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ABSTRACT

Lone-parent families were in the news in 1993 as never before. The Child
Support Agency, and the question of lone-parent families' entitlement to state
support were the feature of many news reports. This study examines this
media coverage and, using concepts from agenda-setting and issue definition
literature, examines the roles that political actors have played in the
construction of these media reports. A content analysis of a complete sample
of The Times and The Sunday Times comprnises the pnmary analytical method,
with a policy process framework organising the analysis. It has been found
that government ministers played the greatest part in setting the media
agendas for these and other issues. It seems that other actors can be successful
in shaping coverage, however, if they make use of certain tactics, particularly
if they provide 'ready-packaged' stories to journalists that combine a human
interest element (involving ‘'real' people) with a political slant. By mobilising
on a mass level absent fathers were able to provide such stories and were thus
able to take control of press coverage of the Child Support Agency. The lone
parents' groups Gingerbread and the National Council for One Parent
Families, on the other hand, found mobilisation and particularisation more
difficult due to the social and economic situation of their client group - nine
out of ten lone parents are women, and around eight out of ten claim income
support benefits - and for this reason were less successful in shaping either

coverage of the Child Support Agency, or of lone-parent families and their
right to state support.



1
INTRODUCTION

In 1974, Bntain saw the publication of the first major research work on the
phenomenon of lone-parent families: The Report of the Committee on One-Parent

Families (Department of Health and Social Secunty, 1974a and b). The problems of

bringing up children alone had been recognised by government, and lone-parent
families were seen, for the first time, as a distinct population group for whom 'special’
public policy should be made. The proposals put forward in the Report received a
moderate amount of governmental consideration and media attention in the months
following its publication, but their specificities seemed soon to be forgotten. Of more
lasting importance, however, was the recognition that lone-parent families were

different from two-parent families, and distinct policy needed to be made for them.

In the late 1980s, lone-parent families again came to the forefront of governmental
concerns. The number of such families was growing at a rapid rate, adding to the
already soaring welfare budget. Reports were commissioned by some government

departments, and the situation of lone-parent families had a place on the policy agenda

once again.

Their public profile then soared in the latter half of 1993, as the media took up several
lone-parent family related issues with gusto. By the end of 1993 it was probable that
much of Britain's population had some sort of an opinion on the lone mother and her
children generally, and on the Child Support Agency, such was the prominence given

to both of these subjects during this year.

Page - 1



This 15 a study of both agenda-setting and issue definition in the lone-parent family
policy area. The focus is on the roles that various interested political actors have
played in these processes, with the media agenda in Great Britain during 1993 studied
in detail to elucidate these roles. Although the pages that follow contain a historical
review of policy in this area, and media agendas are examined from 1974, much of the

study centres on 1993 - the year in which lone-parent family issues were high on both

policy and media agendas.

Before summarising the structure and content of the chapters that follow, the main

organising framework utilised in this study will be briefly set-out.

1.1. THE POLICY PROCESS APPROACH
To talk of agenda-setting and issue definition is to conceive of a policy process. These
concepts have underlying them the view that an issue has a life, consisting of several
stages. Such an approach can be traced back to Lemner and Lasswell (1951) although
Easton (1965) was seminal in providing an intellectual framework for understanding
the policy process in its entirety (Sabatier, 1991, p. 144). Models setting out specific
stages in an issue's life can be traced back to Gunn (1966), but no particular origin can
be cited as most attempts to depict the policy process have included at least some of
these stages (Hogwood and Gunn, 1984, p. 24). Hogwood and Gunn (1984, p. 4), in
one of the more sophisticated versions, list the stages as follows:
"(1) Deciding to decide (issue search or agenda-setting)

(2) Deciding how to decide (or 1ssue filtration)

(3) Issue definition

(4) Forecasting

(5) Setting objectives and priorities
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(6) Options analysis

(7) Policy implementation, monitoring, and control

(8) Evaluation and review

(9) Policy maintenance, succession, or termination"
These stages should not, however, be seen as clearly separate and consecutive stages
occurring in the life-cycle of each and every issue. Rather, they should be seen as

comprising an ideal type organising framework.

This approach has been criticised for its atheornism (Burch and Wood, 1983) but is
nevertheless a useful descriptive device in which to organise studies of substantive
1ssues. Proponents do not claim that 1t has explanatory powers in examining why
1ssues get on agendas, or how they do so, for example. It contains no mechanisms for
explaining how issues move from stage to stage in their life cycle. These limitations
should not, however, detract from its utility as a framework in which to posit studies

of particular issues which may attempt to explain such questions by using a variety of

other methods.

Certainly this approach is useful in its emphasis on political activity taking place
within a 'system!, rather than simply in terms of government activity occurring in a
vacuum, separated from the social and economic environment and untouched by other
political actors. It stresses the dynamic nature of politics and, importantly, it allows a

mechanism for studying what government, or other actors, do not do (see Hogwood,

1987, p.8).

In short, the policy process approach 1s a useful organising framework for a study
such as this which aims to take several 1ssues and examine the roles that political
organisations have played in promoting these issues. Its utility lies foremostly in the

scope for focus on issues and on organisations which it facilitates.
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1.2. STRUCTURE

The structure of this study reflects this dual approach. Its main body comprises four
sets of patred chapters which provide 1) background on lone-parent families and policy
for this group; 11) a focus on the organisations involved in the lone-parent family
policy area; iit) a focus on agenda-setting processes in the lone-parent family policy

area; and 1v) a focus on issue definition processes in this area.

Chapters 2 and 3, then, provide the background to the study. Chapter 2 looks at
terminology, characteristics and trends relating to lone-parent families in Britain and
in other countries. This includes a detailing of the recent increase in the number of
lone-parent families, and the increase in the proportion of such families headed by
never-married mothers, as well as looking at the relative poverty and benefit
dependency of such families. It was these facts that led to the government becoming

concerned about this family type - the prime factor in the spurring of media coverage.

Chapter 3 also sets the scene and provides a base for analysis of later chapters in its
look at the development of policy for lone-parent families in Britain over several
policy areas, from past to present. Such an examination clarifies the government's
views about lone-parent families, and elucidates the context in which political actors
have formulated views about lone-parent families, and around which 'their' issues have
been constructed. As such, both background chapters provide a factual context in

which the roles of actors and the processes of agenda-setting and issue definition can

be seen, so although they stand apart from the main thests, they are important to the

thrust of this thesis which 1s taken up from Chapter 4 onwards.

Chapter 4 reviews pressure group literature providing a theoretical context for the
empirical work presented in Chapter 5. This chapter looks at the history,

organisational structure, membership, strategies and tactics used, and the status of,
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three organisations active in the lone-parent family policy area, as well as providing
background information on other interested groups. In both chapters, a particular
focus will be on the relationship between the media and pressure groups in terms of
how these organisations attempt to 'use' the media in order to get their point of view

across to the public and to policy-makers.

Chapter 6 returns to theoretical literature, reviewing the agenda-setting literature with
a particular focus on the literature concerning the relationship between policy and
media agendas. Much of this literature has looked at how media agendas influence

policy agendas, either directly or via 'the public’. The concern of this study is rather
with how media agendas have been influenced by governmental and other elite

agendas - that s, the focus is on the media as a dependent vanable.

Certainly within the policy process literature, such an approach is unusual. The widely
recognised importance of contemporary media as a bridge between the 'political
world' and 'the public' provides the context in which such an examination should be
seen as important to our understanding of policy-making processes. That members of’
'the public' are influenced in some way by the news they see, hear or read is
undisputed. It is therefore important to examine which political actors have the power

to influence this media agenda, and to examine the nature of such influence,
particularly in terms of whether the same actors systematically influence media

agendas, or whether the nature of agenda-setting processes takes a different form.

Chapter 7 presents the results of such an examination of the media agenda,
operationalised as a systematic examination of the content of The Times and The
Sunday Times from 1974 to 1993. Detailed discussion centres on the two ‘big 1ssues'
featuring on these and other media agendas during 1993. How these two issues made

the news will be discussed, with precipitating events, types of articles, those cited or
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quoted, and articles' themes all quantified in order to elucidate the processes of media
agenda-setting, particularly in terms of the role other elite agendas have played in the

construction of the media agenda.

Chapters 8 and 9 focus on the issue definition stage of the policy process. Chapter 8
reviews the issue definition literature, with Chapter 9 making use of the insights

gained from this literature in order to analyse the policy frames and resulting
definitions of several of the interested actors in the lone-parent family policy area for
the two issues discussed in Chapter 7. A focus of the analysis 1s on how various
definitions propounded .by interested actors interact to form media definitions of
issues. In order to do this, pressure group literature, government speeches and
publications, and Parliamentary speeches and written answers published in Hansard

have all been examined to provide information on the frames of interested actors.

These two sets of processual chapters should be looked upon to complement each

other in the understanding of the inextricably linked agenda-setting and issue

definition stages through which an issue passes.

This study has benefited greatly from advances in computer technology. Methods
used in data collection will be discussed in more detail in section 7.1.1., but here it
should be pointed out that large scale and systematic content analysis of newspaper
articles was made possible by the use of on and off-line databases. These allowed
relevant articles to be tracked and printed on inputting a search strategy (reproduced
in Appendix 1). It is doubtful that such a comprehensive set of articles appearing on
lone-parent family related issues could have been gathered in the time available had a

manual search been undertaken.
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Systematic coverage of lone-parent families related issues in the Houses of Parliament
was also made possible using an on-line database (the search strategy used 1is
reproduced in Appendix 2) which both saved time and avoided some of the exigencies
of using an indexing system prepared by someone else in order to track relevant
articles. Most databases allow searches on specified words and phrases so that one
can be confident that one's own area of interest has not been overlooked, as may

occur when relying on the indexing of a third party. The increasingly widespread use
of such technology by researchers should augment the data collected, and increase its

quality in terms of relevance and comprehensiveness.

Finally, Chapter 10 will present conclusions reached in this study of agenda-setting
and issue definition in the lone-parent family policy area. Overall comments will be
made on the roles of political actors in setting and shaping the media agenda. What

the study has contributed to the bodies of literature reviewed in terms of methodology

adopted, methods used, and results found is discussed.
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2

LONE-PARENT FAMILIES:

TERMINOLOGY, CHARACTERISTICS AND
TRENDS

In this, the first of two background chapters, the scene 1s set for the more analytical
chapters that follow. Why the term 'lone-parent family' has been used in this thesis in
preference to other terms is explained, and characternistics of lone-parent families, both

on an individual level and as an aggregate group, are discussed. Numbers and trends

1

in lone parenthood are then described, both here in Great Bnitain® and, more bnefly,

in other countries.

2.1. TERMINOLOGY

The term predominantly used throughout this thesis to describe families headed by
one parent, rather than two, is 'lone-parent family'. This term is itself worthy of
comment. Prior to the publication of the Report of the Committee on One-Parent
Families (Department of Social Security, 1974a and b) (see 3.1. for a discussion of

this Report) such families were usually referred to as 'broken families', 'unmarned
mothers', or 'fatherless families'. This publication was, however, influential in
establishing the term 'one-parent family'. Deven (1987, pp. 16-18) suggests that this
renaming was not simply a result of the need to find a term for what was a growing

family type, but that it also reflected a change in attitude towards such families.

Whereas the term ‘broken family' was premised upon the assumption of a 'complete’

(and, inferentially, superior) two-parent family, the term 'one-parent’ family was seen
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by those concerned with their situation as being more neutral and less judgemental

(Millar, 1989, pp. 3-4).

The term 'one-parent family' is still in common usage, but 'lone-parent family' seems to
have become the preferred term in academic literature and in official statistical

publications. One of the most prolific academic writers on lone parenthood, Jane
Millar, says that she prefers this latter term because she believes it to be less singular
than the former, so being less dismissive of the 'absent parent' (Millar, 1989, p. 4). It
is also pointed out in another of her publications that 'lone-parent family' has the
advantage of being smoother - one can say 'the lone parent' whereas 'the one parent’
does not make sense (Bradshaw and Millar, 1991, p. 1). The term 'single-parent
family' or 'single parent’ is also in common usage as a generic term, particularly in the
media. This can be confusing, however, as the term can also be used to describe

marital status, with 'single’ parent referring to the unmarried parent to differentiate

from the 'divorced' or 'separated’ parent.

Bradshaw and Millar (1991, p. 1) do, however, point to the emotiveness of the term
'lone parent' which suggests loneliness and being alone. Neither does it adequately
include the non-custodial parent (usually the father) who may not be living in the
household but who may be involved in the child's upbringing. Pressure groups such as
Families Need Fathers (FNF) have pointed out that it is important to remember the
existence of this parent who is often referred to, FNF say inaccurately, as 'the absent

parent' (whether absent from his, or her, child's life or not).2

The term 'lone-parent family' will be used here following Millar (1989), but the points

made above are acknowledged.
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2.2, CHARACTERISTICS

The term 'lone-parent families' also implies homogeneity and, indeed, comparing lone-
parent families as a group with two-parent families on a range of characteristics
throws-up many group differences. Within group examinations of lone-parent
families, however, show that this 1s a diverse grouping. The definition of a lone-parent
family used for official purposes by the Department of Social Security today is the one

first proposed in the Report of the Committee on One-Parent Families (Department
of Health and Social Secunty, 1974a and b):
"a mother or father living without a spouse (and not cohabiting) with his or
her never-married dependent child or children aged either under 16 or from 16
to (under) 19 and undertaking full-time education" (Haskey, 1993, p. 26).

Aside from this commonality, though, lone-parent families may have little in common.

The most common way of sub-dividing lone-parent families is through route to lone
parenthood, with this categorisation often used in government publications and
rhetoric. Thus, unmarried (never-married) mothers are categorised separately from
divorced and separated mothers, and widows are another separate category. As

approximately nine out of ten lone parents are female, lone fathers are seen as another

'type' which 1s not generally sub-divided further by route to lone parenthood. Figure

2.1. gives such a breakdown of the lone parent population.

Official figures are also published based upon the age composition of lone-parent
families as a group (see figure 2.2. below), ethnic origin (see figure 2.3. below),
housing type (see figure 2.4. below), numbers of dependent children (see figure 2.5.
below), and employment status (see figure 2.6. below). All of these charts illustrate
the heterogeneous nature of the lone-parent family grouping, although it is apparent
that most lone parents are female (90.5 per cent), white (91 per cent), live in public

rented accommodation (57 per cent), have only one dependent child (55 per cent),
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and are not in paid employment (59 per cent). The most evenly distributed data 1s
found 1in figure 2.2., illustrating that lone parents are found in fairly similar
proportions in all five age groupings from 20 through 44 vears, although in both

lower and higher child-bearing age groupings, the proportions fall.

9.5% (Lone fathers)

ATl
\

1‘|
)
\l|

1

i
\
li

33.3% (Single mothers)

23.9% (Separated mothers)

4 8% (Widowed mothers)

28.6% (Divorced mothers)

Figure 2.1.: Breakdown of lone parents by marital status and/or sex (OPCS,
1994a, p. 17)
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Figure 2.2.: Breakdown of lone parents by age (OPCS, 1994b, p. 192)
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Figure 2.3.: Breakdown of lone-parent families by ethnic origin (OPCS, 1994b,
pp. 214-2135)

d
P spl
e
r 40+
C
e -
-
t
a 207
¢ 1o 4
3
0 3 4 5

Housing tenure (see key below)

Key: 1. Owner occupier - no mortgage 4. Private rented - unfurnished
2. Owner occupicr - mortgage 5. Private rented - furnished
3. Public rented accommodation

Figure 2.4.: Breakdown of lone-parent families by housing tenure (OPCS,
1994a, p. 18)
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Figure 2.5.: Breakdown of lone mothers by number of dependent children
(OPCS, 1992, p. 43 )
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Figure 2.6.: Breakdown of lone mothers by employment status (OPCS, 1994a, p.
19)

In summary, an examination of the above charts shows that lone-parent families
exhibit a variety of characteristics. The lifestyle of a fifty year old widow, for example,
living in her own home with one child and a full-time job, is likely to be very different
from a nineteen-year-old unmarried and unemployed mother claiming Income Support
and living in accommodation rented from the local authority. Yet both are referred to

as lone-parent families. The widow's lifestyle may, though, in this hypothetical
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example, bear a closer resemblance to her married, home-owning, employed and
middle-aged neighbour's than to this unmarried teenage mother. Referring to families
based upon the number of adults or parents living in that family may tell one little
about the family's lifestyle. Two-parent and one-parent families should not be seen as
opposing family types, each with their own characteristics. The sole factor that unites

each group 1s the number of resident parents.

It is also important to note that lone parenthood is often a transitional period. One
may not be either a lone or a partnered parent throughout her or his child-rearing
years, one may be both. Thus, although there are over one and a half million lone
parents tn Great Britain now (Central Statistical Office, 1995, p. 31), there are many
more who have been lone parents in the past and there will be many more who are
presently parenting with a live-in partner who will be lone parents in the future if past
trends continue. As a result, many children are being brought up both in a lone-parent

and two-parent household during their childhood years.

Clarke (1989, p. 31) suggests that as many as a third of all children born in the early
1980s will pass through penods in lone-parent families, and Millar (1989, pp. 11-12,
p. 20), using General Household Survey data, suggests that almost a fifth of children
aged under 18 had spent some part of their childhood in a lone-parent family. She
estimates that, in the near future, about a quarter of all Bnitish children will spend at
least some time living with one parent before they reach the age of 16. Using National
Child Development Study3 data, she suggests that about 31 per cent of children 'spend
at least four to five years in a lone-parent family. The most up-to-date estimation,
however, can be found in the most recent edition of Social Trends (Central Statistical
Office, 1995, p. 34). It is pointed out here that if 1988-89 divorce rates continue, 24
per cent of children will experience divorce in their family by the age of 16, and 13 per

cent will become step children in a married or cohabiting couple family. This
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estimation does not include children born to single mothers who, if included, further

push-up the estimated figure.

Bradshaw and Millar's (1991, p. 7) study, the first major sample survey of lone-parent
families in the UK, also points to the complexity and volatility of the processes of
becoming a lone parent. In their sample of around 1,500, 14 per cent had been a lone
parent more than once, with six of these lone parents (0.4 per cent) having been a
lone parent four times. Millar (1989, pp. 12-13) estimates that the median duration of
lone parenthood is in the region of three to five years - considerably less than the
number of years a child is dependent on his/her parents. Similar results were found in

an analysis of the Department of Employment Women and Employment Survey data
(Ermisch, Jenkins and Wright, 1990).

These points serve to demonstrate that lone-parent families should #nof be seen as a
homogenous and distinct family type, standing apart from their two-parent
counterparts. The lone/two parent dichotomy should be recognised as a simplification,
hiding a variety of complex processes and situations. Rather than exhibiting wide-
ranging within-group similarities, it must be remembered that lone-parent families
come in a variety of forms, just as do two-parent families, and that the two family
forms are not mutually exclusive over time. As an aggregate group, however, certain

common charactenstics can be attributed to the lone-parent famly. These will now be

examined.

2.2.1. Poverty

The charactenstic most often associated with lone-parent families is poverty. Even
going as far back as Rowntree's (1901) work in York at the turn of the century, it was

apparent that lone-parent families, particularly those headed by lone mothers, were
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numbered disproportionately amongst the poor. Other major poverty studies carried
out since the 1950s have also found this to be the case (Abel-Smith and Townsend,
1965; Fiegehan, Lansley and Smith, 1977; Layard, Piachaud and Stewart, 1978;
Townsend, 1979; Mack and Lansley, 1987). Family Expenditure Survey data
produced by the government have, in addition, consistently shown lone-parent
families, as a group, to be poorer than the two-parent family grouping, and Marsh and

McKay's study of low income families carried out for the Department of Social
Security stated that the one factor overriding all others in distinguishing low income

from higher income families 1s lone parenthood (1993, p. 13).

In 1993, the average gross weekly income of lone-parent families with one child was
34 per cent that of two-parent families with one child (Central Statistical Office, 1994,
p. 87). Figure 2.7. (below) shows that in 1992 over 40 per cent of lone mothers had
an income of less than £100 a week compared with only four per cent of marned
couples, with the proportion of lone parents in receipt of over £350 being 11 per cent,

compared with 59 per cent of married couples (OPCS, 1994a, p. 19).

This relative poverty is largely a result of widespread dependence on Income Support
as the main source of income. In May 1993 there were 1,048,000 lone parents
claiming Income Support (Department of Social Security, 1994, p. 24) with a further
228,000 lone parents claiming Family Credit (January 1994 figures) (Department of
Social Security, 1994, p. 11). Indeed, according to the 1993 Family Expenditure
Survey (Central Statistical Office, 1994, p. 87), the average gross weekly income of
lone-parent households with one child was made-up 44 per cent from earnings, 37 per
cent from benefits, and 19 per cent from other sources; with the average gross weekly

incomes of couples with one child made-up 80 per cent from earnings, 6 per cent

from benefits, and 14 per cent from other sources. Lone-parent family households are,
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proportionately, much more likely to have to rely on benefits than are two-parent

households.
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Figure 2.7.: Gross weekly income of lone mothers and of married couples
(OPCS, 1994a, p. 19)

This situation has, in many cases, been compounded by the refusal or inability of many
(usually) fathers to pay regular maintenance for their children. Data on this have been
sparse, but in a speech made early in 1990 the then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher
said that nearly four out of five lone mothers claiming Income Support received no
maintenance from their ex-partners (text of National Children's Homes' George
Thomas Society Lecture, 17 January 1990, cited in Bradshaw and Millar, 1991, p.
77). The results of Bradshaw and Millar's (1991, pp. 77-87) survey backed this-up.
They found that 29 per cent of their sample received regular maintenance payments,
but only 13 per cent of those on Income Support were in receipt of such maintenance
payments. Similarly, McKay and Marsh (1994, p. 52) found that 30 per cent of their

survey sample were in receipt of maintenance.
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The Child Support Agency, which came on-stream in 1993, will, perhaps, change this
situation. As vet, however, such data are not available, although 1t 1s known that the
Agency converted 31.5 per cent of maintenance applications into arranged payments

in its first year of operation (CSA, 1994, p. 6). It should be noted, however, that such

maintenance payments are deducted pound for pound from Income Support.

2.2.2. Housing

Figure 2.8. (below) places the housing tenure profile of lone-parent families as a
group alongside that of two-parent families. It can be seen that lone-parent families
are much more likely than two-parent families to be dependent on the state for
housing, just as it was noted above that they are more likely to rely on the state for

income 1n benetits than are two-parent families.
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Figure 2.8.: Housing tenure by family type (OPCS, 1994a, p. 18)
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Furthermore, some studies have shown that the quality of housing tends to be worse
for lone-parent families than for two-parent families (see Crow and Hardey, 1991 for
a review of such studies). Harrison (1983, p. 225), for example, found that lone
mothers tended to be allocated older council stock, and often flats on higher floors.
More recently, a survey by the Chartered Institute of Housing in Scotland 1n
conjunction with One Plus (1993) found that disproportionately more lone-parent
families lived in flats and maisonettes than did two-parent families. It did find,
however, that there was little difference in the type of accommodation offered to
these different family types. 1991 Census results certainly show that the greatest
concentration of lone-parent households are to be found in the metropolitan areas of
Greater London, Greater Manchester, Merseyside and Tyne and Wear where hard-to-

let council accommodation is found (Bailey, 1993, p. 14).

2.2.3. Employment
In 1992, 17 per cent of lone mothers with dependent children worked full-time and 24
per cent worked part-time (OPCS, 1994a, p. 114). This compares with 21 per cent
and 41 per cent of married women with dependent children (OPCS, 1994a, p. 114).
Thus, unlike the situation in some other countries, lone mothers go out to work in,

proportionately, lesser numbers than do partnered mothers. The trend 1s also

downwards. In the 1977 to 1979 period, 22 per cent of lone mothers worked full-

time, although similar numbers to today worked part-time (OPCS, 1994a, p. 114).

This has been explained in terms of various barriers to work that lone parents face
(see McLaughlin et al, 1989; Marsh and McKay, 1993) such as lack of affordable
childcare, and pound for pound loss of benefit on earnings of more than £15 a week.

Lone parents may, therefore, be discouraged from the traditional route taken

nowadays by mothers returning to work. They are less likely to ease themselves into

Page - 19



work part-time and gradually increase their hours as their youngest child passes first

into nursery school, then into primary school, then secondary school (Marsh and

McKay, 1993, p. 15).

One must, then, recognise that lone-parent families are not homogenous, but at the
same time, as a group they are distinct from two-parent families in the above ways. In

sum, as a group lone-parent families are more dependent upon the state for income

and shelter, and as a result such families tend to be poorer.

2.3. NUMBER OF LONE-PARENT FAMILIES: TRENDS
ACROSS TIME AND ACROSS COUNTRIES

When looking at lone-parent family numbers and trends, it makes sense to distinguish
between long-term trends (ie. trends across centuries) and more medium-term trends
(ie. trends across the last few decades). Whereas there has been an increase in lone-
parent families in the post-war period, when one goes further back this trend is not so
evident. Below, trends are discussed in a historical context before going on to look at

the soaring number of lone-parent families over the last few decades in Britain.

Taking a comparative perspective and looking at recent trends in other countries also
helps to place the situation in Britain today in context. In 2.3.3. trends in other

industnialised countries will be briefly discussed in order to provide an overview of the

ways in which Bnitain 1s similar to and different from other western nations.
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2.3.1. The Historical Context

Although accurate figures are not available, it is thought that high rates of mortality
resulted in a large number of families headed by widowers and widows in the
nineteenth century. Illegitimacy rates did not start falling until the mid-nineteenth
century, and although divorce was not readily available marital breakdown did,

nevertheless, occur. Millar (1989, p. 13) suggests that the easier availability of divorce
in the twentieth century may simply have made marital breakdown more visible, not
more likely. She says that historical studies find that lone parenthood was at least as

common 1n the nineteenth century as it is today, and was perhaps more common (see

also Anderson, 1983, p. 4). Snell and Millar (1987) analyse parish records to make
estimates of the number of lone-parent headed households as a proportion of all

households containing dependent children between 1551 and 1851, before census data

was available. They find that the overall proportion for all the parishes analysed over

this three hundred year period was 19 per cent, just under today's figure of 21 per
cent (Central Statistical Office, 1995, p. 34). Further, Laslett (1980, pp. 54-55) notes
that as many as 60 per cent of women bearing their first child between the sixteenth
and the nineteenth century may have conceived that child out of wedlock. As Snell

and Millar (1987, p. 392) put it:

"It 1s clear that we can safely discard any notion that the two-parent family has

been a fixed norm in the past”.

Looking at the incidence of lone parenthood today and comparing it with thirty years
ago, as it often done, 1s to compare today with a period when lone parenthood rates
were temporarily lower (see 2.3.2 below). Going back over one hundred years ago,
however, we see that today's rates of lone parenthood are not new, although routes

into lone parenthood have changed, primarily due to improved mortality rates but also

as a result of more easily available divorce.
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2.3.2. Modern Day Trends

Many commentators, however, compare the number of lone parents today with the
number thirty or so years ago (before the advent of the so-called permissive era
discussed in 3.1.). Using this baseline, the proportion of lone-parent families in Great
Britain in the 1990s is, indeed, high. The Government's Back to Basics campaign, fqr
example, which became linked with the increasingly common phenomenon of lone
parenthood, was perceived to be harking back to a Golden Age of this time when
families were 'proper families'. Indeed, it is certainly true that thirty years ago the vast
majority of children were brought up in two-parent families (although 1t should not be
forgotten that this is still the most common family type). Figure 2.9. (below) shows
the percentage of lone-parent families in Great Bntain as a proportion of all
households since 1961. It can be seen that the proportion of households in Bntain
headed by a lone parent has more than trebled since 1961, from two per cent of all
households, to seven per cent of all households today. Figure 2.10. (below) charts the
number of lone-parent families in Britain during this period to elucidate a similar but
more dramatic increase over time. A steady increase can be seen, with almost five

times as many lone-parent families in Britain today (1.6 million) than in 1961.
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Figure 2.9.: Lone-parent family households as a proportion of all households in
Great Britain 1961-1993 (Central Statistical Office, 1995, p. 31)
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Figure 2.10.: Numbers of lone-parent families in Great Britain 1961-1993 (in
thousands) (Haskey, 1993, p. 27; Central Statistical Office, 1995, p. 31)

In order to better understand and explain this increase in both the numbers and
proportion of lone-parent families, one should look at how routes to lone parenthood
have changed over the years. Figure 2.10. (above) gives an up-to-date breakdown of
lone-parent families by marntal status. It shows that one third of lone-parent families
are headed by never-married mothers, with over one half headed by divorced or
separated mothers. Much smaller proportions are headed by lone fathers (9.5 per
cent) and widowed mothers (4.8 per cent). Figure 2.11. (below) compares this
breakdown to equivalent breakdowns over time. Seeing this chart in conjunction with
figure 2.10. (above) one can see that this growth was initially fuelled by the increase
in the numbers of divorced mothers, who headed 22 per cent of lone-parent families in
1971 growing to 40 per cent in 1986. More recently, however, it has been the growth

in the number of unmarried mothers which has been notable - 23 per cent in 1986,
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growing to 33 per cent in 1992, from a figure of 14 per cent in 1971. The proportion
of lone fathers has remained fairly steady throughout, at around 10 per cent. The
other interesting trend regards the proportion of lone-parent families headed by

widows, down from 22 per cent in 1971 to only 5 per cent in 1992 (indeed, this

category 1s the only category where numbers of such families have fallen). .
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Figure 2.11.: Breakdown of lone-parent families by marital status and/or sex
1971-1992 (Haskey, 1993, p. 30; OPCS, 1994a, p. 17)

It 1s this former trend - the growth in the number and proportion of families headed by
never-married mothers - that has been highlighted by demographers (see Cooper,
1991; Haskey, 1993; McKay and Marsh, 1994, p. 1) and that has worried the British
government (see Chapter 9). This increase has become tied-in in much discourse with
the increasing number of extra-marital births. Government ministers have used the
statistic that over 30 per cent all births have recently been to unmarried mothers (see

Population Trends, 1993, p. 50 for this statistic) to argue that nearly a third of all
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babies are born into a lone-parent family. Equating births outside marriage with lone
parenthood is, however, misleading. An analysis of the most recent figures shows that
of the 215,225 births outside marriage, 163,753 (76 per cent) were registered by two
parents, with 55 per cent registered by both parents living at the same address
(Population Trends 73, 1993, p. 50). Figure 2.11. shows, though, that there has been

an increase in the proportion of lone-parent families headed by lone mothers.

There have been few studies investigating the reason for this contemporary growth
however. Bradshaw and Millar's (1991, pp. 10-11) survey included a question asking
lone parents, retroséectively, why they had made the decision to separate or, in the
case of single lone mothers, not to live together. The most common reason given was
that one of them had found someone else, committed adultery or been unfaithful (24
per cent). Other common reasons given were: they did not get on any more, violence,
and iack of communication. Overall, Bradshaw and Millar (1991) found that the
choice of lone parenthood only occurred after a long history of serious problems and

difficulties.

Over the longer term, it may well be that factors such as easier divorce, the reduction
of the stigma of lone parenthood, and the existence of a benefit system for lone
parents, make lone parenthood an ‘easier’ option nowadays. No empirical evidence
exists to support these oft-made claims, however, though the pattern of increase in
numbers and types of lone-parent families since 1971 (see figures 2.10.) lends support
to the hypothesis that easier divorce is responsible for at least some of the increase in
numbers (the 1969 Divorce Reform Act came into operation in 1971 and made

divorce easier - see 3.3. for a more detailed discussion).

In summary, there has been a sharp increase in the number of lone-parent families in

Great Britain over the last thirty or so years. If one takes a longer perspective,
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however, today's level of lone parenthood is not at an altogether unprecedented high.
It 1s the route into lone parenthood that has changed over the years, with the
proportion headed by widows dramatically decreasing (due to improved mortality)
and the proportion headed by divorced or separated women increasing (due to a
comprehensive divorce law). Over the last few years, though, the increase in the

proportion of lone-parent families headed by never-married women has been notable.

2.3.3. Trends Across Countries

Lone parenthood 1s not, then, new. Neither is it unique to Brtain. Roll (1989, p. 2)

has observed:
"it 1s striking the extent to which all countries [of the European Community]
have expentenced the same trends".
Indeed, throughout the industrialised world, lone-parent families have formed a
substantial and growing proportion of all families over the second half of this century
(Millar, 1989, p. 1). Like with like comparisons are rarely available, largely because

different countries use different official definitions of lone-parent families (see

Ermisch, 1991, pp. 24-25; Roll, 1992, pp. 7-10), but it appears that the western

industnalised countries have followed similar trends to Britain in the post-war period.

Bradshaw et al's (1993, p. 75-77) study of support for children in fifteen western

industnialised countries shows that the U.S.A. has the greatest proportion of lone-
parent families as a proportion of all families with dependent children, at 25 per cent.
Greece and Spain have the lowest proportion with only five per cent. Figure 2.12.

(below) shows that the U.K. has a relatively high proportion of lone-parent families,

but 1s by no means unusual.
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Figure 2.12.: Lone-parent families as a proportion of all families, in fifteen
countries (Bradshaw et al, 1993, p. 76)

The surge in the growth of lone-parent families began in the 1960s in the U.S.A, and

slightly later in other countries. Duskin (1990, p. 9) points out that since the early
1970s numbers have increased relatively moderately in some countries (for example,
in France), but have soared in other countnes, including Britain, Australia and the
United States. For most countries, she calculates, the increase in numbers has been

between 30 and 50 per cent (Duskin, 1990, p. 9).
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Several cross-national commonalities can be identified regarding lone-parent family
trends, numbers and characteristics, in developed countries. Firstly, the large majonty
of lone parents in most countries are women (Millar, 1994, p. 69). Secondly, lone-
parent families generally have a greater risk of poverty than do two-parent families

(see Zill and Rogers, 1988 for the U.S.A; Roll, 1992 for the E.C. countries). In most

countries this family type is dependent on public support in large numbers as in Britain
(Department of Social Security, 1990b, p. 85). Also as in Britain, maintenance 1s not
commonly a major income source for lone parents (see Roll, 1992, p. 17). Thirdly, in
many countries, particularly richer countries, there is now a smaller proportion of
lone-parent families headed by widows than there was in previous decades, and a
greater proportion of lone-parent families headed by never-married mothers, although

marital breakdown is still the most common route into lone parenthood (Roll, 1992).

Where Great Britain is unusual is in the employment patterns of lone-parent families.
Great Britain is one of the few countries where lone mothers are less likely to be
employed than partnered mothers (Millar, 1992, p. 33). Millar (1992, p. 33) points
out that while the labour force participation rate of all mothers in Britain 1s amongst
the highest in the E.C., the labour force participation of lone mothers is amongst the
lowest. In France, for example, 85 per cent of lone mothers are economically active,
compared to 67 per cent of mothers in general (Lefaucher, 1992, p. 27), and 1n Italy
60 per cent of lone mothers are economically active compared to 40 per cent of
mothers in general (Palomba, 1992, pp. 29-30). As was discussed above (see section
2.2.3.), in Britain 41 per cent of lone mothers are in employment compared to 62 per

cent of partnered mothers (OPCS, 1994a, p. 114).

In most respects, however, the characteristics, numbers and trends in lone-parent
families in Britain are similar to those in other developed countries. As in Bntain, in

many countries there have been distinct policy measures formulated for this
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population group4

and, as in Britain, in many countries lone-parent families have been
on the political agenda during the 1980s and/or 1990s. In the following chapter,
policy for lone-parent families in Britain will be focused on. It is worth pointing out
here that similar debates have taken place in many other countries, even if the same

policy measures have not always resulted”.

2.4. SUMMARY

The terminology used to refer to families with only one resident parent has varied
over time. In common with much recent academic literature, the term 'lone-parent

family' is preferred here.

Individually, the types of families headed by lone parents are diverse. As an aggregate

group, however, certain common characteristics can be identified, not least the

relative poverty of families headed by one parent.

Lone parenthood 1s not new. Current levels are possibly very similar to those of one
hundred years ago. Nowadays, however, only five per cent of lone parents are
widows, whereas death of a spouse was the main route into lone parenthood around
one hundred years ago. Presently, the majority of lone parents are divorced or
separated, though the number of never-married mothers is on the increase. Unlike in

the past, lone parenthood is now primarily a female phenomenon.
Bntain 1s expeniencing similar trends to other western industnialised nations.

Governments have tended to treat the post-war rise in numbers of lone parents as a

problem, although governmental responses have varied across countries.
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In Chapter 3 the development of policy for lone parents in Britain is summansed.
Recent legislation and policy proposals and rhetoric are focused on, but trends in

policy over the last one hundred years are also discussed.
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FOOTNOTES

I Most data available relate to Great Britain rather than the United Kingdom. Where
United Kingdom data are available, however, they will be used.

2 Indeed, in the U.S.A. lone-parent families headed by women are referred to not
numerically but as 'female-headed households' (David, 1983, p. 206). This term is
seen by FNF as more accurately describing a situation where the child has regular
contact with both parents, while living largely with the mother.

3 The National Child Development Study is a birth cohort study following, amongst
other cohorts, the progress of all 17,000 babies born in one week in 1958,

4 These include the lone-parent family allowance in Denmark (Fridberg, 1992, p. 23);
specific tax allowances in Greece (Papadimitriou, 1992, p. 26); the API means-tested
benefit, and the ASF benefit for those families where the absent parent is paying no
matntenance 1n France (Lefaucheur, 1992, pp. 27-28); the means tested Lone Parents'
Allowance 1n Ireland (Richardson, 1992, pp. 28-29); favourable tax treatment for lone
parents with a child under 12 in the Netherlands (Nell, 1992, pp. 30-31); and lone
parents have prionty in access to childcare facilities in Portugal (Botao, 1992, p. 32).

> For example, in Australia the debate about child support (see Millar and Whiteford,
1993) has been very similar to that having taken place and currently taking place in
this country (discussed in more detail in Chapters 7 and 9). In both the U.S.A and the
Scandinavian countries too there has been governmental concern over the situation of

lone-parent families (see Garfinkel and Wong, 1990; Askevold, 1990; Duskin, 1990).
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3

TRENDS IN LONE-PARENT FAMILY
POLICY

In this second of the 'setting of the scene' chapters, the development of policy for

lone-parent families 1n Britain

is summarised. Important pieces of legislation and
landmark reports are examined, and the general slant of policy over the years is
discussed. Developments are looked at over several policy areas, each of which has
special salience for lone-parent families: the income support area; the housing area;
and, moving to family law, divorce policy, the private maintenance area; child
custody;, and, policy concerning what were referred to until recently in law as

'illegitimate’ children. Developments in all of these policy areas have been well-

documented elsewhere so the discussion for each is brief, with readers referred to

other texts for more details. 2

3.1. INCOME SUPPORT POLICY

As was touched upon in Chapter 2, lone mothers and their children have always relied

disproportionately on state benefits, in one form or another, as their major source of
income. Before the Welfare State was set-up in the 1940s, they relied largely on the
Poor Law and Public Assistance Authorities for what was called relief. Since then,

various social securnity benefits have been provided.
The Poor Law was the predecessor to the modern day social security system.

Abolished in 1948, it was a last resort for the destitute - there to provide financial or

institutional support for those who could not work and had no one else to tumn to for
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help. Moreover, the provision of financial support was often contingent on the
behaviour of the potential recipient, particularly in the nineteenth century. The Poor
L.aw Guardians had clear ideas of what constituted deserving behaviour. This was to
shape the kind of support given to lone-parent families. The Guardians had a strong
respect for marriage and its sanctity, with any woman seen to have flouted this treated
harshly. Thus, widows were treated more favourably than separated and unmarried
mothers, although, in the case of the former, if the separation was seen as the
husband's fault, treatment was likely to be more generous. Lone fathers were expected
to work to support their children, and usually did, though if this proved impossible the

children may have been taken into the workhouse (see Finer and McGregor, 1974b;

Brown, 1987, pp. 15-18).

There was, thus, a hierarchy apparent in provision for different types of lone parents.
Widows received reasonably sympathetic treatment within the constraints of the Poor
Law according to Brown (1987, p. 17), although there were sometimes fears that too
favourable treatment would discourage the husband and father from providing in
advance for his wife and children. Lewis and Piachaud (1987, pp. 35-36) tell of how
some workhouses routinely told the widow that her children would be taken into the
workhouse. If she protested and said that she would manage to bring them up on her
own, she would not be offered any financial relief. Otherwise, help would be given. In
most cases, though, the long-term relief given was not sufficient for subsistence. It
was expected that, after the initial period of mourning, widows should work to

support their children, aided by this extra financial help from the authonities (Finer and
McGregor, 1974; Brown, 1987, p. 17).

Deserted wives were usually denied financial help for a year to ensure that they were
not colluding with their husbands to defraud the authorities, but after that penod such

help would usually be given. Unmarried mothers and wives who had not been
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deserted, but who had themselves left their husbands, were given no financial relief as
it was felt that any financial help would condone and encourage this immoral and
feckless behaviour. Such women were invanably forced to enter the workhouse (see
Finer and McGregor, 1974; B'rown, 1987, p. 18, Lewis and Piachaud, 1987, pp. 35-
36; Macaskill, 1993, p. 11).

The state was, in other words, very reluctant to take over what it saw as the role of a
husband. All lone mothers were expected to work to support their children. The

unsupported mother was a worker first and a mother second in the eyes of the

authorities (see Brown, 1987, pp. 16-20; Lewis and Piachaud, 1987, p. 36).

This changed, somewhat, in the early part of the twentieth century. It was decided by
those administering the Poor Law that the mother should not work if her children

were likely to suffer from her absence. Finer and McGregor (1974, p. 126) and
Brown (1987, p. 20) put this down to the greater public concern for children which,
they say, can be dated to the Boer War at the turn of the century. It was realised then
that children, boys in particular, must be brought up to be strong and healthy in order
that they could fight for their country. The result was that more financial aid was

given and, for unmarried mothers, special maternity homes were set-up, an alternative

to the workhouse (Brown, 1987, pp. 20-21).

The situation improved further for widows in the inter-war years when, in 1925,
pensions were granted to women whose husbands had died. The National Insurance
Act of 1936 meant that lone mothers who had contributed to the scheme could claim
benefits on the basis of their contributions. Many lone mothers, though, did not
benefit under either Act, and it was not until the Welfare State was put in place after

World War II that the institutionalisation of lone mothers truly became a thing of the

past. Under the 1948 National Assistance Act, non-widowed lone mothers received a
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safety net means tested benefit. Widows received a higher-level benefit, classed

alongside the male unemployed as deserving of a non-means tested insurance-based

benefit.

For the first time, unconditional state support for all types of lone mothers unable to

support themselves was available. Lewis and Piachaud (1987, p. 37) describe this as a
part of the move by the state to treat all women with dependent children as mothers
first and foremost. No longer were women with children expected to work. Maternal

bonding theory3 was influential, contributing to this move to regarding the mother's

place as being in the home, looking after her children.

The next major watershed in the area of income support for lone-parent families was
the setting-up of the Commission on One-Parent Families in 1969. The Commission's

work and Report (Department of Health and Social Security, 1974a and b) are largely
of symbolic importance as there was little policy change of substance. Rather, it

represented a new concern apparent in governmental circles about this population

group.

It 1s always difficult to pin-down 'moods' of the time but it does seem to be generally
agreed that the 1960s saw more liberal attitudes to sex outside marriage, to marriage
itself, to the position of women, and to the duty of the state to help those most in
need. As a result, lone-parent families began to be viewed more compassionately, with
less of a stigma attached to their situation (Department of Health and Social Security,
1974a; Macaskill, 1993). Put simply, whereas the 1950s had seen an emphasis on
morality, and on the terrible, even evil, consequences of illegitimacy and sexual
laisons outside marnage, the 1960s seemed to herald in a more permissive era (see

Department of Social Security, 1974a; Phillips, 1988; Weeks, 1989; Durham, 1991;

Lewis, 1992; Macaskill, 1993 for discussion of the 1960's 'permissive society').
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It was in this more liberal context, then, that the Labour government, in 1969,
appointed a Royal Commission to look into the problems of lone-parent families. The
Report of the Committee on One-Parent Families (Department of Health and Social
Secunty, 1974a and b) was published, five years later. This Report, often referred to
as The Finer Report after its Chairman Sir Moms Finer, contained 230

recommendations not all to do with Income Support policy but also dealing with the
administration of family law and maintenance provisions under family law. It was
widely recognised as being a substantial social document (Macaskill, 1993, p. 35).
The recommendations were, taken together and individually, aimed at raising the

status of lone-parent families to that of two-parent families.

The key recommendation concerning income support policy was for the adoption of a
'guaranteed maintenance allowance'. All lone parents would be eligible for this
allowance which would be non-contributory. The benefit would replace maintenance
payments for divorced and separated lone mothers, with the state itself responsible for
collecting maintenance payments from the absent father. The child component of the

allowance would be non-means tested, and the adult component would be reduced for

earnings, but with a taper (Department of Health and Social Security, 1974a, pp. 289-
314).

This was radical in several ways: all lone parents were to be treated alike; private
maintenance was to become the state's responsibility; and the structure of the
allowance, along with complimentary recommendations regarding employment and
childcare 1ssues, meant that, in effect, lone parents would be free to choose whether
or not they wished to take paid employment. The allowance was never, however,
adopted. In fact, by 1978 only 38 recommendations had been adopted, with a further
29 endorsed, and 115 rejected. The rest remained in limbo (Macaskill, 1993, p. 35).
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Although this guaranteed maintenance allowance was not taken up, the government
did, in 1976, extend Family Allowances to the first child in lone-parent families. The
following year, when the Child Benefit scheme was introduced, lone-parent families
were given an additional payment on top of the normal Child Benefit rate, later called
One Parent Benefit. Millar (1994, p. 68) argues that 7he Finer Report was

instrumental in the passage of these benefits. She says that this publication convinced
policy-makers that lone-parent families had extra needs, and should be catered for by

income support policy measures which recognised this.

Perhaps this period can be best summed-up by Finer's comment (Department of

Health and Social Security, 1974a, p. 7):
"The old tanff of blame which pitied widows but attached varying degrees of

moral delinquency to divorced or separated women or to unmarried mothers
is becoming irrelevant in the face of the imperative recognition that what
chiefly matters in such situations is to assist and protect dependent children,
all of whom ought to be treated alike irrespective of their mothers'

circumstances.”

No longer was the amount or type of state benefits available contingent on the mantal
status and behaviour of the lone mother (although more generous benefits were, and
still are, available to widowed mothers reflecting the differing degrees of deservedness

with which the state regards different types of lone mothers).

In 1979 the Conservative Party succeeded the Labour Party in governing the country.
Although little lone-parent family policy was implemented during the
Wilson/Callaghan years, lip service was paid to the importance of financial support for

lone-parent families (see, for example, Hansard, 1975). Rhetoric under the Thatcher

governments was, however, different.
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Publicly ministerial talk was of Victorian values and traditional morality. Lone-parent
families were rarely mentioned, perhaps because they were not seen as being a part of

these. The two-parent family model was generally presented as the 'proper' family

type (see Smart, 1987, Durham, 1991).

As in the Seventies, however, rhetoric and action did not always coincide. Lone-
parent families were the target of several policy measures during this period. One
Parent Benefit was established in 1980, and a government campaign was launched to
publicise it (Macaskill, 1993, p. 45). This year also saw the extension of higher long-
term supplementary benefit scale rates to lone parents after one year, rather than after
two years, on benefit, and the introduction of the Tapered Earnings Disregard (see
Weale et al, 1984). One of the major pieces of legislation of the Government's second
term, the 1986 Social Security Act, also had implications for lone-parent families,
both directly and indirectly. Under this Act, lone parents lost the right to have thetr
child-care costs taken into account when working part-time and claiming benefit. The
introduction of the Social Fund was also seen by lone-parent family pressure groups
as impacting on lone parents, although this was not a measure aimed specifically at

this group.

The third term of the Thatcher government saw lone-parent families, and more
specifically, those dependent on income support benefits, becoming a major concern.
Having reformed the social security system by enacting the Social Secunity Act of
1986, the government began to focus on lone-parent families (Bradshaw and Millar,
1991, p. 1). Social Secunty Minister John Moore made several speeches about lone
parents during 1987 and 1988 which centred on the relationship between the benefits
available and the behaviour of lone parents. Other ministers also made this the subject
of their speeches during this period (see Bradshaw, 1989, p. 5, Macaskill, 1993, p.

44-45). In 1988 a Ministerial Review of policy for lone parents was announced, the
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Social Securnity Advisory Committee undertook a research review, and major research
studies on the dynamics of lone parenthood (this was to result in Bradshaw and
Millar's 1991 publication), and on the housing consequences of relationship
breakdown (resulting in Bull's 1991 publication) were commissioned (Bradshaw,
1989, p. 5). Lone-parent families were under the government spotlight again, with

concern largely focussing on how much such families were costing the state in income

support payments.

More recently, under their fourth term of government, Conservative ministers'
concerns about lone-parent families have become very public (see Chapters 7 and 9
for detailed discussions of the amount and type of media coverage over this perod,
and of ministers' stated concerns). There have been no major changes in income

support policy as yet, however, although developments in other areas are documented

in the remainder of this chapter.

Overall there has been a trend towards policy objectives which encourage lone
mothers to return to, or to stay in, paid employment (see Bradshaw, 1989). The
Tapered Earnings Disregard introduced during the first term of the Thatcher
government sought to encourage lone parents on benefit to work by allowing them to
keep some of their benefit in addition to their wages (see Weale et al, 1984), as did
the later £15 Earnings Disregard. More recently, the Department of Employment has
introduced a variety of initiatives, many at a local level, with this aim in mind, and it is
one of the new Child Support Agency's (less well-publicised) functions. Family Credit
has become payable at 16 hours of work per week instead of 24 hours, and £15 of
child maintenance is disregarded against Family Credit, (but not against Income
Support so that those lone parents on Income Support continue to receive no financial
gain from low levels of maintenance) (Millar, 1994, p. 71). The 'Under-5s Initiative',

run by the Department of Health, has a lone parent category, with the aim being to
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pump prime voluntary sector provision of affordable day-care for lone parents with
pre-school children so that they are free to return to work or to education (see
Edwards, 1993). Although not specifically directed towards lone-parent families the
measure, introduced in October 1994 whereby families claiming benefits will have
child-care costs of up to £40 a week offset against their earnings when their benefit
entitlement is assessed, will have implications for many lone-parent families caught in

the much documented 'poverty trap' (Campling, 1995, p. 96). This can be seen as

replacing the child-care allowance abolished in the 1986 Social Security Act, a move

which was deeply unpopular with lone parent pressure groups and with groups

concerned with children.

Despite these moves, however, many commentators have argued that many lone
parents who want to work are financially unable to do so because of the workings of

the benefit system and the lack of services such as child-care provision, forced instead
into long-term dependency on the benefits system (see Cohen, 1988; Bradshaw, 1989;
Brown, 1989; Millar, 1989; Parker, 1989; Moss, 1991; Marsh and McKay, 1993).
When Macaskill called her 1993 publication From the Workhouse to the Workplace,
then, she summed-up over a century of policy for lone-parent families in one respect,
but skirted over the ambiguity inherent in many policy measures which mean that

many lone parents feel that they are, in fact, unable to enter the workplace (see

Bradshaw and Millar, 1991, pp. 32-47).

Another important trend has been the move, over the duration of the twentieth
century, towards regarding all non-widowed lone parents as equally deserving (or
undeserving) of support. Rather than the state making judgements as to the level of
support given based on the behaviour of the mother, all non-widowed lone parents are

now regarded in the same way (although recent government rhetoric has suggested a
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desire in some quarters to return to a hierarchy of benefits based on such behavioural

judgments - see Chapter 9).

It seems to be the case, though, that the Ministerial Review of lone-parent family
policy announced in the 1980s is still very much alive. It may be that, retrospectively,

the mid-1990s will be seen as another watershed in the provision of income support
for lone-parent families. What is certain at the time of writing is that there is a
realisation at the governmental level that income support policy can no longer be seen
in isolation. Policy-makers seem to have reached the conclusion that policy for lone-
parent families must be about more than state benefits, it must be coherent across a
range of policy areas. Some of these policy areas will now be discussed, with the most

recent developments placed in this context.

3.2. HOUSING

During the nineteenth century and in the first part of the twentieth, many lone mothers

(particularly unmarried ones) and their children could be found in workhouses as
described above in 3.1.. Unmarried mothers were even, on occasion, removed to
mental homes and incarcerated, sometimes for many years, because they had given
birth out of wedlock (see Melville, 1991). Some hostels were available, providing

'non-judgemental’ accommodation, but they were few in number (Macaskill, 1993, pp.

12-13).

By the onset of World War II, homes and hostels, funded by local authorities, were
more common. The provision of such accommodation was, however, generally seen

as a stop-gap for, usually, unmarried mothers. Apart from this, there were no 'special’

housing measures aimed at lone parents (Macaskill, 1993, pp. 18-20).
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Indeed, 1t was not until the 1960s that this situation changed. This decade saw
voluntary housing associations forming bedsit and flatlet projects specifically for lone
mothers, as hostels and homes went out of fashion. More importantly, in the late
1960s local authorities started to play a part, with some housing lone-parent families
for the first time. This was discretionary however - there was no specific legislation

giving lone-parent families the nght to such housing. It was the 1977 Housing
(Homeless Persons) Act that legislated that all but the 'intentionally homeless' must be
housed by housing departments. Homeless families with children were given priority

over families or individuals without children in the allocation of public housing

(Macaskill, 1993, pp. 38-40).

Little has changed since then but, at the time of writing, change seems imminent. In
January 1994 a consultative paper was issued on housing: Access fo Local Authority

and Housing Association Tenancies (Department of Environment, 1994). The
document contained two sets of proposals: the first relating to the provision of

accommodation in an emergency, and the second to the allocation of local authority

and housing association tenancies.

In sum, the main elements of the proposals were:
1) to confine the duty of local authorities to one of securing accommodation
for a limited period for those in priority need, in an immediate crisis occurring
through no fault of their own, and who have no alternative accommodation

available;

11) to make waiting lists the only route by which people can be allocated

permanent accommodation;

1) to encourage local housing authorities to help households by providing

more user-friendly approaches. (Department of the Environment, 1994, p. 5.)
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In July 1994 the results of the consultative process were made public. In accordance
with the proposals, it was announced that homeless people are no longer to be given
priority on council waiting lists, but that local authorities will have to prowvide
emergency accommodation, for at least a year, to people, including lone parents, who
come to them with no suitable alternative accommodation. In short, Sir George

Young, Housing Minister, has proposed that genuinely homeless families should be
provided with temporary housing and then take their turn in the housing queue for
permanent homes. This is to replace the present law whereby homeless families (with

children) have an automatic right to permanent council housing, whatever their

circumstances.

These changes may have implications for the teenage mother living at home with her
parents as eviction by family or friends will no longer lead to homeless status and
automatic priornty rehousing (she will no longer be classed as 'genuinely’ homeless).
Neither will lone parents and their children leaving the family home on separation
from the other parent be liable for automatic priority rehousing into permanent

accommodation, though it is expected that the discretion of local authorities will view

each case 'on its merits'.

The proposals have been presented by the government as making the housing system

'fairer’. Although lone-parent families were not mentioned at all in the consultative

document (Department of Environment, 1994), the public announcement (Young,

1993) of the results of the consultative process made it clear that it was, in large part,
governmental concern about the cost of lone-parent families and about the widespread
public perception that the housing system was awarding irresponsible behaviour by
giving priority to lone-parent families in regard to housing, that motivated the

proposed reforms. It is expected that the proposals will be enacted in Autumn 1995

(Campling, 1995, p. 101).
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Housing 1s one of the areas of policy where the Scottish Office operates with
considerable independence from Whitehall. In May 1994 the consultatative paper
Tackling Homelessness was published reflecting this independence in that several
proposals suggest the increasing of the rights of homeless people, unlike the Eng\ish
proposals. The Scottish Office appears to share the concerns of the Department of

Environment, however, in the area of 'queue jumping'. Those in priority need,
including lone parents, may lose their right to permanent housing if these proposals

are enacted.

If both the English and Scottish proposals are enacted, then, it seems that, legally,
lone-parent families without their own home will find themselves in a similar position
to their counterparts in the mid-1970s, before the 1977 Housing (Homeless Persons)

Act and the equivalent Scottish legislation reached the statute books. Lone-parent

families will no longer be able to 'queue jump'.

3.3. DIVORCE

There have been many statutes enacted by parliament relating to divorce procedures.

It is not the role of this background chapter to detail them all (for such information

see Lee, 1974; Stetson, 1982). Below landmark divorce legislation will be highlighted

and briefly discussed.

Modern divorce law was established through the Divorce Reform and Matrimonial

Causes Act 1857. It made divorce available to all, when previously it had only been

available to the very rich. It was not until the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1923,
however, that husbands and wives were put on an equal footing in respect of the

grounds of divorce. Previously the husband's adultery had not been sufficient grounds
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for a wife to divorce him, whereas a husband could divorce his wife following her

adultery (Finer and McGregor, 1974).

This 'double standard' of acceptable extra-marital sexual behaviour was to be
important in family law for much of this century. 'Bad wives' and 'bad mothers' were

often defined as such following their adulterous behaviour. This ground for divorce
was seen as legal justification to withhold child custody and/or financial support (see
3.4. and 3.5. below as well as 3.1. above) and is important in understanding much of
the stigmatisation of lone mothers, and the idea that many lone mothers are immoral

or fallen women (see Finer and McGregor, 1974).

The 1969 Divorce Reform Act went some way to abolishing this idea of mantal
breakdown being due to one of the parties being a 'bad' husband or wife, father or
mother. Put on the statute books following much debate over a period of many years,
it has been seen as a product of the permissive era in legislation (see section 3.1.
above). In a complete revision of divorce law, it allowed divorce on the sole grounds
of 'irretrievable breakdown'. The aim was to allow marriages that had irretrievably
broken down to be ended with maximum faimess and minimum bitterness and, thus,

the idea that one of the parties was 'at fault' became less important (Department of

Health and Social Security, 19743)4. The 'indissoluble’ marriage became a thing of }l}e
past as everyone who wanted a divorce was granted one sooner or later (previously a
divorce could be refused by the courts). The 1976 Divorce (Scotland) Act similarly
introduced irretrievable breakdown as the sole ground for divorce in Scotland (see the

Board of Social Responsibility, 1992, pp. 16-17).

Within three years of the 1969 Act coming into operation, the number of divorces

doubled (Jackson, 1982, p. 163). This upward trend has continued, although the rate
has stabilised since the mid-Eighties (Lord Chancellor's Department, 1993b, p. 3).
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The 1969 Act was the last major reform of divorce law in England and Wales. In
December 1993, however, the government issued a Green Paper on divorce reform:
Looking to the Future: Mediation and the Ground for Divorce. The White Paper,
based on the content of the Green Paper, is expected to be published during May

1995 with the legislation enacted during the 1995/96 parliamentary session.

The Lord Chancellor's proposals follow the Law Commission's acceptance that the
present divorce law 1s confusing and unjust and provokes hostility and bitterness,
perhaps even exacerbating the effect on children of mantal breakdown (Law
Commission, 1990). With these criticisms in mind, the consultation paper puts
forward a host of options for change. Irretrievable breakdown is to remain the sole
ground for divorce but what is new is that after divorce is filed for there will be a
year's so-called 'cooling-off' period. The emphasis is on mediation, with the couple
offered the opportunity to attend a personal interview and encouraged to discuss their
situation with a trained mediator and receive his/her neutral help in negotiating
financial and child matters. Furthermore, for the couple to be eligible to achieve legal
aid they must behave 'reasonably' in this mediation situation. Mediators are foreseen
as replacing lawyers in the process, with first port of call on divorce being to the

mediator rather than to legal professionals (Lord Chancellor's Department, 1993a).

The thrust of the proposals is to temper the adversarial and combative nature of
divorce, and to give couples the opportunity to save their marriage if, on reflection,
that is possible. The present system is seen by the government as causing children to
suffer trauma as a result of parents in conflict, as well as being stressful for the adults
involved. The emphasis on mediation is aimed at alleviating this stress and trauma. As

with the 1969 Act, a main expressed objective is to support the institution of

marriage.
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The cost-cutting side to the proposals is emphasised in the Green Paper. It mentions
the costs of divorce to the National Health Service, to employers, and to the legal aid
fund. This last cost seems to be the main concern. The paper points out that legal aid
for divorcing spouses 1s estimated to have cost £180 million in 1993/94. It states:

"The Government believes that the costs of dissolving a marriage, like the

costs of forming it, should be bome by the couple themselves." (Lord

Chancellor's Department, 1993b, p. 13).
Where there is a nisk that children's interests might not be protected, however, or
where there is disparity in the spouses' bargaining positions, there will still be public
assistance available. This will be granted if the couple do not have sufficient financial
means, and then only if they 'behave reasonably' during the me;liation period.

Reducing the burden on the tax-payer is, then, an important aim (Lord Chancellor's

Department, 1993a).

The proposals can also be seen alongside the Child Support Act (see 3.4.) and the
Children Act (see 3.5.) as embracing the government's stated aim of enacting child-
friendly legislation. The proposals stress that both parents continue to be responsible

for their children on divorce (as it is firmly believed by the government that this is best
for children).

The Conservative government's ideological drive to privatise is also apparent in the
Green Paper proposals. The move from courts and the legal system to what seems to

amount to an independent mediation service can be seen in this light.

The first major reform in divorce law since 1969 is imminent, then, framed by the
cost-cutting ethos of the 1990s as well as giving importance to the recognition that

the divorce process is unnecessarily adversarial. A more consensual process is seen as

being in the interests of children, something that the government has been keen to
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promote across several of the recent policy measures taken or proposed, and

discussed 1n this chapter.

In Scotland, the Law Commission has made recommendations less radical than those
of 1ts English counterpart. It has recommended a reduction in the separation period

before a divorce is granted from two years to one year as it believes that, at present,
the law encourages people to 'create’ a fault ground in order to get a divorce sooner
than the two year separation basis allows (The Board of Social Responsibility, 1992,

p. 17). At the time of writing, however, this has not been enacted, and such an

enactment does not appear to be imminent.

3.4. MAINTENANCE

Divorce inevitably leads to financial considerations between the two spouses,

involving their children. This section looks at trends in private maintenance law over

the years.

When examining private maintenance law one must distinguish between maintenance
payable to the ex-partner, and maintenance payable to the children. Legal distinctions
have also been made between maintenance payable in cases for which the couple have

been married and have had children, and cases for which the children have been born

out of wedlock.

In the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth century common law did not

recognise any enforceable duty of a father to support his child. Obligations did,
however, anise under the Poor Law. For most of this period the parish could recover

the cost of maintenance of bastard children from the father and, from 1844, unmarried
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mothers could obtain an order from the magistrates' courts requiring the father to pay

maintenance. From 1878 separated wives could also use the courts in this way (Finer

and McGregor, 1974).

Moving into the twentieth century, affiliation orders, pursued through the courts,

remained the only way that unmarnied mothers could receive any maintenance through

the courts from their ex-partners until relatively recently.

In the case of divorced and separated mothers the behaviour of the mother, in terms
of whether or not she was 'at fault', often shaped the amount of maintenance payable
as decided by the courts (see Smart, 1984b, p. 11). The 'innocent' wife was generally
awarded one third of her ex-husband's income, with additional amounts for the
support of the children. The 'one third rule' was, however, applied with discretion by
judges, rather than being enshrined in law. The 'guilty’ wife, on the other hand, may
have been penalised by the court's refusal to grant maintenance, or by a lower

maintenance award. This decision would be dependent on 'the scale' of her adultery

(see Department of Health and Social Secunty, 1974a, p. 85).

This was to change with the enactment of the Matrimonial Proceedings and Property
Act in 1970. This Act followed the 1969 Divorce Reform Act in reforming the law on
maintenance in line with the new divorce law. During the previous decade the 'one
third rule' had fallen out of favour with judges. Instead, it had become common for
judges to apply the concept that an innocent wife was entitled to be maintained at the
same standard of living as her husband after divorce. The Matrimonial Proceedings

and Property Act took this notion and enshrined it in law, stating that its purpose was

to place the parties, with regard to their conduct, in the financial position they would
have been in had the marriage not broken down. The discretionary element of judges'

rulings was also reduced, with the introduction of a specific list of considerations that
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the judges were required to pay heed to before making maintenance orders

(Department of Health and Social Security, 1974a, pp. 81-88).

The next major piece of legislation in this area came fourteen years later. The
principle of placing the parties to divorce in the financial position in which they would

have been had the mamage not broken down, had been deemed, by this time, so

impracticable as to become virtually meaningless (Burgoyne et al, 1987, p. 67). Under

the Matrimonial and Family Proceedings Act 1984 the courts were instead required to
give prionty to the needs of the children, and were told to promote the principle of

self-sufficiency of the spouse by either a 'clean-break' - a once and for all financial

settlement - or by maintenance orders of a limited duration, designed to provide a
smooth transition from marriage to independence. Moreover, conduct was
reintroduced as one of the factors to be taken into account when determining
maintenance awards. Under this act, the courts were required to consider the earning
capacity of the husband and of the wife when deciding on maintenance awards, and
not just the current earning capacity but also the earning capacity should steps be

taken in the employment direction (aimed at the wife who had given up work on

having children) (see Burgoyne et al, 1987; Eekelaar and Maclean, 1986, pp. 49-53).

The Act was, in short, based on an assumption that husband and wife would be in a

position to start on equal terms, with a 'clean slate', after the divorce.” It has been
criticised on these grounds, particularly by feminist writers who point to the hurdles

women, in particular women caring for children, face in the labour market (see Land,

1983, pp. 79-82; Lewis, 1992, p. 63).

The situation in Scotland has been different (see Bird, 1993, pp. 181-191).
Fundamentally the claim of a child to maintenance has always been the child's own

claim, never depending on the parents' decision about whether or not to divorce.
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Support for children has always been the first priority (Clive, 1984, p. 197-198). The
courts in Scotland have never been under any obligation to attempt to put the parties
to divorce in the position they would have been in had the marriage continued.
Scottish law has largely left the redistribution of a couple's capital and income to the
judge's discretion. The Family Law (Scotland) Act 1985 followed the 1984 Family
and Matrimonial Proceedings Act, though, in implementing a system of rules to be
used to decide on redistribution of resources (Thomson, 1987, p. 111). Finally, the

Scottish courts have never had as much power to redistribute assets between husband

and wife as have the English courts.

The Child Support Act 1991, the most recent piece of legislation pertaining to
maintenance, applies throughout the United Kingdom6. Under this legislation no
distinction 1s made between fathers who have and who have not been married to the

mother of their children. In 1990, following concern that many absent fathers were
not providing sufficiently for their children (see Department of Social Security, 1990b,
p. i; Bradshaw and Millar, 1991, p. 77; Bird, 1993, p. 20; Child Support Agency,
1993, p. 3), the White Paper Children Come First (Department of Social Security,

1990a and b) was published, setting out a new system for the assessment, collection

and enforcement of child maintenance.

The Foreword to the Paper stated that:

"Government.....can and must ensure that proper financial provision for

children is made by their parents whenever it can be reasonably expected.

While many absent parents make regular payments, 70 per cent regrettably do

not. The inevitable result is that more and more caring parents and their
children have become dependent on income support. This makes it difficult for

them to achieve greater independence through working. And at the same time,
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it places the responsibility for maintaining the children on other tax-payers,

many of whom are raising children of their own.

It is indeed in everyone's interests that the system should be reformed. It 1s in
the interests of children that they should be maintained by their parents.

Maintenance provides them with a reliable source of income and they learn

about the responsibility which family members owe each other.

It is in the interests of the caring parent if they have maintenance for their
children. Maintenance provides an invaluable bridge from reliance on Income

Support into the world of work." (Department of Social Secunty, 1990a,

Foreword.)

As can be gleaned from the above quote, the emphasis of the White Paper, and of the
resultant legislation, has been on responsibility. It is stressed by the government that
parents are responsible for their offspring, as a good in itself and also to prevent the
wider community (tax-payers) having to take on this responsibility. Furthermore, the
government believes that if both parents are responsible towards their children the
children will learn about the unconditional responsibilities that family members have

towards each other, again a good in itself. Finally, the parent with care of the child
will be able to take responsibility for her own life by going out to work rather than

relying on the state for support.

In this way, the Child Support Act can be seen alongside the Children Act (discussed

below in 3.5.) and the proposed divorce law reform (discussed above in 3.3.) as
increasing parental responsibility. Indeed, in the Foreword to Children Come First,

the government presents the Act as part of its programme to review and reform the

family justice system. Ministers state that the programme's priority is "the interests of
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the child; the emphasis 1s on parental responsibility" (Department of Social Security,
1990a, Foreword). As with all the elements of the programme, the proposals in
Children Come First, say the government, are aimed at "giving priority to the child's
welfare if his family breaks up and clanfying and highlighting parental responsibility

for securing that welfare” (Department of Social Security, 1990a, Foreword).

The recommendations presented in the White Paper were enacted in the Child
Support Act 1991. The Child Support Agency, set-up to operate this system, came
on-stream in Aprnl 1993. The new system means that child maintenance can be
assessed by a standard formula7, rather than being calculated solely by judges (based
on some amount of discretion). The Agency is responsible for tracing 'absent parents'
and, as well as assessing them, has the powers to collect and enforce payments. The
caseload is being taken on in phasess, with the absent parents of those children whose
parent with care is on Income Support, as well as new cases, being taken on at the
moment. Lone parents in receipt of Income Support are legally required to name the
father of the child in order that maintenance can be sought from him, unless such
naming will cause 'undue harm or distress' to the mother or child. This Agency is the

responsibility of the Department of Social Security rather than the family law system
(Child Support Agency, 1993, p. 3).

There has been much controversy surrounding the Act, primarily centring round the

formula which 1s seen by many fathers' groups and others as being too general in not

allowing for certain essential expenditure (this will be discussed in more detail in
Chapter 9). In order to allay this controversy somewhat various reforms to the
Agency's workings have been announced by the government since the Agency came
on-stream. The most recent and most substantial were outlined by Social Security
Minister Peter Lilley in January 1995. He announced that an independent appeals

system would be set up for parents to appeal against assessments; that there would be
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changes to the formula governing clean-break settlements made before Apnl 1993;
that there would be a widening of the criteria involved in making assessments to take
account of the costs of second families and travel to work; that a more flexible
formula would be used to calculate maintenance to provide a 'safety valve' for people
who would be thrown into genuine hardship; and that extra money would be made

available for mothers on benefit who, under present rules, have maintenance payments
docked (to come nto effect in 1997). He also announced that more than 50,000 cases
would be deferred indefinitely, with those not on benefits (to be taken on by the

Agency in 1996) no longer taken on in the foreseeable future.

The government has attempted, through the Child Support Act, to make the payment

of maintenance to one's children throughout their dependent years something that is

done by every parent, and something that is regulated by a standard formula rather

than being at the discretion of individual judges. The Act and the Agency will be
discussed in detail in Chapters 5 and 7 as they have been uppermost on government
and media agendas over recent years. Of all the policy developments discussed 1n this

chapter the Child Support Act has certainly been the subject of the most media

attention.

3.5. CHILD CUSTODY?

Custody of children has always been separate from the principle of their maintenance.
Thus, whether or not, for example, a father has any contact with his child he is liable

to maintain him or her. Financial support does not mean automatic rights to see the

child.
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In the early nineteenth century all parental authority over children was paternal. The
father always had custody of the children following marital breakdown whatever his
behaviour and previous involvement with the children. The beginning of a challenge to
this automatic father nght came with the 1839 Custody of Infants Act which provided
the first formal link between mother and child. The mother, on condition of behaviour,

could have custody of children under the age of seven (Brophy and Smart, 1981, p.
4).

It was not until 1925 though, when the Guardianship of Infants Act was passed, that
mothers were given the same rights as fathers to apply to the courts for custody of the
children (Brophy and Smart, 1981, p. 6). From this time on custody was usually given
to.the mother unless she was guilty of adultery. As time went on, though, even the
'guilty’ mother was given 'care and control' of the child though custody was awarded
to the father (a purely pragmatic distinction, the effect of which was that the child
resided with the mother). The maternal depnivation theories of the 1950s (mentioned
in 3.1. above) again helped cement this move from paternal to maternal authority

(Burgoyne et al, 1987, p. 76-78).

Unmarried fathers, though, have had a different standing in law to married fathers
until relatively recently. It was not until 1959 that the Legitimacy Act gave the father

of an illegitimate child the same nights to apply for custody or access as the married

father.

The 1969 Divorce Reform Act marked the end of the notion, embedded in policy, that
'guilty’ mothers should not get custody of the children. From this time on the court
has examined each case on what is best for the child, notwithstanding adulterous

affairs. This has usually meant that the mother gets custody (see Burgoyne et al,
1987).
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Moving into the 1980s, the Family Law Reform Act of 1987 can be seen as a
precursor to the Children Act of 1989. The Family Law Reform Act introduced the
principle that the relationships between parents and children are to be construed
without regard to whether or not the parents were, or are, married. It does not
automatically give unmarried fathers the same rights as married fathers but does

provide a mechanism whereby they can acquire these rights and responsibilities

(Hoggett and Pearl, 1987, pp. 399-451).

The Children Act 1989 is the most recent piece of legislation in this area. It 1s a wide-
reaching piece of legislation with much of it not relevant to lone-parent families
specifically. In the area of child custody, however, it is extremely important. Billed as
"the most comprehensive and radical piece of legislation relating to children" (Lord

Chancellor's Department, 1992, p. 4) it enshrines five main principles:

". the child's welfare is the paramount concern....
- children are best cared for by both parents wherever possible

- the State and the courts should intervene only where it will clearly make

things better for the child

- delay is not generally in the interest of the child

- the laws and procedures regarding children should be unified" (Lord
Chancellor's Department, 1992, p. 4).

These broad principles translate more specifically into the following: firstly, there is a
shift in emphasis away from 'parental nghts' towards 'parental responsibility' with both
parents responsible for children born in wedlock (but only the mother automatically
responsible for children born out of wedlock). The father in this situation must make a

legal agreement with the mother pertaining to joint parental responsibility.
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Secondly, no orders have to be made about children when their parents divorce. This
enables parents to continue as parents, encouraging them to co-operate for the benefit
of the child. Where this is not possible the courts have been given a new range of
court orders known as 'Section 8 Orders'. These replace the traditional 'custody' and
‘access' orders. There are four types of Section 8 orders: 'residence orders', ‘contact
orders', 'prohibited steps orders', and 'specific issue orders'. Parents and guardians are

entitled to apply for any Section 8 order, and the child him or herself can apply for

one if he/she has the leave of the court. This last provision is radical. No age limit is
specified but a child who is felt to be old enough to decide for him/herself which

parent he/she wants to live with is now legally able to have a say (see Lyon and Lyon,

1991, pp. 905-1026).

In short, custody law as it stands at present in England and Wales has taken the child's
‘best interests' into account for many years. The Children Act has, though, made
explicit the provision that children are best cared for by both parents wherever

possible.

The Act has received little criticism - it has, indeed, been widely-acclaimed. There

have been complaints, however, that it is not being implemented quickly enough from

some quarters, most notably in this context from fathers' rights groups such as

Families Need Fathers.

The Act applies in full only in England and Wales. Only a few of the provisions relate
to Scotland. Some of the principles enshrined in the Act are long-standing in Scotland
however. Running through Scottish law on parent and child are three principles: the
interests of the child are of prime importance; in order to promote those interests both
parents have certain responsibilities; in order to enable them to fulfil those

responsibilities both parents have certain rights (Clive, 1992, p. 111). Neveﬂheléss a
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Scottish Children Act seems imminent. In 1992 the .Scottish Law Commission
published its Report on Family Law recommending reform of the law relating to
children in a family context. These recommendations centred around adopting many
of the valuable features of the 1989 Children Act, including the replacement of
existing parental rights of guardianship, custody and access with new nghts of
residence and contact, in a bid to reflect that even after separation both parents have a
continuing parental role in the upbringing of the child. The Commission also
recommended the abolition of the legal status of illegitimacy, the removal of legal
discrimination against unmarried fathers, giving some statutory content to the notions
of parental responsibilities and rights, and increasing the emphasis on the views of the
child (see Clive, 1992 for a fuller discussion of all of these proposals). In November

1994 the Scottish Secretary announced plans for a Children Act to be enacted during
1995.

The overall trend in legislation concerning child custody has been that the dominant
position of fathers apparent in the nineteenth century has given way to the dominant
position of mothers in the twentieth century. The 1989 Children Act, and its soon to
be enacted Scottish counterpart, signal a move towards a more equitable position,

though, with recent policy objectives dictating that both parents continue to care for

the child after parental separation wherever possible.

3.6. 'LEGITIMACY'

For most of this century as well as the last children born outside wedlock have been
legally distinct from children born inside this institution. The legal term applied to

children born outside wedlock has been 'illegitimate’.
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The 1926 Legitimacy Act provided for a child born outside marriage to be legitimated
by the subsequent marnage of his/her parents, an important status change as the law
considered 1llegitimate children to be non-persons at this time. By 1975 a legislative
commitment had been made to the principle of equal rights to all children, whether or
not they were born 1n wedlock. It was not until 1987, however, that the Family Law

Reform Act removed all discrimination against illegitimate children (see Hoggett and
Pearl, 1987, pp. 399-451). Legal discrimination against children bom out of wedlock
was eliminated the previous year in Scotland under the Law Reform (Parent and
Child) (Scotland) Act 1986 although, as was made clear in section 3.5, the status of

illegitimacy still exists in law throughout Britain (Clive, 1992, p. 110).

The reforms in law enacted during the late 1980s can, though, be seen as indicative of
the changing attitudes towards children born to unmarried mothers. There is now less

stigma attached to such children as their numbers grow. If the Scottish Children Act
succeeds in abolishing the status of illegitimacy perhaps English law will follow and

ultimately children born to unmarried mothers will be viewed no differently to their

counterparts born to married couples.

3.7. CONCLUSION

This chapter has dealt with trends in several policy areas salient to lone-parent families
looking at developments during the nineteenth century and through the twentieth.

Looking at these policy areas together rather than separately, several general points

can be identified.

The 1960s marked the heralding in of policy specific to, and on the whole sympathetic

to, lone-parent families. They were recognised as comprising a group which needed
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help from the state, as such families faced 'special circumstances'. Lone-parent families
were no longer treated simply as poor families with children as some of the particular
difficulties of bringing up a child alone came to be recognised by policy-makers.

Divorce legislation enacted during this time has been seen as a product of the

permissive mood of the 1960s. This legislation along with the Report of the

Committee on One-Parent Families and greater involvement of local authorities in
housing all give a flavour of the change in emphasis from lone-parent families as

deviants, to the recognition that they needed to be helped and not judged.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s another change is apparent, this time guided by the
realisation, as their number has grown, that lone-parent families cost the state a lot of
money. The trend to privatise responsibility for such families in order to save public
money is the dominant one. The Child Support Act and the new housing and divorce

proposals can all be seen in this light. Even the Children Act, with its concept of
parental responsibility, has elements of this drive. Underlying all of this is a moral
tone. The government clearly considers two-parent families preferable to one-parent
families, although lone-parent families which do not rely on state support are viewed
ambiguously as the government's emphasis on personal choice then comes into

conflict with normative statements about 'good' and 'bad' family types.

The key factor guiding lone-parent family policy in the 1990s is cost to the public
purse. Policy has moved from giving no concessions to this family type, to
recognising, accepting, and aiming to help this family type, to the present day thrust
of helping lone parents to help themselves as their number increases and such families

become commonplace.
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FOOTNOTES

! Although the social security system is the same throughout Britain, Scottish and
English family law differ, as do Scottish and English developments in housing policy
(Wales is also independent in this respect). English developments will be focused on
here, with the Scottish side being dealt with only cursorily. This is primanly for
reasons of space but, in addition, this is a background chapter for a study that focuses
on images of lone-parent families in the so-called 'national’, or London-based, media.
It inevitably focuses on English family law when covering housing policy, divorce and
other family law developments, and thus it is appropriate that the focus here is on
English legislation. Specific developments in Wales have not been dealt with.

2 Different writers have specialised in different policy areas, though rarely have these
been brought together in one volume or chapter. For income maintenance policy see
Department of Health and Social Secunity (1974a and b); Richardson (1984);, Brown
(1987); Millar (1989); Macaskill (1993). For housing and employment developments
see Macaskill (1993). For divorce see Lee (1974); Stetson (1982); Phillips (1988).
For maintenance see Levin (1984); Smart (1984a);, Eekelaar and Maclean (1986);
Bird (1993). For child custody see Smart and Sevenhuijsen (1989). For family law
generally see Brophy and Smart (1981);, Stetson (1982); Deech (1984), Smart

(1984a); Hoggett and Pearl (1991, pp. 500-566). For Scottish family law see
Thomson (1991). Department of Health and Social Security (1974a and b) is useful in
all of these areas for details pre-1974.

3 John Bowlby (1958, 1965, 1971, 1975) was the best-known proponent of maternal
bonding theory. He suggested that infants form a deep attachment to one person,
usually the mother, which, if broken through separation, may have severe effects
lasting into adulthood. His work was extremely influential and was often used,
particularly in the 1950s, to imply that even temporary separations, for example the

mother going out to work every day and leaving the child with someone else, could
emotionally scar a child for life (Bilton et al, 1987, p. 293).

4 The Act established the sole ground for divorce as irretrievable breakdown but this

was established by proving one of five 'facts' - adultery plus intolerability, intolerable
behaviour, desertion for two years, separation for two years with consent, or
separation for five years without consent.

> It should be noted, however, that the 'clean-break’ arrangement was pertinent only

to maintenance for the ex-wife. Parents continued to have a legal responsibility to
maintain their children.

6 Some provisions of the Act do, however, apply only in Scotland. See Bird (1993,
pp. 181-191) for a discussion of these.

7 A contribution for the carer, usually the mother, is included in the formula.

8 Compliance with the Agency 1s mandatory only if the parent with care is in receipt

of Income Support, Family Credit, or Disability Working Allowance. For other cases
the parent with care has the choice of whether he or she wants to use the services of
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the Agency. At present this service is only available to newly separated or divorced
lone parents (Department of Social Security, 1993, p. 7).

9 'Custody’ ts now an obsolete term legally. It has been replaced with the term
'residence’. The term 'access' has been replaced with 'contact'. The parent with custody
of the child is now officially referred to as the 'parent with care'. For want of a smooth
way of referring to the situation, however, the word 'custody' is used here.
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4

THE ACTORS: A REVIEW OF PRESSURE
GROUP LITERATURE

"Each policy problem, as it reaches the agenda, brings with it a whole
constellation of interests who then engage in political activity in order to
ensure that the processing of that issue is to their advantage. Indeed, the very
agenda-setting process is often at the centre of the power struggle in society

with pressure groups playing a central role in the struggles to attract the
attentton of decision-makers and the public at large." (Richardson, 1993, pp.
5-6, his 1talics.)

This study has two focuses: organisations, and processes. As Richardson (1993, pp.
5-6) suggests in the quote reprinted above, many organisation<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>