94.2
93. I

78. 1
81.2
84.3
85.8
86.4

47.7
48.0
50.7
53.3
50.8

86.5
84.8
89.2
90.0
89.6

61.9

13. I

60.5
63.0
64.9
67.5
69.6
71.9
76.8

13.4
11.4

71.9
75.1
78.5
80.1
81.1

2.1
2.5
2.0
2.0

7.9
7.8
7.6
6.2
6.8
6.3

,

36,015
45,542
50,954
55,364
59,365
66,604
101,583
118,019

Supporting Parents
Benefi t - Males:
1978
1979
1980
1981
1982
Notes:
--Source:

--

4.0
3.7
3.8
3.7
5.8--

-2.7
4.6
3.8

21.9 - 16.1
11. 1
10.4

3.5

9.6

2,069
3,133
3,821
5,048
5,923

I

Income to Level 1 ~ income allowed for receipt of some supplementary assistance; Income to Level 2· income allowed for receipt of full benefit;
Income to Level 3 = income allowed for receipt of fringe benefits; Income above Level 3· Income allowed for receipt of partial benefit.
The income levels are set at level applicable for single parent with one child over six.
Department of Social Security, Annual Report, 1972-73 to 1981-82 and Ten Year Statistical Summary 1973 to 1982.
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of supplementary assistance in 1982, indicating the high proportions in
private rental accommodation;

and at least half of male supporting parents

and 40 per cent of widow pensioners were also in receipt of supplementary
assistance. This trend indicates not only the increasing importance of such
extra assistance for single parents in rental accommodation, but also the
lack of opportunities for paid employment which provides sufficient income to
compensate for the loss of this extra assistance.
The percentage of single parent pensioners and beneficiaries with extra income
not exceeding Level 3 (i.e., with income just sufficient to retain fringe
benefits, in particular the health benefit card) has increased in the
under review:

~

lod

89 per cent of widow pensioners, 93 per cent of female

supporting parents and 90 per cent of male supporting parents were in receipt
of the pensioner health benefit card in 1982.

This suggests not only that

the opportunity for extra earnings is limited, but also that health coverage
is a critical issue for single parent famil ies.
This latter conclusion is supported by data from the ASS Health Insurance
Survey (1983 a )which found that of single parents surveyed in March 1983 who
did not have a health concession card (and who did not think that they were
eligible for one), 25 per cent did not have private health insurance.

Only

10 per cent of married couples with dependent chi ldren in a similar
situation were un'insured.

Of the uninsured single parents, more than half

cited cost as the main reason for their lack of private cover.
In concluston, it is clear that in the period 1973 to 1982 an increasing
proportion of single parents in receipt of social security were on full
benefit (77% of widow pensioners, 88% of female supporting parents and 86% of
male supporting parents in 1982);

an increasing proportion had no extra

income (57% of widow pensioner, 77% of female supporting parents and 81% of
male supporting parents);
supplementary assistance;

an increasing proportion were in receipt of
and an increasing proportion of beneficiaries were

in receipt of the pensioner health benefit card - indicating both reduced
opportunities for extra earnings and the value of supplementary assistance,
health cover and other fringe benefits when employment opportunities are
restricted.

Once again it must be emphasised that the population of

families involved in these changes was almost entirely (in 97% of cases in
1982) families of women and their children.
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The series of income tests which apply to single parent pensioners and
beneficiaries (income tests in relation to partial and finally complete
withdrawal of benefit as non-pension income increases above a permissible
level;

the income test for supplementary assistance;

the income test for

various fringe benefits) interact with the usual taxation requi rements which
apply to both pension and non-pension income (excluding the extra benefit for
children) to produce a series of effective marginal tax rates which reduce the
disposable income of supporting parents and their children.

These effective

marginal tax rates range from 50 per cent to 65 per cent to 81 per cent and
finally to more than 100 per cent, if the value of fringe benefits is
imputed. (The Appendixoutlines in detail the series of income tests and the
effective marginal tax rates which apply.)

The significance of these tests

on extra income 1 ies partly in the 'poverty traps' which are created for
single parents whose extra earnings from paid employment result in a high
rate of withdrawal of benefit, at some levels incurring effective marginal tax
rates higher than those which apply to income earners in the highest tax
brackets.

The significance of these tests also lies in the creation of

disincentives to the parentis labour force participation -

although it must

be emphasised that the scarcity of job opportunities since 1974-75 provides
even stronger disincentives to labour force participation.
While recognising some of the poverty traps and employment disincentives which
are imposed by the variety of tests on non-pension income, it is interesting
to note that the average duration of single parents' receipt of income
support appears not to be long.

There are two ways in which the Department of

Social Security-measures the duration of single parents on pension and
benefit:

firstly by averaging durations for people currently in receipt of

pension and benefit;

and secondly by averaging durations for people no

longer in receipt of benefit, i.e. where pension or benefit has been
cancelled.

It has been estimated that in 1981 the average current durations

of class A widows and supporting parent beneficiaries were
4.5 years

Male SPB

=
=
=

Total for Class A
Widows & SPB

=

3. 1 years

Class A Widows
Fema 1e SPB

2.1 years
1.6 years
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A separate analysis of all cancellations (including deaths but excluding
transfers to other forms of income support) of class A widows and supporting
parent beneficiaries for the year 1979-80 showed that the average completed
duration was also about 3 years (Development Division, Department of Social
Security, 1982:59).

However the age of the parent is important in

affecting the length of time spent in receipt of income support: the mean
completed duration for pensioners and beneficiaries under 25 years of age
at cancellation was about half that for pensioners over 40 year (Jordan,
1982:4).

These figures point to the greater problems which older women face

in entering paid employment.

The data on comp eted durations, in expl icitly

excluding transfers to other forms of income

s~~port,

do not take into

account transfers to class B widows pension or to unemployment benefit when
a woman no longer has the care of a dependent child, a situation much more
likely to affect older, rather than younger,women.
Where reasons for the cessation of pensions and benefits are specified in the
Department of Social Security files (which is not a consistent practice) it
appears that the'formation of a new relationship, either marriage or
cohabitation, accounted for about 60 per cent of cessations of benefit, while
the receipt of income above the level at which pension or benefit is no
longer paid accounted for only 30 per cent in 1979-80 (Jordan, 1982:57).
These data, although not adequate in coverage or reI iabil ity, nevertheless
suggest that the movement of single parents from government income support to
paid employment is not the most common route towards economic independence.
While it has been shown that increasing numbers and increasing proportions of
single parents and their children have been dependent on government income
support since the mid 1970s, the relative value of this income support has
declined in this period.

Table 6 presents data on the income of single

parent families in receipt of social security payments expressed as a
percentage of net average weekly earnings.

As a proportion of net average

weekly earnings, social security payments for single parent families reached
a peak of 50.8 per cent for a parent with two children in 1976-77. Since
then this proportion has decl ined to the 1982-83 level of 44.3 per cent.
Not only has the economic position of single parent families on benefit
worsened since 1976-77 relative to post-tax average earnings, it has also
worsened relative to other groups in receipt of government income maintenance.
Table 7 shows the income position of single parent families on pension or
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TABLE 6

Families

Single Parent
Financial Year
1 Chi 1d

2 Ch i 1dren

1972-73

37.3
37.1

45.0
44.0

1973-74

39.7

46.3

1974-75

37.3

43.2

1975-76

39.9
41.8

46.5

1971-72

1976-77

50.8
49.6

1978-79

41.5
40.4

1979-80

39.2

47.9
46. 1

1980-81

39.3

46.1

1981-82

37.9
38.0

44.3

1977-78

1982-83 (es to)

Notes:

I

44.3

Average weekly earnings are for a single person without
dependants, after tax.
It is assumed that the maximum amounts of social security
payments, including guardian1s allowance, additional pension
fOT children, supplementary assistance and family allowances,
are rece i ved.
Figures are affected by an additional pension pay-day in
1982-83.

Source:

Department of Social Security (1983b) Attachment E.

TABLE 7

Equivalences Impl kit In the Austral ian Income Security System: Comparison of Selected Financial Years 1961t-65 to 1982-83

1961t-65

1968-69

1973-71t

1976-71

1978-79

1982-83

June 1981t

PENSIONER: RENTING
Single Persons:
.59

.61t

.67

.67

.66

.67

.67

with one chi Id : over 6
: under 6 or Inval id

.87

.92

.90
.95

.88
.91

.82
.85

.83
.81t

.81t
.81t

with two children: over 6
: younger under 6 or inval id

.~8

1.07

1.01t
1.09

1.05
1.08

.97
1.00

.95
.97

.96
.96

1.12

1.23

1.21
1.26

1.21t

1. 12
1. 15

1.09
1. 11

1. 11
1. 11

with no children

"

with three children: over 6
: youngest under 6 or Inval i d

1.27

Couples:
with no chi Idren

1.05

1.08

1. 10

1.07

1.06

1.07

1.07

with one child

1. lit

1.20

1.23

1.22

1. 18

1. 18

1. 18

with two children

1.25

1.35

1.37

I.lto

1. 32

1.31

1.31

wi th three ch i I dren

1.39

1.51

1.51t

1.58

I.lt8

l.lt5

I.lt6

with four children

1.53

1.68

1. 71

1.77

1.61t

1.59

1.60

wl th five chi Idren

1.67

1.86

1.89

1.97

1.80

1. 75

1.75
N

PENSIONER: NOT RENTING

o

Single Persons :
with no children

.55

.56

.57

.60

.60

.60

.60

with one chi Id : over 6
: under 6 or invalid

.82

.81t

.80

.81
.81t

with two children: over 6
: younger under 6 or Invalid

.91t

with three children: over 6
: youngest under 6 or Invalid

.76
.79
.91
',91t
1.06
1.09

.75
.77
.88
.89
1.02
1.01t

.77
.77
.90
.90
1.01t
1.01t

.85
.99

.91t

'.98
1.01

1.07

1.15

.99
1. 11
1. 16

with no children

1.00

1.00

1.00

1.00

1.00

1.00

1.00

wi th one chi Id

1.09

1. 12

1. 13

1.15

1.13

1. 11

1. 12

with two children

1.21

1.26

1.27

1. 33

1.27

1.23

1.25

1.51

I.lt2

1. 38

1. 39

1. 17
1.20

Couples:

wl th three children

1. 35

I.lt3

1.1t1t

wl th four ch i Idren

1.48

1.60

1.61

1. 70

1.58

1.52

1.53

wl th fl ve chi Idren

1.62

1. 78

1. 79

1.90

1. 71t

1.67

1.68

Note:
----

Equivalences are based on the net value of asslstances for a pensioner couple with no dependent chi Idren who are not paying rent.
has been set as 1.00. Where appropriate the value of family allowances and tax provisions are included in the calculations.

Source:

Whiteford (1983). Table 3.

This
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benefit relative to other income units with and without children dependent on
government income maintenance.

The net income position of a pensioner couple

without children and not paying rent has been taken as the standard or
benchmark situation and set at 1.00.

The income situations of other

pensioners and beneficiaries have been expressed as a proportion of this base
(Whiteford, 1983:1-2).
For single parents with two children who are renting, income from government
pension as a ratio of the income of a pensioner couple without children (who
are not renting) rose from .98 in 1964-65 to a peak of 1.07 in 1968-69 and
attained its peak for the 1970s in 1976-77 at 1.05, falling to .95 in 1982-83.
The income ratio for single parents with two children who are not renting
rose from .94 in 1964-65, to .99 in 1968-69, attaining a similar level of .98
in 1976-77, fall ing to .88 in 1982-83.

In contrast, the income ratio of

single pensioners without children who are renting rose from .59 in 1964-65 to
.67 in 1973-74 where it remained steady, while the ratio for single
pensioners without children who are not renting reached its peak in 1976-77
at .60 where it remained stable (Whiteford, 1983).
The most significant recent watershed in the relative position of all
pensioners and beneficiaries with children was the year 1976-77, from which
time the relative financial position of
progressively.

pensione~with

children deteriorated

Even the increases which will apply in 1984 (to guardian's

and children's allowances) will restore relativities only to 1978-79 levels
in most cases.
The deterioration in the financial position of single parent pensioners and
beneficiaries (and of most married couple pensioners and beneficiaries with
children) relative to the position of other pensioners and beneficiaries
without children is due to the non-indexation of the several components of
income support for children.

The value of most pensions and benefits has

increased in the period 1976-77 to 1982-83 because of twice-yearly
indexation in accordance with the Consumer Price Index (except in the case of
benefits for the single unemployed without dependants, which remained
unindexed until the 1983-84 Budget).
There are three components of income support for children received by single
parent pensioners and beneficiaries: firstly, the guardian's allowance which
has been increased by only $2 since 1969.

Presently the allowance is $8 a

22
week where there is a child under 6 or an invalid child or $6 a week where
there are other children.
$8 a week from May 1984.

The 1983-84 Budget standardised the allowance at

The second component is the child allowance for pensioners and beneficiaries.
This was increased by only $2.50 from 1975 to 1983, remaining at $10 per week
per child.

The 1983-84 Budget increased the allowance to $12 per week from

November 1983.

Although the 1983-84 Budget increased both the guardian's

and child allowance for pensioners, as Table 7 shows the estimated effect of
these increases in June 1984 is basically to maintain the existing
relativities between pensioners and beneficiaries with children and those
without (Whiteford, 1983).
The third income support component for single parents related to the presence
of dependent children is family allowances which all families with dependent
children receive.

Family allowances are not indexed, hence do not increase

regularly in line with rises in the Consumer Price Index.

Table 8 shows the

deterioration in the value of family allowances for two children as a
proportion of average weekly male earnings in the period 1976 to 1983 : from

4.7 per cent in 1976 to 3.7 per cent in 1983.

Although the rates of family

allowances for third and subsequent children were increased in Jan:
and the rates for first and second children increased from November

~y

1982,
382, the

real value of the allowance had fallen by 23 per cent in the period June

1976 to March 1983 (Cass, 1983:16).
Given the non-indexation of the child components of pension and benefit

and

of the universal cash transfers to families with children, and the increasing
proportion of single parent families dependent on social security since 1974,
it is not surprising that the Social Welfare Policy Secretariat's Report on
poverty measurement found that single parent families were amongst the
poorest of income units (SWPS, 1981:204).

The Report estimated that 36.3 per

cent of single parent income units had incomes below the Henderson poverty
line (based on the 1978-79 income survey carried out by the Australian
Bureau of Statistics).

Of single parents with two or more children, 46.3

per cent were in poverty.

The rate of poverty for all single parent

families was four times greater than the rate for all adult income units
(SWPS, 1981:176).2
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TABLE 8

Family Allowances for Two Children as a Proportion of Average
Weekly Earnings for Males, Australia, 1976-1983

Weekly 1'fami ly
allowance for
two ch i Id ren
($)

2.
Average weekly
male earnings

1 as % of 2

($)

Sept. 1976

8.50

179.69

4.7

1977

8.50

192.60

4.4

1978

8.50

210.36

4.0

1979

8.52

227.56

3.7

1980

8.52

257.08

3.3

1981

8.52

286.60

3.0

1982

8.52

333.60

2.6

1983

12.77

347.36

3.7

June

Note:

In the September 1981 average weekly earnings series the ABS
a new method of obtaining data. This means the
figures before September 1981 are not strictly comparable with
those after. For Table 8 the suggested calculations of ABS for
improving comparabil ity, by linking the old and new series to
a common index, have been used.
-introduc~d

Source:

Earnin s States and Austral ia June Quarter
, Table 3, and Department of Social Security
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(iii)

Employment Status

The employment situation of single parent families deteriorated significantly
in the period 1974 to 1982 as shown in Table 4 (discussed previously).

From

1974 to 1982 there was an increase of 68 per cent in the number of single
parent families, and an increase of 98 per cent in the number of single parent
families where the parent was not employed.

In this period there was for

both males and females a decrease in labour force participation rates by 11
percentage points and 6 percentage points respectively, and recorded unemployment rates more than doubled.

Recorded unemployment rates under-estimate the

extent of joblessness because many single parents not in the labour force
could be classified as discouraged job seekers who have ceased active job
search because of the scarcity of suitable employment opportunities.
Table 9 compares the labour force participation rates of single women with
children and married women with children in the period 1974 to 1982.

While

the labour force participation rate of single women with children decreased
over this period from- 45.2 per cent to 39.3 per cent, the rate for married
women with children increased from 34.9 per cent to 45.7 per cent.

This

latter situation may be explained partly by the increase in part-time
employment for women

between August 1974 and 1983 part-time work accounted

for 81 per cent of the overall rise in the employment of women (ABS, 1978a;
ABS, 1983b).

Part-time employment does not represent for female single

parents as viable an employment option as it may for wives.

For single

mothers part-time employment alone is unlikely to provide adequate family
income, while the combination of partial benefit and income from part-time
work is I ikely to result in high effective marginal tax rates (as outlined
previously).

In their daily attempt to combine child

car~household

duties

and part-time employment, single mothers may find that the increased
expenditure of time, effort and income involved in labour force participation
does not result in a commensurately increased level of disposable income.
As a result, the two most economically feasible options for income support
are clarified: full-time employment or full benefit.

However, this

apparent 'choice' is constrained by the decrease in full-time job
opportunities for women, relative to the increase in part-time employment.
Part-time employment is concentrated in occupations where women are overrepresented;

in 1983 over half the women employed in entertainment,

recreation and personal service industries were employed part-time;

as were
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TABLE 9

I

Labour Force Partici ation Rates of Sin le and Married Women
with Dependent Children, Australia, 197 -19 2

1974

1975

1977

1979

1980

1981

1982

Wife with dependent
ch i Idren

34.9

37.7

42.4

44.4

46.0

45.5

45.7

No t - ma r r ie d female with
dependent ch i Idren

45.2

47.9

42.4

43.4

42.8

41.2

39.3

Source:

ulation,
ABS, Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics of Families,
Austral ia July 1979, 1980, 1981, 1982 (Cat.No.6224.0)

--
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37 per cent women in the community services;

43 per cent of women in

wholesale and retail trades. In August 1983, of all part-time workers, 78 per
cent were women (ABS, 1983b).
The likelihood that a parent responsible for dependent children will work
part-time is related to marital status and to gender.

In July 1982 of all

employed married women with dependent children, 56.4 per cent were employed
part-time, compared with 39.6 per cent of employed single women with
dependent chi ldren (Table 10).

The corresponding proportion of employed

single fathers with dependent childr':

.Jorking part-

(A6_, 1983b).

!

fe~~ie

It would appear there

single parents in receipt of

~

that the mL

"le

was 8 per cent

greater proportion of

ernment income 5upport in comparison

with male single parents (84 % and 18% respectively) is a consequence
partially of the greater opportunities for full-time employment for men, and
partially of the ideology of gender divisions in parenthood which prescribes
dependency (either on husband or government benefit) as legitimate for
women, but much less legitimate for men.

However, while employment rates

are depressed for single mothers, in comparison with married women with
children, the much greater likelihood that an employed single mother will
work full-time emphasises the importance of full-time work for single
parents.
If we are correct in our argument that single parents who are employed
requi re adequate income to compensate for the expenditure of time, effort
and loss of benefit, then we would expect that single parents who can
command higher earnings are more likely to be employed than those who cannot.
This is what we do find.

Firstly, a far higher proportion of male than

female single parents are employed

75 per cent of men compared with 35 per

cent of women in 1982 while 84 per cent of single fathers were in the labour
force compared with 39 per cent of single mothers (Table 4). There are a
number of factors influencing the labour force participation rates of single
parents: age of youngest child;
earnings from employment;

educational qualifications;

the level

of

as well as the availability of suitable jobs

suitable hours and the socia: expectations which support employment for
fathers but give much less support to employment for mothers.

In explaining

the great differential between male and female single parents' employment
rates and labour force participation rates, the discrepancy between the
average earnings of male single parents and female single parents must be
noted.

The 1978-79 Income Survey showed that male single parents who
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TABLE 10

Employment Rates of Women with Dependent Children, Austral ia,
1982

Married women
wi th dependent
ch i 1dren
%

Not-married women
wi th dependent
ch i 1dren
%

Employed full-time

18.7

21.1

Employed part-time

24.3

13.9

2.6

4.4

54.4

60.6

100.0

100.0

43.6

60.4

Unemployed
Not in the labour force

Of those employed, %
employed full-time
Total number

Source:

I

1,819,600

260,900

ABS, Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics of Famil ies,
Austral ia July 1982 (Cat.No.6224.0) Table 3

--
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worked full-year, full-time earned on average $16,130;

the corresponding

figure for females was $11,000, or 68 per cent of male earnings (ABS, 1982b).
Secondly, when we examine female single parents' labour force status we find
that there is an increased likelihood of labour force participation with an
increase in educational qualifications (Table 11).
The ABS Family Survey in 1975 found that female single parents' labour force
participation rates were higher with higher levels of educational qualifications, and that the proportions employed full-time alsc

ncreased with

educational qualifications.

t 16 years or younger

Women who had left schoo

accounted for 68 per cent of female single parents;

c. least 60 per cent were

not in the labour force and approximately one in five were employed full-time.
In comparison, women who left school at 17 years (and who did not have further
qualifications) constituted 6 per cent of single parents;

40 per cent were

not in the labour force and one in three were employed full-time.

Of women

single parents with a technical certificate (6% of female single parents)
34 per cent were not in the labour force and four out of ten were employed
full-time;

of women single parents with a tertiary qualification (3%

of the total), only 10 per cent were not in the labour force and more than
half were employed full-time (Table 11).
Data from the ABS Income Distribution Survey 1978-79 show that the median
income of full-year, full-time employed women increased with higher
educational attainment (Table 12).

It would appear therefore that the

opportunity to be employed, in particular to be employed full-time and hence
to earn secure and adequate income sufficient for family needs (which
constitutes the most viable alternative to dependence on full benefit), is
directly related to educational qualifications.

Post-school qualifications

were enjoyed by only a minority (26%) of female single parents in 1975;
these, 52 per cent were described as having 'other' qual ifications.

of

The 1975

survey does not give precise details about this category of qualifications
but notes that it includes qualifications such as shorthand and typing, special
language courses, writing courses and specialist technical courses.

It is

highly likely that the majority of women with 'other' qualifications would
have had shorthand and/or typing skills.

In comparison, 48 per cent of male

single parents had post-school qualifications and of these 73 per cent had
trade qualifications and only 5 per cent had 'other' qualifications
(unpublished data from the ABS 1975 Family Survey).

Data from the ABS 1982

Educational Attainment of Female Single Parents by Labour Force Status, Australia, 1975

TABLE 11

Emplo)'ed
Full-time

Employed
Part-time

'unemPlOyed
i

I

I

Not in the
Labour
Force
%

Total

I

Work force
Participat ion Rate

Total
Number

%

.%

0.0

36.8

0.0

63.2

100.0

36.8

644

Left school before 15 yrs

17.2

17.7

1.0

64. 1

100.0

45,344

Left school 15 - 16 yrs

22.5

15.7

3.2

58.6

100.0

35.9
41.4

Trade certificate

24.7

17.4

3. 1

54.8

100.0

Left school 17 yrs and over

36.8

15.4

7.8

40.0

Other qual ifications

32.2

28.0

1.3

Technical certificate

39.6

20.5

Tertiary, non-university

47.6

Un i ve rs i ty

62.5

No school i ng

%.

%

50,821
5,106

100.0

45.3
60.0

8,254

38.5

100.0

61.5

19,376

34.2

100.0

65.8

7,863

41.8

5.7
0.0

10.6

100.0

89.4

3,294

27.9

0.0

9.6

100.0

90.4

1,638
142,340

Note:

This table excludes 1.9% of female single parents who did not state their educational qualifications and
0.1% who were still at school. 'Other' qualifications include shorthand, typing, writing courses,
specialist technical courses, etc.

Source:

Unpublished data from the ABS Family Survey 1975.

!
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TABLE 12

Median Income for Full-Year, Full-Time Employed Women by
Educational Attainment, Australia, 1978-79

Median Income
($)

Note:

Left school 13 years or unde r

7,580

Left school 15 or 14 years

8,000

Left school 16 years

8,000

Trade certificate

8,140

Left school 18 years or over

8,380

Left school 17 years

8,400

Other qualifications

8,920

Ce rt i f i ca te (non-trade)/Diploma

10,000

Degree

13,040

i

I

The educati31 attainment level IlCertificate (non-trade)/
diploma 'l ceL.Dines the two levels of non-degree tertiary and
technical certificate.
lement to

Source:
~ocial

Indicators No.3
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Family Survey, when available, wi 11 be extremely useful for examining the
trends in educational qualification and labour force participation of single
parents in the period of recession.
All employed women in Australia confront a sex-segmented labour market.

The

occupations in which women are concentrated are characterised by low pay,
low status and limited opportunities for on-the-job training and advancement.
Figures presented by the Office of the Status of Women (1983:19-21)
suggest that there has been little change in the level of occupational
segregation of women and men between 1973 and 1981: in 1981 over 80 per cent
of women in paid employment were concentrated in only 18 of the 60 ASS
occupation categories, and of these 18, 6 contained over 60 per cent of women.
Further, even within the occupations where women predominate, men tend to hold
the higher level decision-making jobs. The financial effect of this
employment situation is profound:

results from the 1978-79 Income Survey

show that for individuals who were employed full-year, full-time, the mean
earned income for males was $12,320 while that for females was $8,950 -

72.6

per cent of male earnings (ASS, 1981a, Table 15).
(iv)

Labour Market Training

Even if all female single parents were employed in full-year, full-time jobs,
it is possible that those without formal job qualifications employed in low
paid jobs in the traditional female sectors of the labour market would
continue to find it difficult to earn adequate income to meet their family·s
needs.

A clear policy implication is that single parents would be greatly

assisted by labour market training programs.

In current programs little

emphasis is placed on the special needs of supporting parents seeking to
enter or re-enter paid employment.

This has not always been the case.

In

the early 1970s when unemployment in Australia was relatively low and labour
market policy was centred on increasing the labour supply, two training
programs were introduced which were directly related to female single
parents:

one for widow pensioners and one for women previously restricted

from employment by domestic responsibilities (Kirby, 1981). In June 1973,
of the 2,135 people enrolled in a total of 14 available training programs,
67.5 per cent were enrolled in the programs for women.
As the unemployment situation worsened in Australia, the government's
approach to labour market programs changed.

Kirby (1981) has called the
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mid 1970s in Australia a time of 'burgeoning manpower programs':

between

1970-71 and 1975-76 Commonwealth expenditure on 'manpower' programs increased
from $1.5 million to $207.4 million.

This increase in expenditure, however,

did little to improve the training situation of women in general, including
single parents.

In 1973 a national apprenticeship scheme was introduced

aimed at increasing demand for apprentices.

Traditional apprenticeship

training schemes offer little assistance for women.

A year later in 1974 the

Regional Employment Development Scheme (REDS) was introduced, but at no time
in REDS' one year operation did women constitute more than 6.2 per cent of
those employed.

At its peak in July 1975 REDS assisted 16.2 per cent of

unemployed males and only 1.9 per cent of unemployed females.

In 1975-76

REDS accounted for 60 per cent of expenditure on labour market programs and
the apprenticeship scheme accounted for a further 17 per cent.
At this time the only training or employment scheme with a significant
representation of women was the National Employment and Training Scheme
(NEAT), introduced in October 1974 to replace 14 previous training programs.
In 1975-76 it accounted for 19 per cent of labour market program expenditure.
Originally, it was largely an unrestricted program aimed at providing
training and financial assistance to job seekers who lacked sufficient or
appropriate skills.

After the first year of operation, however, NEAT was

changed to a far more restricted scheme to assist those unemployed
risk of losing employment, and to be eligible

or at

applicants had to be registered

with the Commonwealth Employment Service (Kirby, 1981).

The change meant

that a program which in its early stages had assisted a majority of women was
now biased aga ilis t them CN i Iand, 1977).
Since the latter part of the 1970s labour market training programs have been
aimed at the young unemployed and at apprenticeship training.

As Table 13

shows, in 1980-81 over 90 per cent of participants in Department of
Employment and Industrial Relations labour market programs were under 25
years. In that year women aged 25 years or older accounted for only 3 per
cent of people assisted yet accounted for nearly a quarter of the estimated
longer-term unemployed and over one fifth of the total unemployed (Hoy
and Lampe, 1982).

As pointed out by the Office of the Status of Women in its

background paper to the National Economic Summit Conference (1983), current
training schemes contain no provision for pre-vocational or transitional
training for adults.

As a result, the schemes are unlikely to meet the

needs of women seeking to re-enter the work force.

TABLE 13

Labour Market Program Assistance in 1980-81 and Labour Market Experience According to Age and Sex

15-19 yrs
I

Male

Female

20-24 yrs
Male

Fema Ie

25 yrs or older
Male

%

.%

Total

Fema le
%

%

Number

Program Assistance(a)
- Education-based
- Employment-based
- Speci a I i sed

39.0
34.2
32.8
34.6
03,580)

Total

38.5
37.5
23.4

6.3
11.7
13.3

11.2
36.4
05.280) (10,853)

9.0
8.2
6.4

3.5
5.4
18.6

3.7
2.9
5.5

100.0
100.0
100.0

11,768
77 ,061
8,001

8. 1
(7.861)

6.3
(6.128)

3.2
0,128)

100.0

96,830

100.0
100.0

I.N
I.N

ABS Indicators(b)
Unemp loyment (c)
( )
Longer-Term Unemployment c
Median Duration of Unemployment(d)

15.7
12.8

17.4
17.0

11.4
12.5

10.9
10.5

23.5
24.7

21.2
22.5

weeks

weeks

weeks

weeks

weeks

weeks

9.8

11. 5

12.3

11.1

12.6

12.0

n.a.
n.a.
n.a.

(a)

Department of Employment and Industrial Relations.

(b)

Based on published and unpubl ished data from ABS Labour Force Experience Survey, February 1981.

(c)

Based on IPersons who looked for work at some time during the survey year l - note that this definition of
'unemployed ' status is not as rigorous as that used in the Labour Force monthly series. Includes only those
unemployed for 17 weeks or more.
These measures indicate that 50 per cent of each group experienced durations of unemployment below and above the
numbers of weeks quoted.

(d)

Source:

Hoy and Lampe (1982).
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Recently there has been a shift away from this disproportionate expenditure
on unemployed youth, partly as a result of the significant increase in the
share of unemployment borne by mature aged adults in 1982-83 (Department
of Education and Youth Affairs, 1983, Chapter 4).

There is a commitment, for

example, in the employment projects funded under the Wage Pause Program to
50 per cent of the participants being aged 25 years and over and also to

50 per cent being female.

It has been estimated that the additions of the

public sector job creation schemes and Adult Wage Subsidy Scheme will result
in a great increase in the proportion of Department of Employment and
Industrial Relations expenditure on labour market programs allocated to
matur,. aged adults:

from 10 per cent in 1981-82 to 37 per cent in 1983-84

(Department of Education and Youth Affairs, 1983, Tables 4.1 and 4.3).
If, however, we make a distinction between expenditure on education-based
or training programs on the one hand and employment-based programs on the
other, we do not find that there has been a redirection of assistance in
labour market training programs to those over 24 years.

On 1983-84

estimates, nearly 90 per cent of expenditure on training programs will be
allocated to 15-24 year olds (Department of Education and Youth Affairs,

1983, Tables 4.1 and 4.3).
The only Commonwealth training scheme

poten~.

"lly open to all single parents

in which people o~er 24 years have a degree of representation is the
General Training Assistance Program.

But the proportion of DEIR expenditure

committed to this program has decreased from 10.9 per cent in 1978-79 to

3.1 per

ce~t

in 1982-83 (Hoy and Lampe, 1982).

Nevertheless, a small proportion of single parent pensioners and
beneficiaries do receive training.

A survey in 1980 of a sample of class A

widow pensioners and supporting parent beneficiaries found that 5 per cent
were engaged in study or training (Jordan, 1982:81).

Financial support,

where it was provided, was given under the Tertiary Educat',n Assist
Scheme (TEAS).

If TEAS has become the main form of assist

:e

ce avail

to single parents for training or re-training, then single.3rents

W

e
.h

the necessary school ing qualifications and confidence to enter formal
tertiary courses may receive essential assistance, but those without such
qual ifications and confidence will not find other forms of assisted
training available to them.
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As discussed previously, entry into the workforce alone may not provide
female single parents without formal job qualifications and in low paid jobs in
the 'female' sectors of the workforce with sufficient income to meet their
family's needs.

Although training and re-training schemes are essential to

improve individuals' qualifications and job opportunities, this alone will
not improve the structural conditions which locate women in low paid jobs.
An American study (Corcoran and Duncan, 1978) has shown that wage

differentials based on sex cannot be accounted for solely or even primarily by
superior qualifications and a more continuous attachment of men to the labour
force.

There are other discriminatory factors at work which both segregate

the job market and continue to reward 'men's· jobs more highly, regardless of
workers' qualifications or productivity.

One of the legitimating ideologies

of the unequal treatment of male and female employees in relation to earnings
is that women are not primarily breadwinners, that their wage will be a
·secondary' wage required only to augment family income.

Where the woman is

the only income-earner in a single parent family, the false and potentially
damaging basis of this ideology is exposed.
It is clear that equal access to assisted training programs and encouragement
and support during training are necessary factors in augmenting female single
parents' job opportunities.

But these measures alone will not be sufficient

to improve the overall position of women in the earnings distribution without
considerable attention'being paid to sex divisions in the labour market and
the upgrading of low paid jobs.
(v)

Ch i Id Care--

Another factor critical in determining the labour force participation of
single parents is the number and ages of their children.

Data presented in

Table 14 indicate that the younger the age of their youngest child, the less
likely are single parents to be employed, and if employed, to work full-time.
Where the youngest child is under school age (accounting for 30% of single
parent families) one third of parents are in the labour force, and of those
employed, 67 per cent are employed full-time.

Where the youngest child is

aged between 5 and 9 years (accounting for 27% of single parent families)
44 per cent of parents are in the labour force and of those employed, 66 per
cent are employed full-time.

Where the youngest child is between 10 and 20

years (accounting for 43% of single parent families), 57 per cent are in the

TABLE 14

Single Parent Families with Dependent Children
1982

Single parent families with
dependent children present
Age of Youngest Child:
0- 4 yrs
5- 9
10-14

Labour Force Status by Age of Youngest Child, Australia,

Employed
Full-'Time

Employed
Part-Time

Total
Employed

-N

-N

%

-N

%

-N

%

17. 1

8.0

8.6

23.9

25.7

29.6

63.2

68. 1

25.3
38.2

10.9
12.7

13.3
14.2

31.7
47.1

38.6
52.5

35.8
51.1

31.9
43.6
57.0

46.4

56.4
43.0

37.5
28.3

6.9

16.6

22.5

54. 1

57.5

38.5

12.6

125.2

40.9

23.9
140.4

17.7
165.8

15.9
20.8
34.3

15-20

15.6

TOTAL

86.6

%

In
Labour Force

45.9

Not in the
Labour Force

-N

38.5

%

Total

-N

%

92.8
82.2

100.0
100.0
100.0

89.7
41.6

100.0

54. 1 306.3

100.0

42.5

w

'"
Note:

N = '000

Source:

ABS, Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics of Famil ies, Australia
(Cat.No.6224.0), Table 30.

July 1982
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labour force and of those employed, 71 per cent are employed full-time
(Table 14).

The pattern is clear:

the presence of a pre-school child, in

particular, and also of a primary school aged child inhibits the parentis
labour force participation.

However, when parents are employed (regardless

of the age of their youngest child) they are much more likely to be employed
full-time than part-time.

This trend confirms our previous observations

about the importance of full-time employment for single parents, particularly
for those who must purchase day-care for their children.

The costs

associated with earning income, particularly when one parent is both
breadwinner and home-maker and parent, clearly make full-time work (and
hence adequate earnings) the most attractive alternative to full benefit.

The

combination of part-time work and partial benefit usually imposes high
marginal rates of withdrawal of benefit (and loss of fringe benefits) as
earned income rises.
It is clear that the presence of a young child in the family militates against
any form of employment (only 26% of single parents with pre-school children
are employed compared with 41% of single parents overall).
care provision a critical issue for single parents.

This makes child

The 1975 Family Survey

found that one parent families with pre-school children were less likely
than two parent families to have at least one child attending formal chi Id
care:

25 per cent of single parents with pre-school children used formal

child care compared with 30 per cent of two parent families.

Conversely,

single parents were more likely than two parent families to make use of
informal child care (i.e., care by a relative, friend or older children):
55 per

cen~-of

single parents used informal child care arrangements compared

with 37 per cent of two parent families.

However, the data do not indicate

whether this care was daily care, or intermittent, occasional care.
Asked for the main reasons why they were not using formal child care
provisions:

17 per cent of single parents stated that such provisions were

too expensive;
vacancies.

18 per cent that there were no available centres with

In comparison, only 6 per cent of two parent families stated that

costs were prohibitive and 12 per cent that there were no available centres
(ABS, 1980a:35).
Data from the 1980 ABS Child Care Survey allow for more detailed comparisons
between the child care arrangements for children in one and two parent famil ies.
Table 15 shows that a greater proportion of children in two parent families

TABLE 15

Children Under 12 Years of Age Not Attending School: Main Type
of Child Care Arrangement by Family Type, Australia, 1980

Child care arrangements

Pre-school
Ch i Id care centre
TOTAL forma I

Ch i Idren in one
parent fami lies
(N=85,206)

Ch i Id ren in two
pa rent fami lies
(N=l,042,817)

%

~0

9.3

12.7

9.9
19.2

5.2

Spouse

2.6*

01 der ch i 1dren

1•4~~

Other re 1at i ves
Other persons

20.4

TOTAL i nforma 1
Other

33.3
O. 7i~
O. 4~~

TOTAL ch i Idren in care
Responsible person only

Notes:

0.5
14.6
7.6
44.8
O. 2 ~~

I

0.4

i

53.7

63.4

I,

'-:. •3

36.6

8.9

By themse 1ves

17.9
22.2

Main type of care is the care arrangement utilising the most
number of hours in the period Monday to Friday of the week
before the interview.

--

* = subject
Source:

to high sampling variability

Unpublished data from the ABS Child Care Survey 1980.

I
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(63.4%) than in one parent famili~s (53.7%) were cared for (for any length
of time at all) by someone other than the responsible parent during the
survey week.

But much smaller proportions of children in all famil ies were in

formal child care arrangements:

17.9 per cent of children in two parent

fami lies and 19.2 per cent in one parent famil ies.

The significant difference

in formal child care arrangements for children in single parent families
is the proportionally greater usage of child care centres rather than
pre-schools:

51.5 per cent of children from one parent families who utilised

formal services were in child care centres, compared with 29 per cent of
children from two parent families utilising formal services.

Child care

centres, in contrast to pre-schools, usually offer longer hours of care and
therefore provide much greater opportunity for parental employment.
In relation to informal care, Table 15 shows a higher usage by two parent
families than by one parent famil ies:

the most often used source of care for

children in two parent families being the spouse of the responsible parent.
In one parent families however the separated or former spouse was rarely cited
as a source of child care, and the most significant providers of informal
care were other relatives.
The 1980 Child Care Survey shows that child care and child care arrangements
tend to differ for single parent and two parent families on another important
dimension:

the number of hours chi ldren spend in care (Table 16).

Children

of single parents tend to be in some form of care for more hours than
children of two parent families.
arrangements:

of

This is especially so for formal child care

those children in one parent families whose main type of

care was formal child care, 31.5 per cent were in formal care for 30 hours
or more per week while for the comparative group of children from two parent
families 8.5 per cent were in care for 30 hours or more. Overall, the
majority of children in two parent families in child care were in care for less
than 10 hours a week (60.3%), whi le the majority of children in one parent
families in child care were in care 10 or more hours per week (57.9%).
Within one parent families, however, only 19 per cent of pre-school children
were in formal child care programs (including pre-school, child care centres
and family day care programs). A further 33 per cent of pre-school children
were in informal care, but in the majority of cases this care was for less
than 10 hours.

The low coverage of child care provision, particularly

formal child care, for pre-school children restricts the labour market
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TABLE 16

Children Under 12 Years of Age Not Attending School in One
Parent and Two Parent Families: Number of Hours of Care by
Main Type of Child Care, Australia, 1980

Number of hours of care

Ch i I d Care
Arrangements

Less than
10 hours

10 & under
30 hours

30 hours
or more

Total

%

%

%

%

Forma I care

19.8

48.7

31.5

100.0

Informa I care

53.6

21.8

24.6

100.0

TOTAL

42. 1

31.0

26.9

100.0

Formal care

36.0

55.5

8.5

100.0

Informal care

70.5

17. 1

12.4

100.0

TOTAL

60.3

28.3

11.4

100.0

Ch i Idren in one
parent fami lies

:

Ch i I dren in two
parent fami lies :

Note:

Main type of care is the care arrangement utilising the most
number of hours in the period Monday to Friday of the week
before the interview.

Source:

Unpublished data from the ABS Child Care Survey 1980.
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opportunities of a significant proportion of single parents, i.e. approximately 30 per cent who require affordable long-day care for their pre-school
children if they are to be able to undertake full-time paid employment.
Parents of primary school children also require after school and vacation care.
(vi)

Housing

The housing situation of single parents differs substantially from that of
two parent families.

As Table 17 shows, single parents, especially female

single parents, are much less likely to own or be buying their own home and
far more likely to be paying a higher proportion of their weekly income in
housing costs.
The housing situation of male single parents is closer to married couple
families than to female single parents.

The majority of male single parents

(54%) and married couple families (71%) own or are buying their own house;
compared with only 34 per cent of female single parents.
The housing situation of female single parents differs among sub-groups.
The two key housing variables are firstly, owner-occupation (or not);
secondly, rental in the public or private sector.
home ownership varies according to marital status.

and

For female single parents
Unpublished data from the

1975 Family Survey show that 63 per cent of widows, 38 per cent of divorced
women, 24 per cent of separated women but a very low 4 per cent of never
married female single parents either owned or were purchasing their home.
Further data indicate that those who own or are buying their own home were
in a markedly better financial situation relative to housing costs than other
groups.

Of owner/purchasers, three quarters were paying less than 20 per

cent of their weekly income in housing costs;

more than 50· per cent of female

single parents who were renting were paying above 20 per cent.

Female single

parents who were boarding were also paying quite low accommodation costs
relative to those who were renting, but only 11 per cent of female single
parents were in this situation whereas 45 per cent were renting.
The 1975-76 ABS Household Expenditure Survey showed that, of those who do
rent, those in public housing are in a much better financial situation in
terms of housing costs than those who rent on the private rental market.
households with one adult and children, those who were in public housing
were paying only 50 per cent of the rent of those in private rental

For
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TABLE 17

Housing Conditions of One Parent and Two Parent Families,
Austral ia, 1975

Female headed
single parent
fami 1ies

Male headed
Two parent
single parent
families
fami 1ies
I

(N = 145,200)

(N = 19,600) (N = 1,600,300)
%
%

%
Owe 11 i ng type:
House
Flat, townhouse, home un it
Improvised or special dwe 11 i ng
Total

iI

79. 1
20.2
0.7*
100.0

87.2
11.7
1.1~'~

100.0

92.4
6.4
1.2
100.0

:

I

!

Nature of tenancy:
Own or buying
Rent
Board
Other (includes lodging and
living rent free)
Not stated
Total

Accommodation cost as % of
gross weekly income of family:
Less than 10%
10% and under 20%
20% and under 30%
30% or more
Free accommodation
i Not stated
-Total
I

Renting from:
Private landlord
State Housing Authority
I Not renting
i
Other and not stated
r
Total
I

= subject

34.4
45.3
11.3
7.8
1.2

54. 1
26.0
12.8

>

7.1

100.0

100.0

17.8
22.2
15.3
20.0
6.5
18.2

28.6
32.6
10.7
8.2
6. 1
13.8
100.0

100.0

28.7
15.8
53.4
2. 1
100.0

15.3
7.7
71.9
5. 1
100.0

Note:

*

Source:

ABS, General Social Survey Australian Families May 1975
(Cat.No.4107.0), Tables 3, 4, 5, 18 and 19.

to high sampling variability

71.5
22.9
0.4*
1.9
3.3
100.0

35.7
24.7
6.9
3. 1
1.8
27.8
100.0

14.3
5. 1
73.8
6.8
100.0

I

I
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accommodation (ABS, 1978b:Table 2.2).

It is not surprising that an increase

in single parent families applying for public housing has been reported.

A

report to the South Austral ian Housing Trust noted that one parent famil ies
accounted for 13.2 per cent of applications for state housing in the 12
months ending June 1973 and accounted for 19.5 per cent for the 12 months
ending June 1976 (Paris and Williams, 1983:21-22).
On this second key housing variable of public or private rental there is
variation among female single parents.

Of those who rented public housing, the

1975 Family Survey shows that they were more likely to be widowed and less
likely to be never married and that they were more I ikely to be in the low
to middle income range for female single parents than to be in the lowest
income range.
Table 18 demonstrates the critical nature of housing for single parents,
especially those with low incomes and no assets which constitutes a high
proportion of never married single parents.

This table (derived from the 1975-76

Household Expenditure Survey) shows that single parents in the lowest income
groups (weekly household income under $140) were paying the highest proportion
of their weekly income on housing costs.

Household expenditure in this

income group also exceeded income (indicating a high level of indebtedness).
Households with a weekly income less than $200 were much more likely to be
renting than were higher income households, and the incidence of rental
declined as income rose above $200 per week.
There is a stron9 1 ink between housing costs and poverty.

The Commission of

Inquiry into Poverty in Australia found that 41 per cent of the very poor
(after housing costs) rented in the private market.

The sub-group of private

renters with the highest incidence of poverty were single parent families:
46 per cent of single parent families in private rental were very poor after
housing costs compared with 13 per cent of all private renters (Commission of
Inquiry into Poverty, 1975a;
The

conclusio~of

Carter, 1980).

the Poverty Commission were based on 1973 data.

Ten years

later the situation is likely to have worsened as the rent allowance for
social security beneficiaries has by no means kept pace with the
inflationary increases of rents in the private rental market, particularly
in Sydney (Gilbert, 1982:38).

A 1979 study of Melbourne rents found that

single parents on income support would have had to pay at least 34 per cent

TABLE 18

Expenditure of Households with One Adult and Children by Household Income, Australia, 1975-76

Weekly Household Income

,I

Under
$80

$80 and
Under.
$140

$140 and
Under
$200

$200 and
Under
$260

$260 or
More

All
Households

36,400

48,800

27,400

19,000

10,900

142,500

Average weekly expenditure
on hous ing ($)

13.56

23.06

27.18

19.61

23.71

21.02

Average weekly household
i nconk:

58.83

111.12

160.94

220.63

351. 81

140.43

Total number of households
1.
2.
3.

Average weekly total
expendi ture ($)

~
~

78.60

115.30

147.27

144.50

199.44

122.43

1 as % of 2

23.0

20.8

16.9

8.9

6.7

15.0

3 as % of 2

133.6

103.8

91.5

65.5

56.7

87.2

% of households renting

83.0

61.5

67.2

54.2

12.8

63.4

% of all households

25.5

34.3

19.2

13.3

7.7

100.0

Source:

ABS, Household Expenditure Survey 1975-76, Bulletin 2 (Cat.No.6517.0), Table 2.6.
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of their income on rent and possibly up to 58 per cent for adequate private
accommodation with a crowding criterion of no more than two persons per
bedroom (Carter, 1980:108). This range for Melbourne rents would probably
have typified all capital cities except Adelaide, which has generally lower
rents, and Sydney, which has generally higher.

Not surprisingly, a recent

study found that single parent families in receipt of social security and
in private rental accommodation are the highest users of Emergency Relief,
indicating the inadequacy of their regular household income (Commonwealth/
State Working Party on Emergency Relief and Income Security, 1983).
(vii)

Fiscal Welfare

Tax Concessions for Single Parents

Single parents with children under 16, or children under 25 if full-time
students, may claim the sole parent rebate if they have sole care of a
dependent chi Id and if the child's income is below a certain level.

To be

eligible for any rebate, a single parent must have a taxable income above the
tax-free zone and to be eligible for the full rebate must have sufficient
income to incur a tax I iability at least as high as the rebate.
the full rebate was $780.

In 1983-84

To receive any rebate a single parent would need to

have a taxable income above $4,595 in 1983-84 and to receive the full rebate
an income of $7,145 or above. 3
Although the sole parent rebate recognises that taxpayers with sole
responsibility for a dependent child have reduced capacity to pay tax, and
this rebate therefore provides important tax savings, its redistributive
effects '-e- limited by the low labour force participation rates and employment
rates of

ingle parents, particularly female single parents.

Tax rebates

are of I. ,s benefit to those taxpayers whose tax liability is less than the
value of the rebate and of no value to those who do not incur any tax
I iability, hence they mainly benefit higher income earners (Keens and Cass,
1982).

A rough estimate of the proportion of single parents who benefit

from the sole parent rebate can be inferred from taxation statistics.

In

1980-81, 21,600 males claimed the sole parent rebate and 67,500 females
(Commissioner of Taxation, 1982).

In June 1981 it was estimated that there

were 45,300 non-married male family heads with dependent children and
236,800 non-married female family heads with dependent children (Table 3).
Thus in 1980-81 approximately 48 per cent of male single parents and 29 per
cent of female single parents benefitted from the sole parent tax rebate.
The relatively low employment rate for female single parents (35 per cent
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employed in 1982) militates against women single parents' access to this source
of fiscal welfare.
(viii)

Maintenance from the Former Spouse/Non-Custodial Parent

Single parents who have the custody and care of their chi Idren may be
legally entitled to child maintenance from the child's non-custodial parent,
under the terms of the Family Law Act for nuptial children and under the laws
of the various

Sta~es

for ex-nuptial

divorced former de

ire

wives are e,

separated de factc

3rtners and othe

~hildren.

;ble

~)r

However, only separated and
spouse

main~,;nance

whi le

1ever married mothers do not have

similar eligibility (New South Wales Law Reform Conmission, 1983:117).
In Australia, family law has moved away from the principle of long-term spouse
maintenance to an approach which emphasises the need for the former partners
to attain or regain financial independence, i.e. towards the concept of
financial 'rehabil itation ' • However, Commonwealth and State laws have
increasingly emphasised the obligation of both parents to support their
children (National Maintenance Inquiry, 1984).

Contrary to legal expectation

however, the Second Main Report of the Poverty Commission (Law and Poverty in
Austral ia, 1975b) found that maintenance orders were extraordinari Iy di fficult
to enforce and that compliance appeared to be the exception rather than the
rule (p.186).

In 1983 the New South Wales Law Reform Commission reported

that the available information on maintenance shows a high rate of default
under periodic maintenance orders after a relatively short time (p.117).
-A similar conclusion may be drawn from Jordan's sample survey of 530 single
parents on class A widows' pensions and supporting parent benefit (99% of whom
were women) carried out in 1980.

Although 58 per cent of the sample had at

some stage taken action to secure maintenance payments from the former spouse,
either through voluntary agreements or by appl ication to the courts, at the
time of the survey only 29 per cent of the sar--1e were receiving maintc~ance.
The value of ma i ntenan:e payments, the most c - 'on source of non-pens i c-:
income, tended to be

];1:

the median weekly ,~ount was only $24 and there

was a tendency for maintenance, if continued at all, to be continued at the
rate agreed upon several years before (Jordan, 1982:8-10).
The Report of the National Maintenance Inquiry (1984:19-36) provides preliminary data on maintenance payments (derived from the ABS Family Survey 1982 and

47
the ABS Income and Housing Survey, 1981-82) which are applicable to all
single parents, not only to those in receipt of pension or benefit.

The

data show that of the 73,800 people currently receiving maintenance payments
in 1982, a negligible number (too small to be estimated reliably) had no
dependent children;

while of those with dependent children, 80.4 per cent

were either separated, divorced or never married.

Of these 59,300 single

parents in receipt of maintenance, 63 per cent were divorced, 30 per cent
were separated and 8 per cent had never been married.

Since never married

single parents constituted 22 per cent of all non-widowed single parents
in 1982, it is clear that the never married are under-represented amongst
maintenance recipients.

The 59,300 single parents in receipt of maintenance

in 1982 may be contrasted with the 225,800 single parents who were either
separated, divorced or never married, and who were possibly
eligible for maintenance where there was a surviving non-custodial parent.
We might estimate therefore that approximately 26 per cent of possibly
el igible single parents were in receipt of maintenance payments from the noncustodial parent.

It would appear therefore

tha~

contrary to legal

expectation, in only one quarter of single parent families were both parents
contributing to the maintenance of their children in 1982.

In the remaining

three quarters, responsibility for support devolved upon the custodial
parent.

4

For 80 per cent of all maintenance recipients, gross annual maintenance
payments amounted to less than $2,000 (i.e. less than $38.46 per week), whi le
42 per cent received less than $1,000.

Maintenance recipients were, in

general, poorer than the general population:

77.1 per cent received a gross

annual income of less than $10,000 per annum, compared with the overall
figure of 58.6 per cent of individuals whose income was less than $10,000.
Approximately 50 per cent of maintenance recipients derived their principal
source of income from a government cash benefit.

Of this group of

pensioners and beneficiaries who also received maintenance payments, 75 per
cent had a total gross annual income of less than $7,000 per annum.

In

contrast, of the 24 per cent of maintenance recipients who derived their
principal source of income from wages or salary, 78 per cent had a total
gross annual income of $10,000 or more.
where maintenance payments

~

It would appear therefore that even

received by supporting parents on pension

or benefit, the value of the payment is unlikely to be high enough to raise
substantially the total income of the supporting parent and children.

One

of the reasons for this is the operation of the income test on extra non-
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pension income, which in withdrawing benefit as income from maintenance
payments rises, effectively imposes a tax on maintenance payments received by
pensioners and beneficiaries.5 In comparison, wage and salary earners in
receipt of maintenance payments are in a much more favourable situation, since
they and by extension their children are able to derive full benefit from the
maintenance payments made by the non-custodial parent, because these payments
are not subject to tax in the hands of female custodial parents. 6
Although the Family Law Act provides a set of principles to be followed by
the Court in determining maintenance entitlements for separated and divorced
spouses of registered marriages, maintenance payments for ex-nuptial children
are determined by State jurisdictions and the enforcement of all maintenance
orders is dependent on different State arrangements.

Two States, Western

Austral ia and South Australia,have attempted to improve the organisation of
maintenance collection and disbursement.

In Western Austral ia, the Family

Court of the State has established a central organisation for the collection
and enforcement of maintenance orders.

In South Australia, the Fami ly

Maintenance Branch of the Department of Community Welfare acts as a central
agency for obtaining and enforcing maintenance orders and agreements and the
collection and disbursement of payments.

While there are no I imitations of

income-testing on access to this service, a high proportion (approximately

95%) of clients are recipients of social security benefits (National
Maintenance Inquiry, 1984: Chapters 5 & 6).
The outcome of the Australian maintenance system is that many children whose
parents do not

~~are

a common residence and whose non-custodial parent is

either unwilling or unable to pay maintenance are economically disadvantaged
compared with children who live with both parents or whose non-custodial
parent does pay maintenance.

The available data suggest that only one

quarter of single parents of dependent children potentially eligible for
maintenance payments are in receipt of maintenance.

The income distribution

data suggest that even where supporting parents on social security benefits
also receive maintenance, they and by extension their families are not lifted
out of the lowest levels of the income distribution.
The characteristics of the Australian maintenance system can therefore be
summarised:

in most States there are privatised modes of enforcement which

place the onus for enforcing maintenance orders and agreements on the
custodial parent;

there is a relatively low rate of maintenance payment and
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receipt, and therefore, it may be inferred, a relatively low rate of
enforcement of maintenance obligations;

taxation/social security policies

effectively impose taxation only on maintenance payments received by
pensioners and beneficiaries.
Under Sections 62(3) and 83AAD of the Social Security Act, claimants for
widows pensions and supporting parents benefits are required to satisfy the
Director General that they have taken reasonable action to secure maintenance
payments from the non-custodial parent.

The provisions have not been

enforced since the introduction of the Family Law Act in 1976 and a recent
directive (April 1983) of the Minister for Social Security confirmed that
it is current government policy to continue not to enforce the condition.
A clear argument against the continuing existence of the provision within
the Act is that only applicants for social security benefit may be legally
required to attempt to secure maintenance payments from the non-custodial
parent.

Custodial parents who do not apply for social security are not

subjected to the same legislative requirement.

Hence, by implication,

different legal obligations may be imposed upon custodial parents according
to whether or not they apply for a social security pension or benefit, and
the weight of public and private law may fall less heavily on non-custodial
parents whose former partner does not apply for a benefit (Commission of
Inquiry into Poverty, 1975b).
Even more pertinently, the requirement, as it stands in the Act, places the
onus for securing maintenance on the custodial parent, whi le most Australian
States

have~not

devised a centralised agency for the enforcement, collection

and disbursement of maintenance payments.

The irony is that the legal

obligation to enforce maintenance may be placeddifferentially on supporting
parents in receipt of pension or benefit -

those parents who can derive

least advantages (in terms of disposable income for the family) from
maintenance payments because of the current operation of the income test
on pension and benefit.
Since the Family Law Act and various State Acts have codified the obligations
of both parents to support their children, it would appear anomalous that
in a majority of instances (in approximately three quarters of single parent
families with dependent children) it is the custodial parent only who bears
the responsibility.

Studies of the United States maintenance enforcement

systems (Watts, Jakubson and Skidmore, 1979;

Weitzmann, 1981) have pointed

so
out that the non-enforcement of maintenance obligations and the privatised
methods of enforcement result in considerable inequities between the economic
status of the custodial parent and chi ldren and the economic status of the
non-custodial parent, when both relative income and relative needs are taken
into account.

A study of English patterns of the payment of child

maintenance points to the interaction of social security benefits and
maintenance payments.

Reduction of the amount of benefit received by

custodial parents who are also receiving maintenance creates both a poverty
trap for the single parent family and creates disincentives to the payment
of maintenance (Davis, MacLeod and Murch, 1983).
It has been pointed out by several commentators in the fields of family law
and social welfare (Evatt, 1983;

Hambly, 1983;

Jordan, 1983) that

maintenance payments are unlikely ever to represent a substantial component
of income support for single parent famil ies.

Social security payments and

labour force participation provide much more secure and substantial sources
of income.

Nevertheless, these commentators, and the Report of the

r~ational

Maintenance Inquiry (1984) stress the need for a centralised collection and
distribution agency for maintenance payments.

This is clearly essential if

the inequitable burden of child support placed upon custodial parents is to
be alleviated, and if the onus of responsibility to enforce maintenance is to
be removed from the custodial parent.
However, the establishment of a centralised agency for the collection and
disbursement of maintenance will not go far towards alleviating the poverty
of single

pare~t

families on pension and benefit if current social

security provisions prevail.

One of the themes of the recommendations of

the Report of the National Maintenance Inquiry (1984) is the savings to
revenue which a maintenance agency would provide.

However, it would be

more appropriate to envisage a centralised maintenance agency providing
extra revenue available for redistribution to single parent families:

i.e.

that maintenance payments be used to augment rathe- ,han substitute for a
portion of social security entitlement.

Single p-

for gainful full-time employment are able to rece
maintenance payments which are exempt from tax.

ltS with the opportunity
full benefit from

It is clearly inequitable

that supporting parents on social security might benefit fully from a
centralised maintenance agency only within the limits of the income test.
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(ix)

Conclusions

Of the three major sources of income support for single parent families (paid
employment, government pension or benefit and maintenance from the noncustodial parent) there has been an increasing dependence on government
income maintenance in the period 1974 to 1982.

This trend has occurred in

a period of recession and high levels of unemployment which have had a
strong dampening effect on single parents' labour force participation.
These processes have reduced single parents' opportunities for both fulltime employment and for part-time employment which supplements pension and
benefit with sufficient earnings to offset the disincentives of the high
effective marginal tax rates which are imposed on extra earnings .. For women
in particular, the relative scarcity of full-time jobs has reduced the
opportunity for full-time employment which represents the most viable option
to full benefit:

because it is full-time employment which provides the most

adequate and secure form of income.
Since social security payments are essential in providing income support for
custodial parents and thei r children, attention must be given to the
deterioration of the value of thei r income maintenance payments ( in relation
to average weekly earnings and in relation to the payments received by other
pensioners and beneficiaries without children).

As a result of this

deterioration, and of the labour market disadvantages experienced by single
parents, the proportion of single parents in poverty in 1978-79 was more than
three times higher than the proportion in poverty of any other adult income
unit

(SWPS,~1981).

It is the non-indexation of the child components of pension

and benefit (guardian's allowance, children's allowance) and of family
allowances which requi res urgent attention.
However, long-term dependence on benefit and reduced opportunities for paid
employment (either through the operation of the extra earnings test or
through job scarcity) may erode single parents' job skills, make
qualifications obsolete, and erode the confidence necessary for labour
market participation.

Disincentives to paid employment operate not only

directly through the imposition of the extra earnings test, but operate in
a more generally pervasive way through the creation of insecurity and
uncertainty about sources and adequacy of income (Jordan, 1982:84-6).

The

partial loss of benefit upon gaining a part-time job (which may be casual and
insecure) may present a supporting parent with great uncertainty about the
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security of regular, known income to meet her family's needs.

A further,

pervasive disincentive to women's labour force participation exists at the
ideological level: in the sex-based division of labour in the household
which prescribes and legitimates mother's dependency, both in a couple relationship and when the relationship ends.

The extent of the differential between

male and female single parents' dependence on government income support (18%
of men compared with 84% of women) is testimony to the strength of this
ideology.
However, there are other more direct disincentives to single parents'
employment.

It would appear that full-time employment (which is more likely

to provide adequate secure earnings) represents a more viable option for at
least two thirds of single parents who are employed (regardless of the age of
their youngest chi Id).

The data analysed in this report show that one of

the major determinants of women single parents' employment, and in particular
their ful I-time employment, is their educational level and post-school
qualifications.

On a generous estimate, only one quarter of female single

parents (in 1975) had post-school qualifications.

Since the onset of high

levels of unemployment, training programs supported by direct Commonwealth
expenditure have concentrated on youth, providing the most sustained,
subsidised training for young men in the skilled trades.

Adults, and

particularly women, over the age of 24 have been seriously under-represented
in training programs.

Research in the United States supports the conclusion

that workforce participation of single mothers will be increased by programs
which improve their educational level and the wages they can expect to earn
(Nichols, 1979;-:' Sawhill, 1976).
In addition, the labour force participation rates of single parents are
inhibited by the age of their youngest child.

As a result the opportunities

for the employment of parents with pre-school children is further constrained
by the scarcity of affordable formal childcare provision.
It would appear therefore that the combination of publ ic policies and labour
market processes in Australia in the period under review has eroded the
opportunities for single parents· paid employment and has also eroded the value
of their social security payments by the failure to index those components
of the payment which are directly related to the presence of children.
Finally, the lack of a centralised agency for the collection and
distribution of maintenance payments has allowed the enforcement of maintenance
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payments from the non-custodial parent to remain, in most Austral ian States,
a private responsibility of the custodial parent.

Taxation/social security

provisions impose effective I imitations on the value of maintenance payments
to custodial parents in receipt of government benefit.
A consideration of the interaction of all three sources of income support for
single parents must lead to the conclusion that under current conditions the
combination of full-time employment and maintenance payments from the noncustodial parent provides the most adequate income for single parent families.
However, the deterioration of labour market opportunities;
nature of maintenance enforcement;

the privatised

the interaction of social security

entitlement and extra income provisions have resulted in increasing
proportions of single parent families dependent on government income
maintenance, and increasing proportions of single parent beneficiaries having
no extra non-pension income.
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SINGLE PARENT FAMILIES IN SWEDEN: INCIDENCE, MAJOR SOURCES OF
INCOME SUPPORT AND OTHER SOCIAL POLICIES

(i)

The Incidence of Single Parent Families

A relatively high proportion of famil ies with children under 18 in Sweden are
single parent famil ies.

In 1979 it was estimated that 27 per cent of famil ies

in Sweden were single parent families, approximately double the Austral; "
proportion (Kamerman and Kahn, 1982:368).

Scott (1982:80) reports that _2 per

cent of Swedish single parent families were headed by women.

In Sweden, in

comparison with Australia, a much higher proportion of single parents has
never been married.

The estimated distribution of single mothers by marital

status in 1968 was:

15 per cent widowed;

separated;

29 per cent divorced;

16 per cent

and 40 per cent never married (Cockburn and Heclo, 1975:5).

Although these data are old, demographic changes in marriage and cohabitation
in the 1970s would suggest that the high proportion of never married single
parents has either persisted or increased.

Since Sweden has a high rate of

de facto cohabitation (15 per cent of all couples in the late 1970s) (Trost,
1979) it is likely that a large proportion of never married single parents
would be former de facto partners.
(ii)

Social Security and Transfers to Children

There are three types of social security provision which are relevant to the
single parent in Sweden:
allowance. 7
(a)

social insurance, social assistance and child

Social Insurance: All Swedish citizens are insured under the National

Insurance Act.
insurance;

Social insurance includes healtr

sickness benefit, and partial, basic

The national insurance scheme is financed by con:_
self-employed persons and government tax revenues.

~ntal

and parental

i supplementary pensions.

:utions from employers,
Only benefits of

particular relevance to single parents are discussed here.
The parental insurance scheme provides benefits in a number of different
situations in connection with children.

Firstly, benefits are provided for
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6 months surrounding the birth of a child.

A woman can cease employment

one month before she expects to give birth and receive parental benefit.
After the child is born the parents can share the 6 months I leave between
them.

They cannot both receive the benefit at the same time, except that

fathers are entitled to 10 days' leave of absence with parental benefit
after the birth of the child, even if the mother is also receiving parental
benefit.

The benefit is 90 per cent of the non-working parentis gross income

with a daily guaranteed minimum benefit (SEK 37 in 1981 3) for all parents
on leave regardless of employment status.
A further 6 months of parental leave is available and may be taken at any
time during the child's first eight years (Swedish children begin school at

7 years of age).

For half of these 6 months the benefit is paid at the 90

per cent of income rate but for the other 3 months only the guaranteed
minimum is paid.

Although 80 per cent of women using the parental benefit

return to work within a year of childbirth (Kamerman and Kahn, 1981:49), an
employee is legally entitled to take unpaid leave of absence to care for
his or her child until the child is 18 months old, during which time his or
her job and seniority are protected.

Either or both parents are also

entitled to shorten the working day to six hours until the child's eighth
birthday.
Parental benefit is also available under other circumstances to parents with
children under 12.

Families are entitled to a maximum of 60 days a year

leave for each child if a parent is unable to work because the child is ill,
if the person who usually looks after the child is ill, or if the parent
wants to visit the day care centre or take the child to a child welfare
cl inic.

It is illegal for an employer to refuse parental leave under the

stipulated conditions.
The Swedish conditions for parental leave are markedly different from the
Australian.

In March 1979 the Austral ian Conciliation and Arbitration

Commission granted a minimum of six weeks compulsory unpaid maternity
leave for all female employees under Federal awards, plus optional leave of
up to 12 months, including the compulsory period.

The flow-on to State

awards means that all women working full or part-time are el igible for
unpaid maternity leave and are also protected from dismissal on the grounds
of pregnancy or because they are on maternity leave.

There are no parental

leave provisions for fathers nor is parental leave to care for sick children
recognised.
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A survey was conducted in 1981 in Sweden to assess fathers' utilisation of the
parental leave scheme (Trost, 1983). More than three quarters of men surveyed
whose partners had given birth in the previous year had taken leave around
the time of birth (88% of those aged 25-29 years had taken leave).

Only one

third of men with children under 12 had taken parental leave to care for a
sick chi Id during the previous year.

(It must be noted that the survey

included some fathers whose wife was at home full-time, and some whose
children were not sick in the previous year.)

Again, the percentage of

fathers taking leave increased for men in the younger age group.
Government pol icies cannot force changes in social attitudes to women1s
domestic labour and chi Id care responsibilities nor ensure a more equal sexbased division of that labour.

But the Swedish policies do provide

conditions in which such changes are possible.

The most recent figures

available show that in 1978 between 12 per cent and 14 per cent of eligible
fathers took parental leave in the first six months of a child's birth (not
including leave around the birth of a child).

In 1974, the first year of

parental leave, only 2 per cent of fathers took the leave (Kamerman and Kahn,

1981:48).
As part of social insurance, Swedish widows and their children receive benefits
under the national pension scheme.

This is a dual system which covers the

basic pension and supplementary pension.
as ATP.

The supplementary pension is known

Basic pension benefits are related to a 'base amount I which is

fixed annually according to the general price level.
base amount was SEK 17,300.

In September 1981 the

Basic pensions are independent of means tests

and include old-age pensions, disability, widows' and children's pensions.
A widows' pension is payable to a widow if she has the custody of a child
under 16, or if she has reached 36 years of age and has been married 5 years.
The pension is 95 per cent of the base amount and ceases on re-marriage.

A

pensioner who draws only the basic pension also receives a municipal housing
subsidy and pension increment. The housing subsidy is tax exempt. It
varies from region to region but is increasingly designed to correspond with
actual housing costs.
amount.

The pension increment is 45 per cent of the base

Pensioners with children also receive a children's supplement for

a child under 16 years of 25 per cent of the base amount.

This supplement

may be reduced if the pensioner receives ATP.
A children's pension is payable under the basic pension scheme to any child
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under 18 years on the death of one or both parents.

Usually a child receives

a pension of at least 40 per cent of the base amount or 60 per cent if both
parents are deceased. Children's pensions are not affected by the remarriage
of their parents.
The National Supplementary Pension (ATP) is an earnings-related scheme.

A

person who has earned income in excess of the base amount for at least 3
years receives earnings-related benefits in addition to the basic pension.
It was estimated in 1980 that 90 per cent of males and 76 per cent of
females of working age had ATP credi t (Eriksen, 1981 :418).

In 1982, a new

provision came into force allowing parents with children under 3 years to
count the years that they stayed at home to care for their children as ATP
years, which will serve to increase the percentage of females credited
(International Social Security Review, 1982:232).
A widows' pension is available from ATP if the deceased husband had been
vested with pension rights under ATP and if the couple had had children or
been married for at least five years.

The widow would then receive 35 per

cent of the husband's estimated pension and each child under 19 years
would be entitled to a children's pension.

Together, a basic and ATP

pension would amount to two thirds of an average income.

The ATP widows'

pension ceases on remarriage but the children's pension does not.

A

widower does not receive a pension unless his wife was recognised as the
principal earner or unless he is disabled or otherwise unfit for employment.
The children of a widower receive the children's pension from the basic
pension scheme and also from the ATP if their mother was credited.
The Swedish Pension Committee has recently presented a report on survivor
pensions (pensions for widows and their children) which proposed an
extensive reform of the pension (International Social Security Review, 1982:
232-3).

The report recommended that survivor benefits be made consistent

with the changes in Swedish families which had taken place since they were
introduced.

Widows' pensions in their present form would be abolished and

children's pensions improved.

A surviving spouse would receive some type of

rehabilitation grant for a limited period to enable him or her to adapt
to the new situation. Where there are children under 8 years, a means-tested
rehabil itation grant would be paid until the child reached 8 years, otherwise
it would be paid for about a year. A long transitional period for implementation was recommended so that women 45 years and older would continue to be
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entitled to widows' pensions under the old legislation.
The present system of survivor's benefits in Sweden is discriminatory since
most men would not be el igible for a pension if their wife died.

It is

interesting that the Swedish Pension Committee, to correct this anomaly, has
not recommended that the pension be extended to men, but that the access of
both sexes to the pension be restricted on equal grounds.

At the same time,

the Committee has advised an increase in pensions for children in
recognition of their greater needs and dependency.

Australia faced a similar

situation in relation to supporting parents· benefits.

The supporting

mothers' benefit, introduced in 1973, was payable only to women until the
Australian government extended the benefit to men in ]977.

This gave

supporting fathers access to a benefit which takes more account of the
presence of children than do the benefits (unemployment, sickness, special)
to which they were previously entitled.
(b)

Social Assistance: Social assistance in Sweden is largely a residual

program offering short-term, means-tested aid to those in emergency
situations, including low-income earners in full-time work (Heidenheimer et
al., 1975:209-10).

A study of recipients of social assistance between 1945

and 1972 found that about 20 per cent of single parents had sought assistance
annually since the 1960s.

This rate was three to six times higher than the

rate among married couples with children (Korpi, 1976:137-8).

In addition,

the average length of time for which a female single parent was in receipt of
social assistance was longer:

4.5 months compared with 3.8 months for all

recipients (Greve, 1978:12).
Social assistance is administered by local municipalities which set the level
of assistance.

In Stockholm in December 1978, a single parent with two

children, one aged 5 and one aged 10 years (assistance increases with the age
of the child), received 165 per cent of the base pension amount which amounted
to SEK 1,735 a month (Agell, 1979:176). Social assistance, being means-tested,
is subject to very high rates of withdrawal (Husby and Wetzel, 1977).
(c)

Child Allowances: In Sweden child allowances are universal, flat-rate,

tax-free cash benefits paid to the mother or custodial parent for each child
under 16 years.

The amount in October 1980 was SEK 3,000 per year, about

6 per cent of the net average wage, for each child.

For each child over 16

years attending secondary school, there is an allowance of SEK 2,300 for 9

59
months of every year which may be increased by an income-tested supplement.
The child allowances are set as a proportion of the national insurance
base amount which is indexed to general price levels and raised annually
(Cockburn and Heclo, 1975:16).

In 1976 Australian family allowances for two

children would have increased a family's income by 6 per cent of the net
average unmarried production worker's wage;

in Sweden the family's income

would have increased by 11 per cent with child allowances for two chi ldren
(OECD, 1978).
(i ii)

Employment Status

Among the OECD countries Sweden has the highest labour force participation
rate for women. By the end of the 1970s, 74 per cent of women aged 60 to 64
were in paid employment, although many women, particularly married women,
worked part-time.

In 1977, 11 per cent of women in the labour force worked

between 1 and 19 hours per week, 33 per cent worked between 20 and 34 hours a
week and 56 per cent worked full-time or 35 hours or more a week.

The labour

force participation rate for women with chi ldren under 7 years is not
markedly lower than for women generally:

69 per cent in 1978, of whom 85 per

cent worked 20 hours or more a week (Current Sweden, 1980).

According to

Kamerman and Kahn (1981:368),86 per cent of single mothers are in the labour
force and of the 14 per cent who are not, a considerable proportion are in
educational or training programs.
Although a higher proportion of women are in paid employment in Sweden than
in other OECD countries, nevertheless they are still employed in a
traditionally sex-segmented labour market.

Women are concentrated in a

relatively small number of traditionally female occupations:

52 per cent of

women are employed in public administration and other service industries
(Current Sweden, 1980:6).
wages.

Occupational divisions are reflected in women's

There has been a narrowing of the gap between women's and men's

wages in recent years in Sweden, resulting in part from the official
government pol icy of equal pay and the trade unions' 'wages solidarity
pol icy' which aimed to narrow pay differentials between the lowest and
highest wage earners and hence benefited women more than men. For
industrial workers, in 1960 women's average hourly earnings were 69 per cent
of men's; in 1970 they were 80 per cent; and in 1980 they were 89 per cent
(Current Sweden, 1980:9, and information from the Swedish Institute).

These

are average figures, however, and like all averages conceal considerable
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differences between the actual earnings of individual men and women (Scott,
1982:24). They also represent hourly earnings for workers on the same level
of employment and men and women are unlikely to be on the same level (McCrea,
1977:391-2). In 1977 when women's hourly earnings were 87 per cent of men's
in industry, women's monthly full-time earnings in industry were only 70 per
cent of men's, reflecting differences in occupations and levels of employment
(Current Sweden, 1980:9).
(iv)

Labour Market Training

Swedish labour market pol icy places strong emphasis on training programs for
adults.

Labour market training is available for the unemployed, people

wishing to return to the labour force, people at risk of losing their jobs,
and people difficult to place in jobs because they lack occupational skills.
There is also a 'bottleneck training l scheme for which a person may register
without being unemployed or in danger of losing a job. The aim is to increase
the supply of skilled people in important fields where there is a shortage of
skilled labour.

Enrolment priority for these courses, which have recently

been expanded, goes to workers who have a weak position in the labour market
or who are low paid.

This is of special assistance to women who account for

a high proportion of such workers (OECD, 1979:61).
Labour market training is free of charge and participants (who must be aged
20 or over) receive a training grant ranging from SEK 155 to SEK 210 a day.
This compares with an average daily income of about SEK 300 for industrial
workers in 1980.

Single parents are exempt from the minimum age requirement

and if they require chi Id care during training the children's supplement
included in the daily allowance is increased by 250 per cent.

Labour market

training in Sweden is therefore considerably different from current Austral ian
programs.

Most significantly, participants must have reached 20 years of age

before they are eligible for training (single parents are exempt from this age
requirement) whereas in Australia people under 20 years accounted for 71 per
cent of those assisted in training programs in 1920-81 (Table 13).
difference is related to the Swedish secondary school system.

This

About 85 per

cent of 16 year olds in Sweden advance to upper secondary school, compared
with 59 per cent of Australian youth aged 16 at school in 1979 and 32 per
cent of youth aged 17 (ABS, 1980b:81).

The Swedish secondary school also

allows for later re-entry of early school leavers.

Municipal authorities in

Sweden are required to follow up early school-leavers for at least two
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years in an attempt to ensure they are engaged in study, training and/or
work.

These provisions enable labour market training to be focused on

programs for adults. In recent years women have represented more than 50
per cent of participants in such programs.
Swedish labour market policy emphasises retraining and job creation in
preference to unemployment benefits.

In 1979-80 expenditure on labour market

training and employment programs accounted for 5.3 per cent of Sweden's
national budget outlays compared with the Australian figure of 0.3 per cent
(information from the Swedish Institute and Commonwealth of Austral ia

1980-81 Budget Paper No.l).

The comparison between expenditures is even

more marked considering that 71 per cent of those assisted by Austral ian
training measures are under 20 years of age whereas in Sweden this
population would be assisted by the education system.

In early 1983 Sweden's

unemployment rate was slightly over 3 per cent compared with the Australian
rate of just over 10 per cent (ABS, 1983d).
(v)

Ch i Id Ca re

There are insufficient child care provisions available in Sweden to meet the
demand and preference is given to single and low-income parents.

Children

do not begin compulsory school ing until 7 years of age, although since 1975
municipal ities have been required to provide a pre-school place for all six
year olds for at least 3 hours a day.
Child care programs are a municipal responsibility.

They include public

child care centres, and publically and privately arranged family day care.
In addition, there are leisure-time centres available for children after
school and during school vacations attached to some local schools.
been estimated that in 1978

It has

32 per cent of children aged 0-6 were in full-

time child care programs and a further 15 per cent were in part-time care;
30 per cent of all children under 3 were in child care and 55 per cent of
children aged 3-6 years (Kamerman and Kahn, 1981:101-2).
89 per cent were in public child care.

Of these children,

Only 8 per cent of school children

aged between 7 and 12 were in after-school programs in 1977.

The Swedish

figures lag far behind child care coverage in certain other European
countries;

for example, in 1975 in France, 95 per cent of children aged

between 3 and 6 years were in child care programs as were 31 per cent of
children under 3 (Kamerman and Kahn, 1981 :209).
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Public child care is available from 6.30 am to 7.00 pm an

3

condition of

government subsidy of day care nurseries is that they open for at least 7
hours per day.

The programs are financed through tax revenues, parents' fees

and an employer pay-roll fee earmarked for child care.

Industry's share in

the financing of child care has been increased recently in response to the
argument that, since industry profits most directly from increased female labour
force participation, it should contribute more than it has done to the
provision of child care which enables women to be employed (OEeD, 1979:144).
Parents' fees are scaled according to income. Employed single parents with
children under 16 and one of two employed spouses are entitled to a tax
deduction in recognition of the extra costs for care of children incurred by
working outside the home (Agell, 1979:168-9).
(vi)

Ho us ing

Public housing is not a stigmatised, marginal sector of Swedish housing:

it

accounts for 25 per cent of all dwellings and about half of all rented
dwellings.

(In Australia public sector housing accounted for 4.4 per cent of

all household occupancy in 1978 and 18 per cent of all rentals (ASS, 1980b:
229)).

Of the other 50 per cent of rented dwellings, a little over 20 per

cent is owned by tenant-owner associations, which are non-profit making and
lease flats to members.

Private rental accounts for 20 per cent of all

dwe 11 i ngs and 40 per cent of dwe 11 i ngs are owner-occupi ed.
Approximately one third of all famil ies with children in 1981 received a
housing supplement, determined by income and number of dependent chi Idren.
The full housing supplement covered about 50 per cent of rental costs.
Families with annual incomes up to SEK 35,000 were entitled to the full
benefit which was reduced by 15 per cent for famil ies with incomes between
SEK 35,000 and SEK 54,000 and by 24 per cent for families with incomes above
this level.

The supplement was discontinued when household income reached

SEK 90,000.
According to Kamerman (1980:88) there is evidence which suggests that the
housing allowance acts as a disincentive to married women's employment where
the husband is employed and earning average or better than average wages.
Such a disincentive appl ies much less to single mothers because the income
ceiling is set at a level which enables most employed single mothers to be
eligible for the subsidy, taking into account the generally lower level of
women I s wages.
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(v i i )

Tax Concessions for Single Parents

Fi sca I We I fare

Employed single parents with children under 16 years (and one or two working
spouses) are entitled to the gainful employment tax deduction in recognition
of the extra expenses for care of children incurred by working outside the
home.

A deduction from earned income (up to SEK 2,000) is made before

computing tax liabil ity.

In addition, single parents with children under

18 years are eligible for a tax rebate of SEK 1,800 per year from their tax
liability (Agell, 1979:167-70).
(viii)

Maintenance from the Former Spouse/Non-Custodial Parent

In Sweden maintenance for a spouse following divorce has become less frequent
over the last decade.

When granted it has been regarded as a temporary

payment to enable the former spouse to retrain or find a job, or until the
children are of school age.

In 1970 spouse maintenace was granted in only

one divorce in ten and in every second case the support was for a limited
time and the obligation to pay the allowance had ceased by 1975 (Agell,
1979:159).

There is no legal obligation for de facto partners to pay

'spouse' maintenance.
However, both parents, whether or not they are legally married, are obl iged
to support their children after divorce or separation, depending upon their
financial capacity.

If the non-custodial parent fails to pay the set

maintenance, the government guarantees the child an 'advance maintenance'
which is 40 per cent of the base amount used in social insurance estimates.
The government, rather than the other parent, then takes steps to recover
maintenance.

In 1980 each child whose parents were unmarried, divorced or

separated and who lived with only one parent was guaranteed a sum of
SEK 5,960 a year.
Since a 1978 reform of the maintenance legislation, effort has been made to
give more clear guide-lines for the calculation of maintenance (Agell, 1979).
Parents are obliged to support their children according to what is reasonable,
taking into account the needs of the child and the economic circumstances of
each parent. The child is entitled to the same standard as represented by
the average of the parents' economic situations.

The provision starts with

a set formula I inked to the costs of a child's basic needs of food, clothes,
etc., set at 60 per cent of the base social security rate.

This payment

is apportioned to the parents according to their available income and
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abil ity to pay.

If the non-custodial parent, because of lack of income or

other commitments, has his/her maintenance I iability set at lower than 40 per
cent of the base amount, the government pays a supplementary allowance up to
this 40 per cent.
Maintenance is paid monthly in advance.

Although it is not taxed as income

in the hands of the recipient, it is treated as a tax deduction from the
income of the non-custodial parent to a maximum of SEK 3,000 per child a year
(1978 fi gure) •
(ix)

Conclusions

It would be inappropriate to draw strong conclusions about the economic status
of single parent families in comparison with two parent families in Sweden
based on this survey of the translated I iterature and the statistics available
to us.

Clearly, there are gaps in the data for Sweden and we have knowledge

and understanding of the status of women in the work force in Australia and of
the Australian poverty literature which make us more sensitive to the actual
situation of single parent famil ies in relation to other income units.
'outsiders'

I

Our

knowledge of Sweden is of a different order to our linsiders"

knowledge of Austral ian conditions.
However, what this comparative case study provides is an indication of
alternative policies and their underlying assumptions which have been devised
to ensure a minimum level of income support for single parent families.
characteristics of Swedish single parent family policy are clear.

The

Firstly,

there are incentives to the custodial parentis labour force participation:
through legislative recognition of employees' needs as parents;
training and retraining schemes;

adult

tax concessions for chi Id care costs;

minimisation of social security payment for the widowed parent (as yet this
remains an official recommendation only);

and the focussing of spouse

maintenance on providing a short period of rehabilitation.

Although women as

single parents confront a sex-segmented labour market and unequal access to
earnings (in comparison with male employees) in Sweden as in other advanced
industrial countries, they nevertheless inherit a tradition of much higher
labour force participation rates for women than prevail in any of the other
OECD countries (except Denmark where the rates are similar).

The inadequacy

of child care provision however would clearly constitute a barrier to
women's employment opportunities when there is a pre-school child in the
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family.

The continuing over-representation of single parents among those

requiring extra financial assistance from the residual social assistance
program suggests that a proportion of single parents in Sweden continue to
face constraints in their labour force participation and continue to be
located in the lower ranges of the income distribution.
The Swedish social security system has placed greater emphasis on child
support in relation to support of the custodial parent, than has the
Australian system.

The component for children in the pension system and the

universal child allowance are indexed, and the equivalences for children
implicit in the pension and child support scales are more generous than the
corresponding Australian equivalences (using the work of Whiteford (1983) as
a guide). Recent recommendations of the Swedish Pension Committee have
moved further towards concentrating government income support for single
parent families on the child, and reducing support specifically for widows
to an initial rehabilitative period to enable the parent to re-enter paid
employment.

A much greater emphasis in Sweden on housing assistance, both

through provision of a means-tested supplement to subsidise rental costs
and through provision of public housing, provides income assistance for the
single parent in employment, which is of particular importance for low paid
women.
Similar priorities regulate the payment of maintenance from a former spouse
and non-custodial parent to the custodial parent and children.

Maintenance

for the spouse has been minimised to rehabilitative maintenance for a short
period and maintenance payments for children have been regularised:

by the

adoption of a formula which takes account of the costs of child rearing;
the provision of an indexed government maintenance guarantee;
ment central isation of collection and distribution.

by

and by govern-
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IV

THE ECONOMIC SITUATION OF SINGLE PARENT FAMILIES IN
AUSTRALIA AND SWEDEN : A COMPARISON

A study conducted by Kamerman and Kahn in 1979 (publ ished 1982) assessed the
effect of the taxation and income transfer systems in various countries on
the economic situation of families with young children.
were included in the eight countries surveyed.

Sweden and Australia

The study compared th-

~nd

year income (gross income minus tax I iability) of d.fferent types of

of

1ilies

and the income transfers and tax treatments used to respond to the extra costs
of families with chi ldren.

The income transfer programs which were

included in the study and which are relevant to this discussion are family
(child) allowances, housing allowances, social assistance or social security
payments and maintenance from the non-custodial parent.
elements in statutory provision -

The three core

social insurance, social assistance (social

security in Austral ia) and taxation were covered.
The economic well being of the different family types was compared by using
the index of the net average production worker's wage (APWW) in eac.

0untry

as a common index for all family types.

:0

This allowed for comparisc

made of the effects of tax/transfer treatments on different family

~

be

;es in

each country in relation to the net wage of the average production worker.
Net APWW is averaged gross wage for an unmarried male worker in manufacturing
industry with no dependants minus national and local personal income taxes and
employee's social security contributions.

In this analysis, a score of 100

means that a family yearly net income (benefits plus salary, if any) is exactly
A score of 75 means the

equal to that of the net APWW for that country.
income is 75 per cent of net APWW.
The study compared a number of different types of
abstracted the results for
1.

tr~

following family

~ami

ty~:s

lies.
:

Single parent, not in the labour force, with
children aged 2 and 7.

2.

Single parent, employed at half AP\4W, with
children aged 2 and 7.

We have
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3.

Single parent, employed at half APWW, with
children aged 2 and 7; former partner contributes in
maintenance amount equal to double the amount paid
for child allowance for one child for one year.

4.

Two parents, one earner at APWW, two children aged
2 and 7.

5.

Two parents, two earners -

one at APWW and one at

half APWW, two children 2 and 7.
6.

Married couple, one earner at APWW, no children.

All the famil ies were assumed to have no income other than their earnings
and to be occupying average rented housing.

The results for the six family

situations are given in Table 19.
Table 19 demonstrates the effects of the tax/transfer systems in Australia
and Sweden on families with children.

In the first case:

a single parent

not in the work force, with two chi ldren,has a yearly net income in Sweden
of 93.8 per cent of net ApvM.

This income consists of universal child

allowances, advance maintenance for the chi ldren, a housing subsidy and
social assistance.
assistance
income.

Kamerman and Kahn (1983) estimate that the social

or welfare

component accounts for about 30 per cent of the total

If the single parent were a widow, she would receive a widows'

pension, the children would receive children's pensions, and the family
would also get housing subsidy and child allowances.

A widow's situation

would be better than that of other single parents -

well over 100 per cent

APWW.
The financial treatment of a similar family in Australia is relatively less
generous:

representing 50 per cent of APWW.

This income consists of family

allowances, supplementary assistance (rent allowance), and supporting
parents' benefit or widows' pension (which include additional pension for
children and guardian's allowance).

In this case the welfare component of

the income would be about 90 per cent as the only non-welfare item is
family allowances.
In the second case where the single parent is employed and earns half APWW:
in Australia total income is 78.8 per cent AP\~ and in Sweden it is 123.1 per
cent.

The Australian single parent would have lost supplementary assistance
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TABLE 19

Tax/Transfer Treatment of
of Net Average Production
Males

,

II

Austral ia

I
1.

Single pa rent, not in labour force

2.

Single paren t, employed at

I 3.

Single parent, employed at
ma i ntenance

I

es as Percenta e
for Unmarr ied

2

APWW

1

APWW, plus

1

2

Sweden

%

%

50.0

93.8

78.8

123. 1

82. 1

123.1

I

I

,
!
!
I
I

I

4.

Two pa rents, one employed at APWW

107.2

133.1

5.

Two parents, one employed at APWW, one
at ~ APWW

155.9

170.0

6.

Ma r r ied coup le, one employed at APWW

1";2.6

103.4

Note:

These calculations are based on 1979 data. It is assumed that
the single parent and two parent families have two children
aged 2 and 7.

Source:

Kamerman and Kahn (1982), Table 4.
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but would retain about 45 per cent of the pension, and also would continue
to receive family allowances.
rebate on tax.

He/she would also receive the sole parent

The Swedish single parent would have lost social assistance

but retained child allowances, advance maintenance and the housing subsidy.
Also, the employed single parent in Sweden would receive a tax deduction for
child care expenses and a tax rebate in recognition of the higher
costs incurred by single parents in rearing children.

It is interesting that

the Australian single parent who is employed at half APWW has gained
proportionally more, relative to the single parent who is not employed,
compared with the Swedish example.

After receving an income equal to half

that of an average production worker1s wage and retaining partial benefit,
the parent has increased his/her income by 58 per cent of the income received
as a beneficiary.

In Sweden, a single parent in a similar situation

increases his/her income by 31 per cent of the income received when dependent
on social assistance.

However, the economic situation of the Austral ian

single parent, in relation to the APWW index, continues to lag far behind that
of the Swedish single parent.
Only in Australia does the single parent gain more in the third case where
maintenance is received in addition to half APWW and partial benefit.

This is

because all children in Sweden whose parents do not live together are eligible
for a guaranteed maintenance transfer.
In the fourth case, two parents with dependent children, with one parent
employed and earning the APWW equivalent, are el igible in Austral ia for
family allowances and the dependent spouse rebate, resulting in a net income
of 107.2 per cent of APWW.

In Sweden the same family is eligible for child

allowances, a housing subsidy and a tax rebate for the non-earning spouse,
resulting in a net income of 133.1 per cent of APWW.

It is clear from this

example that the level of income support through the tax/transfer system for
two parent families with children in Sweden is greater than the level of
support for similar families in Australia, primarily because of the higher
value of child allowances and the existence of a housing subsidy in Sweden.
A similar conclusion may be drawn from the fifth case, where both parents are
employed, one earning APWW and the other half APWW.
In Australia, this family
loses the spouse rebate and retains family allowances, resulting in a net
combined income of 155.9 per cent of APWW.

In Sweden the same family loses

the tax rebate for a dependent spouse and the housing subsidy, but retains
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child allowances and is eligible for a tax deduction for child care expenses
because both parents are employed, resulting in a net income of 170 per cent
of AP\M.

Income support for fami 1ies wi th ch i 1dren in Sweden when both

parents are employed remains relatively greater than in Australia.

However

in the Austral ian case where both parents are employed the addition of the
wife's income at half APWW adds proportionately more to total net family
income than in the Swedish case (an increase of 45 per cent in total net
income in Austral ia compared with an increase of 28 per cent in Sweden).
This is partially related to the Swedish family's loss of the means-tested
housing subsidy.
The sixth case of the married couple with no children with one earner
receiving APWW provides an interesting comparison.

In both countries this

family receives a tax rebate for the dependent spouse in addition to
earnings, resulting in a net income of 102.6 per cent of APWW in Australia
and 103.4 per cent in Sweden.

In Sweden the only family income situation

which fal Is below this level is that of the single parent who is not in the
labour force, whose income situation is 9.3 per cent below that of the
married couple without children (on APWW).

All other family income

situations are substantially above this level.

A significant comparison is

that between the childless married couple family earning APWW and the two
parent family with two children with equivalent earnings.

In Sweden the

family with children receives income support through the tax/transfer system
amounting to 28.7 per cent of the net income of the childless couple.

In

Austral ia tax/transfer income support represents only 4.5 per cent of the
net income of the childless couple, resulting from the payment of family
allowances.

In Australia all the single parent family income situations

fall substantially below that of the married couple with no children.

For

a single parent not in employment (the situation for 65 per cent of female
single parents in 1982) net income was 51.3 per cent below that of the
married couple (compared with a corresponding figure of 9.3 per cent in
Sweden).

Single parents in the labour force earning half API:IItJ ad

retaining partial benefit in Australia have a net income 23.2 pe.'ent below
that of the childless married couple.

In Sweden single parents earning half

APWW have a total net income after tax/transfer treatments which is 19 per
cent above that of the childless married couple.

What is clear from these

comparisons is the effects of a family pol icy which gives government
priority to income support for families containing dependent children policy which benefits two parent as well as single parent families.

a
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Since the Kamerman and Kahn study was completed, the Austral ian government
introduced in October 1982 a new cash transfer scheme for low income families
with dependent children - Family Income Supplement (FIS). FIS was
introduced to provide assistance for low income families with children not
in receipt of a pension or benefit.

It was announced in the 1983-84 Budget

that from November 1983 FIS would be increased to $12 a week for each chi Id
for a family with an income up to $199 per week with additional income of $24
for each child before FIS ceases.

FIS would not benefit any of the family

situations analysed in Table 19 since the single parents receive some pension
or benefit and the married couple family with two children has an income of
APWW which is in excess of the FIS limit.

Single parents at half average

weekly male earnings would not derive greater financial benefit from FIS than
they would from combining income and partial benefit. A married couple
family with two children would need to have a family income of about 56 per
cent of average male weekly earnings to receive the full FIS of $24 and less
than 70 per cent of average male weekly earnings to receive any FIS. 9
As previously discussed, it is clear from Table 19 that the percentage
increase in net income for a single parent who is employed in Australia, even
at half APWW and retaining partial benefit, in comparison with the income
received from full benefit, is greater than the percentage increase in
income received by the Swedish single parent who moves from social
assistance to paid employment (an increase of 57.6% in Australia and of 31.2%
in Sweden).

It would appear that the Australian single parent has greater

financial incentive to be employed.
What requires explanation therefore is the marked discrepancy in labour
force participation rates for female single parents in Australia and Sweden:
39 per cent in Australia compared with 86 per cent in Sweden.

Sweden

appears to have achieved the situation of generous levels of income security
(long held in Anglo-American welfare literature to create unacceptable work
disincentives) combined with high labour force participation rates.

The

explanation lies not in the effects of isolated policies but in the combination of pol icies related to the recognition of the parental responsibilities
of employees (both male and female);
adults;

labour market training policies for

cash transfer and taxation policies concentrated on the extra costs

incurred by all families with children; income-tested housing assistance for
all families with children; trade union efforts to raise the wages of low
paid workers; and state regulated maintenance policies to protect the
financial situation of children who are not 1iving with both parents.

72

v
CONCLUSIONS

The primary focus of this report centres on the analysis of social policies
for single parent families in Australia.

However the Swedish comparison is

instructive in identifying the characteristics of policies which combine
relatively high levels of social assistance while successfully maintaining
the conditions for high levels of labour force participation.
Swedish single parent family policy appears to be based on three major
principles:

firstly, the right of children to economic security through

indexed universal child allowances and a housing subsidy based on family
income and the presence of dependent children;

an indexed and relatively

generous child component in the social security system;

state regulation and

guarantee of child maintenance payments from the non-custodial parent.
Secondly, Swedish labour market policy encourages universal adult
participation by recognising the parental responsibilities of employees and
by providing adult training and retraining.

However, as in other OECD

countries, women continue to confront a sex-segmented labour market, lower
pay and higher rates of part-time employment compared with men, which makes
child allowances, the housing allowance and retraining programs particularly
valuable for the female single parent.

Thirdly, both social security and

spouse maintenance policies are increasingly based on the assumption that a
period of rehabilitation is required in order to assist the widowed or
custodial parent to achieve financial independence as a labour force
participant.

The lack of adequate provision for child care, and the

continuing over-representation of single parents among those requiring extra
financial assistance from the residual social assistance program, both suggest
that a proportion of single parents in Sweden continue to face constraints
to their labour force participation and continue to be located in the lower
ranges of the income distribution.

However, Table 19 comparing the taxI

transfer treatment of single parent families and two parent families in
Australia and Sweden shows that Swedish social policies have been relatively
more successful in redistributing income to single parents with children and
to all families with children than have Austral ian social pol icies.
Labour market changes and public policies in Australia in the period 1974 to
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1982 have resulted in decreased labour force participation rates for single

parents and their increased dependence on government income maintenance.
Austral ian labour force policies provide little beneficial recognition of the
parental responsibil ities of employees, and provide little public expenditure
on training and retraining for adults who are seeking to re-enter the
workforce after a period of unemployment or child care responsibilities.

The

scarcity of child care provision places further constraints on the labour
force participation of single parents with pre-school children.

Examination

of the social security data shows that it is female-headed single parent
families in particular who are disadvantaged by these processes since they
constitute 90 per cent of single parent families but 96 per cent of all
single parent families receiving government income support.

Within the

social security system emphasis is placed on categorical support for the
custodial parent, and relatively less emphasis is placed on maintaining
levels of income support for dependent children, resulting in the nonindexation of the various child-related components of pensions and benefits
and the non-indexation of the universal family allowance payment.

As a

result, the value of total income support for single parent famil ies on
pension or benefit in relation to the OECD standard (the average
production worker1s wage) falls considerably short of the corresponding
Swedish equivalent.

Indeed, redistribution to all families with children

through the tax/transfer system in Australia falls short of child-related
redistribution in Sweden.

This is a consequence not only of the non-

indexation of transfers for children, but also of the absence of a
comprehensive housing pol icy.
Finally, in Austral ia, as in Sweden, family law has moved away from the
principle of long-term spouse maintenance to an approach which emphasises
the need for the former partners to attain or regain financial independence,
a move towards the concept of financial 'rehabilitation'.

Commonwealth and

State laws have continued to emphasise the obligation of both parents to
support their children.

In

effec~

however, since the payment of maintenance

by the non-custodial parent is very difficult to enforce and most Austral ian
States lack a centralised agency to organise the collection and
distribution of maintenance, in the majority of single parent families (in
approximately three quarters of families) major if not total responsibility
for the maintenance of children devolves upon the custodial parent.

Social

security provisions impose effective limits on the value of maintenance
payments to single parent pensioners and beneficiaries, whereas female single
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parents in employment (and their children) are able to benefit fully from the
maintenance paid by the non-custodial parent.
Disincentives to female single parents' labour force participation are
imposed by the scarcity of full-time jobs for women;

by the low rates of pay

which prevail for women's jobs in the female sectors of the labour force;

by

the lack of subsidised training programs for women to increase skills and
certification for labour force participation;

by the high effective marginal

tax rates which apply to extra income received by pensioners and beneficiaries;
and by the ideology which prescribes dependency for mothers, both in a
couple relationship and when the relationship ends.
This analysis and the comparison between Australian and Swedish policies have
identified pol icy issues which require further attention in Austral ia:

the

relationship between income-tested government income maintenance for single
parents and universal income support for children;

the need for indexation of

the two components of child income support for pensioners and beneficiaries
and of the universal family allowance which redistributes to all families with
children;

policies for encouraging and facilitating single parents' labour

force participation, particularly through training and re-training programs;
examination of the disincentives to supporting parents· labour force
participation in social security extra income regulations and in child care
pol icy;

the development of comprehensive housing policies which provide

support for single parent families in receipt of pension and benefit and
when making the transition to paid employment;

the establishment of a

centralised agency for the collection and distribution of child maintenance
payments.
The underlying principles of a comprehensive single parent fami ly policy might
wel I be to focus adequate income support on dependent children;

to

encourage both parents to maintain their children by central ising the transfer
of maintenance payments and enabling all custodial children to gain full
benefit from maintenance payments;

to maximise the opportunities for single

parents' labour force participation;

to provide the social services necessary

to support the single parents' transition from benefit to paid employment, i.e.
child care and training programs.

However, while opportunities for labour

force participation remain restricted, priority must be given to increasing
the overall level of income support for single parents and their children
through concentrating on transfers for children.

75
APPENDIX

Income Tests for Widows' Pensions and Supporting Parents' Benefit
and Calculation of Effective Marginal Tax Rates
The two major income maintenance schemes which apply to single parents,
widows' pension and supporting parents' benefit, provided as at November 1983
a payment of $105.90 per week for a parent with one child under six where the
parent had no extra income.

The addition of non-income tested family

allowances increased the total transfer to $111.16.

The $105.90 is made up

of the basic pension of $85.90, which is taxable, plus an additional
children's pension of $12.00 and a guardian's allowance of $8, both of which
are not taxable.

The single parent would also be entitled to a Pensioner

Health Benefit card which allows certain fringe benefits I ike concessions on
pharmaceuticals, public transport, municipal rates and telephone rental.

If

the single parent were in private rental he or she would have received
supplementary assistance of $10.00.
The income-test limits at the end of 1983 for a single parent on supporting
parents' benefit or widows' pension with one child under six were:
(i)

all other income above $6 a week reduced the rate of
supplementary assistance payable by 50c in the dollar;

(ii)

the maximum pension was payable if weekly income did not
exceed $36.00 ($30 plus $6 for each child);

(iii)

income in excess of $36.00 a week reduced the pension
rate payable by 50c in the dollar;

no pension was

payable when weekly income reached $247.80;
(iv)

no Pensioner Health Benefit card entitlement when other
weekly income reached $77.00 (Department of Social Security,
1983b and Commonwealth of Austral ia, 1983).

These income-test levels result in high effective marginal tax rates if
pension income is supplemented by other income.

Figure 1 illustrates this.

The diagram has two graph lines which show the relationship between disposable
income (defined as pension received plus family allowances plus non-pension
income received minus tax) and non-pension income.

It is assumed that all

non-pension income received is potentially taxable.

For a single parent
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FIGuRE I

The Relationship Between Non-Pension Income and Disposable Income for Single Parent in Private
Rental with One Dependent Child under Six, February 1984
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beneficiary in private rental any non-pension income above $6 a week reduces
supplementary assistance by 50c in each dollar, which is an effective marginal
tax rate of 50 per cent.

This tax rate appl ies to non-pension income in

excess of $36 a week since above this level the pension payable is also
reduced by 50c in the dollar.

When the income level for personal taxation is

reached (at the taxable income level of $137.40 a week which includes $67 of
non-pension income and $70.40 of taxable pension) the combination of this and
the pension income-test results in effective marginal tax rates of 65 per cent
for a wide span of non-pension income.
illustrates these changes.)

(The top graph line in the diagram

Within this span of income, when non-pension

income reaches $77.00 a week the single parent loses the Pensioner Health
Benefit Card and associated fringe benefits.

The loss of the Pensioner

Health Card does not mean that the pensioner immediately has to pay for
medical coverage since under Medicare a single parent with a dependent child
is exempted from the Medicare levy if his or her taxable income is below
$11,141 a year.
income level.

The fringe benefits are, however, immediately lost at this
These benefits vary among the States and their exact value is

difficult to estimate.

In Figure 1, a cash value for the fringe benefits of

$20 a week has been arbitrarily chosen to illustrate the effect of their
loss.

Jordan argues that even if their value is lower 'their perceived value

is probably not, the entitlement card symbolising security and certifying
the pensioner's right to special treatment' (1982, p.70).

The effect of the

loss of the fringe benefits is shown in the diagram by the lower graph line.
The diagram shows a sudden drop in disposable income of $20 when the nonpension income level of $77 is reached which is not made up until an extra
$57 of non-pension income has been earned.
The next income-test stage is the withdrawal of the basic pension when nonpension income reaches $207.

For the span of non-pension income after this

until the additional pension for children and guardian's allowance are
withdrawn (at $248) there is an effective marginal tax rate of 81 per cent.
Within this span of income the level for the imposition of the Medicare levy
is reached.

The Medicare levy of 1 per cent on taxable income is reached at

$214.25 for a single parent with one dependent child. As the diagram shows
this results in a drop in disposable income which is not made up until an
extra $12 is earned.
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The final stage of

~ne

income-tests is reached when all pension income has

been withdrawn, at the level of $248 of non-pension income a week.

Following

this, the single parent incurs the usual marginal tax rate of 31 per cent
on earned income which other taxpayers at this level face.
As many other writers have noted, such high effective marginal tax rates as
those discussed above can be strong disincentives to earn extra income (see
especially Edwards, 1983, pp.17-22 and Jordan, 1982, pp.69-7 8 ). A single
parent earning $60 a week has, as shown in the diagram, more disposable
income than a single parent earning $100 a week when the effect o' the
loss of the fringe benefits is taken into ac~ount.

If the single

arent who

earns $100 doubles her earnings to $200 she has only increased her
disposable income proportionately by 20 per cent.

As Edwards points out

(1983, p.22) the net return from earnings is further affected by costs in
earning income, child care being the most important for those with young
children.
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NOTES

1.

Recipients of class A widows' pensions and supporting parents' benefits
must have the custody, care and control of a child under 16 years or a
dependent, full-time student aged 16 to 24 years.
A class A widow's pension may be paid to
a dejure or de facto widow,
a woman who is divorced,
a woman who has been deserted by her husband,
a woman whose husband has been imprisoned.
A supporting parent's benefit may be paid to
a dejure or de facto widower,
a man who is divorced,
a separated husband or wife,
a separated or deserted de facto husband or wife,
an unmarried parent
a parent whose spouse or de facto spouse has been imprisoned.

2.

The poverty of single parent famil ies, in particular those in receipt of
pension or benefit, is reflected in the figures on receipt of emergency
reI ief in the States.

In New South Wales in 1982, 16.0 per cent of

people on supporting parents' benefit were granted emergency relief, with
each beneficiary receiving on average a grant on four occasions.

In

comparison, of those on unemployment benefit, 8.8 per cent received
emergency assistance with an average time of assistance granted per
person of 2.5.

Supporting parent beneficiaries were the group most

I ikely to receive emergency cash assistance in New South Wales in 1982.
Similarly, data from Victorian and South Australian emergency relief
programs show that supporting parent beneficiaries also had the highest
rate of relief receipt in those States in 1982 (Commonwealth/State
Working Party on Emergency ReI ief, 1983).

3.

Single parents whose taxable income includes a pension or benefit may also
be eligible for the pension rebate.

The maximum rebate in 1983-84 was
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$250 which reduced by 12.5 cents in each dollar of taxable income in
excess of $5,429. There was no rebate at the income level of $7,429 or
more.

This rebate is much less generous than the sole parent rebate and

in most cases the sole parent rebate would be preferred.

The sole parent

rebate is, however, conditional on the dependent child1s or children's
income being below a certain amount whereas the pension rebate has no
such condition attached.

4.

Care must be taken in interpreting these figures derived from the Income
and Housing Survey, 1981-82.

The data show 26 per cent of single parents

in receipt of maintenance in the form of periodic payments.

However a

certain, unknown proportion of custodial parents at the time of separation
or divorce may have agreed to a property settlement or a lump sum payment
in I ieu of periodic maintenance payments.

Other custodial parents may

be party to agreements whereby the non-custodial parent may meet mortgage
or rate payments (Dunlop, 1983:48).

An Engl ish study (Davis, MacLeod and

Murch, 1983:219) notes that non-custodial parents may make informal
contributions to the support of children, e.g. in the form of clothing,
entertainment and pocket money on access visits.

However, in the form

of regular payments of income (as distinct from property settlement, or
informal contributions) only a small proportion of Australian single
parents with children are in receipt of maintenance.

It cannot be

inferred from this, however, that all custodial parents not in receipt of
maintenance would wish to seek it.

There may be, in some cases, a

preference for ending all forms of contact with the non-custodial parent.
In addition, it cannot be assumed that all non-custodial parents not
paying maintenance have sufficient resources to make maintenance payments
(Nygh, 1980: 107).

5.

Maintenance received by a single parent pensioner or beneficiary in
respect of herself is treated as income for the purposes of the income
test.

Any maintenace received above the income test 'free area'

reduces the amount of pension payable at the rate of 50 cents for each
dollar above the free area.

Where maintenance is received in respect of

a child, up to $6 per week is regarded as income of the child and not
treated as income for the purpose of the income test.

Maintenance in

excess of $6 per week is assumed to be maintenance in respect of the
parent and is treated as part of her income, and therefore subject to the

81
extra income provisions outlined above. It would appear that the
treatment of maintenance under the income test does not usually result
in any reduction in the sole parent pension because the rates of
maintenance received tend not to exceed the permissible income level
(currently $30 per week plus $6 for each child) (Dunlop, 1983:48).
However, the provisions of the income test for single parent pensioners
and beneficiaries effectively ensure that even where higher levels of
maintenance are awarded or agreed upon, the resulting disposable income
of the pensioner and her family will not rise commensurately.

6.

Periodical payments in the form of 'alimony and maintenance ' received
by a woman from her husband or former husband are exempt from income tax.
It would appear however that maintenance payments received by a man from
his wife or former wife are not exempt from tax.

Although this would in

effect be a relatively rare situation, it still remains an anomoly
(Australian Federal Tax Reporter, CCH, 1983:3893-4).

7.

Unless otherwise stated, information about Sweden is taken from the series
of leaflets produced by the Swedish Institute -

8.

SEK

= Swedish

krona;

in 1981 the average gross income for a male

industrial worker was about SEK 77,000 p.a. SEK 47,000.

9.

'Fact Sheets on Sweden ' •

In 1981 SEK 1

= Aust.$0.17

net income would be about

or U.S.$0.20 (approximately).

This is based on the seasonally adjusted average weekly earnings for males
for the September quarter 1983 of $353.80.
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