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Dual-Earner Family Policies atWork

for Single-Parent Families

Laurie C. Maldonado and Rense Nieuwenhuis

Family dynamics are changing and single-parent families are becoming more
common across countries. In their flagship report “Progress of the World’s
Women, 2019–2020,” UN Women (2019) demonstrated that, contrary to
popular belief, couples with children do not constitute a majority of all fami-
lies, but rather there are many different types of families (also see Chapter 5
by Razavi and Chapter 9 by Adema, Clarke, and Thévenon, both in this
volume). Single parenthood is considered a “new social risk” in poverty
and inequality (Bonoli, 2013). Therefore, policy makers and legislators have
designed targeted policy specifically for single parents, such as targeted child
benefits to single parents. In addition, legislation and social policy have
been designed and implemented specifically for single parents, such as child
support (as analyzed in Chapter 12 by Skinner and Hakovirta in this volume)
and family law such as child custody and shared residence. This chapter
takes a different approach, based on the universalist argument that without
adequate social protection that benefits all families, those families that are
more vulnerable are often hit the hardest. We focus on family policies, and
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specifically we examine whether and to what extent single parents benefit
from the same family policies that are available to all families with children.

Based on the extant literature on single parents and family policies, there
seems to be a strong case that family policy does reduce poverty among
all families with children. In fact, some literature even suggests that single
parents benefit more from universal family policies than couples with chil-
dren. This position can also be found in our own work (Maldonado &
Nieuwenhuis, 2015; Nieuwenhuis & Maldonado, 2018b), but the claim is
far reaching and requires further review. This chapter sets out to examine
how family policies differently affect the poverty rate of single-parent fami-
lies versus couples with children and also probes whether or not there is a
premium—or penalty—for single parents. Following Daly (Chapter 2 in this
volume), we focus on child income support (with an emphasis on family
benefits), early childhood education and care (ECEC), and parental leave.
We review the literature on the question of whether these policies benefit
single-parent families more. In addition, we examine a number of compara-
tive family policy data infrastructures to empirically examine the question of
whether family policies provide additional benefits to single-parent families.
The remainder of this chapter is organized in three parts. First, we intro-

duce the rise of single parenthood and aspects of their well-being such as
their employment and their elevated poverty risk. It provides a theoretical
framework to explain challenges associated with single parenthood. The next
section provides a literature review on family policy outcomes for single
parents and parents in couples. This is followed by an empirical illustration of
what can be learned regarding the question to what extent single parents and
two-parent families benefit from family policies. To conclude, we examine
how to improve the data infrastructures and research to deepen our under-
standing of the role of family policy in improving the lives of single parents
and their children.

Single Parents in a Triple Bind

Single parenthood has become increasingly common, but varies substan-
tially across OECD countries. The share of households with children that
are headed by a single parent (as a percentage of all households with depen-
dent children) ranges from around 10% (e.g., in Italy, Poland, or Slovenia) to
around 25% (e.g., in the United States, Sweden, and Ireland) (Nieuwenhuis
& Maldonado, 2018b). Gender inequality is a major concern, as the majority
of single-parent families are headed by women. At the same time, there are
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shifting demographics and a small and slightly growing percentage of single-
parent families that are headed by fathers. In fact, fathers are becoming more
involved in the care for their children (even separated fathers), especially in
the Nordic countries (Nieuwenhuis, 2020). Single parents face higher risks of
poverty compared to couples with children, and this is more pronounced in
some countries (Nieuwenhuis & Maldonado, 2018b). The challenges faced
by single parents can be explained by the triple bind framework.

Single-parent families risk being caught in a triple bind of inadequate
resources, employment, and policy (Nieuwenhuis & Maldonado, 2018b).
With respect to their resources, single parents are likely to have a low level of
education compared to parents in a couple (McLanahan, 2004). This pattern
of an “educational gradient” was found across a number of social-democratic,
liberal, and continental welfare regimes (but not in Southern Europe), yet
was found to hardly be the “smoking gun” (Härkönen, 2018, p. 43) in
explaining single parents’ elevated poverty risks. Instead, with only one earner
and caregiver in the household, single parents are without a potential second
earner to fall back on during difficult economic times and without a second
caregiver to help combine work and family responsibilities. The majority of
single parents work; however, many are employed in low-quality jobs. Jobs
that are often low wage, without protection, and without adequate work-
family supports. Working single parents are more likely to experience in-work
poverty compared to parents in couples (Nieuwenhuis & Maldonado, 2018a)
and experience worse work–life balance (Esser & Olsen, 2018). The third
bind pertains to inadequate or missing policy. For instance, many countries
have policies that support employment as a means to reduce poverty, but
if such demands are not met by the support to combine work and family
responsibilities, it may be particularly difficult for single parents to meet such
demands. Taken together, the triple bind makes it difficult for single parents
to work and care for their families. Inadequate resources and employment,
combined with no social safety net and an ineffective family policy, can leave
far too many single-parent families in poverty.
The triple bind of single-parent families provides some insights for family

policy. On one hand, most aspects of the triple bind are not unique to
single parents. Couples with children, too, can experience in-work poverty,
particularly if they have not obtained a high level of education. In addi-
tion, they can experience difficulties in combining work and family, and
of course, caregiving responsibilities are not equally shared among couples
(even in comparatively gender-equal societies as Sweden; Evertsson &Nermo,
2007). As such, it may be expected that single parents and couples with chil-
dren alike benefit from income supports to children, as well as ECEC and
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parental leave to combine work and family. On the other hand, single parents
are more likely to face many aspects of the triple bind compared to couples
with children. Although parents in couples face similar work–family conflicts,
single parents have far greater challenges with less income and less ability to
share care work. This increased need for child income support and work–
family reconciliation policies may also increase the benefit they gain from
such family policies.

Literature Review

Child Income Support: Family Benefits

Child income supports, such as family benefits, have proven to be a key
instrument against poverty among families with children. Family benefits,
a type of cash transfer that offsets the cost of raising children, are particu-
larly effective in reducing poverty for single-parent and two-parent families
(Bradshaw & Finch, 2002; Bradshaw, Keung, & Czhen, 2018; Chzhen &
Bradshaw, 2012; Gornick & Jäntti, 2012; Maldonado & Nieuwenhuis, 2015;
Morissens, 2018). Bradshaw and Finch (2002) studied child benefit pack-
ages across countries using model families to assess the generosity of child
benefit levels. They found that countries with more generous child benefit
packages have lower child poverty rates. Chzhen and Bradshaw (2012) later
examined both poverty and material deprivation among children in single-
parent families. They found that poverty is lower in countries with higher
transfers, whereas material deprivation is more related to a country’s standard
of living. Gornick and Jäntti (2012) report similar findings: that redistribu-
tion significantly reduced child poverty. Bradshaw et al. (2018) showed that
the amount of received, as well as other benefits, is a significant portion of
single-parent families’ household disposable income.

Some have raised concerns about moral hazard regarding income bene-
fits and family formation. For instance, income benefits may encourage
single parenthood. However, this argument was strongly countered by Brady,
Finnigan, and Hübgen (2017). In their framework that distinguishes between
the prevalence and penalties associated with risk factors for poverty, they
found that higher benefit transfers reduce the poverty penalty associated
with single motherhood but that this did not increase their prevalence. More
generally, the literature shows a limited impact of child benefits on fertility—
as detailed in Chapter 9 by Adema, Clarke, and Thévenon in this volume.



13 Dual-Earner Family Policies at Work for Single-Parent Families 307

In other words, benefit transfers do not entice people to become a single
parent but do reduce their poverty.

In addition, it is important to examine which benefits are targeted toward
low-income families. Research has investigated the effectiveness of benefits
targeted specifically to those who need it the most vis-à-vis benefits that are
designed for all families (Kenworthy, 2011; Korpi & Palme, 1998; Marchal
& Van Lancker, 2019; Marx, Salanauskaite, & Verbist, 2016; Skocpol, 1991;
Van Lancker, Ghysels, & Cantillon, 2015; Van Lancker & Van Mechelen,
2015; Van Oorschot & Roosma, 2017). In their seminal study, Korpi and
Palme (1998) showed that universal transfers were more effective to reduce
poverty overall than transfers targeted specifically at the poor. They addressed
this “paradox of redistribution” by arguing that heavily targeted benefits lose
the partisan support of middle-class and higher income voters, and therefore,
such benefits are at risk of being cut. Brady and Burroway (2012) also found
that universal transfers have been more effective in reducing poverty than
transfers targeting single-parent families.

Other researchers have shown that the “paradox of redistribution” is less
of a concern. Marx et al. (2016) found that current minimum income
protection schemes alone are insufficient to reduce poverty. Instead, poverty
reduction may benefit from a combination of both universal and targeted
benefits. Van Lancker et al. (2015) found that targeting child benefits for
single-parent families is an effective way to reduce poverty, as long as adequate
overall levels of redistribution are maintained. Morissens (2018) found that
targeted benefits and universal benefits are both indispensable in reducing
poverty among both working single parents and single parents who are out
of work.

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC)

Public services for ECEC are arguably among the most important to support
working parents (Olivetti & Petrongolo, 2017) as well as beneficial to chil-
dren’s well-being and development (Gambaro, Stewart, & Waldfogel, 2015).
ECEC is most effective when it is available, affordable, and of adequate
quality (ibid., also see Chapter 8 by Vandenbroeck and Chapter 24 Sirén,
Doctrinal, Van Lancker, and Nieuwenhuis, both in this volume). Family care
needs can form barriers to paid work and be nearly impossible to reconcile
with work requirements. One alternative is to rely on informal care arrange-
ments, but those do not necessarily offer the stability necessary to maintain
employment (Van Lancker & Horemans, 2017).
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Public childcare is essential to single mothers’ employment. Bainbridge,
Meyers, and Waldfogel’s (2003) US-based study found that childcare subsi-
dies for working single mothers stimulated employment more so than for
single mothers on welfare. They also found that family tax benefits to
support childcare explained a larger share of single mothers’ employment.
They underlined the importance of examining specific aspects of childcare
policy. Berger and Black (1992) also discussed childcare policy provisions
and the need for high-quality childcare. In their study of Finland, Nether-
lands, and the UK, Moilanen, May, and Räikkönen (2016) found that
working single mothers experience more childcare-related challenges, partic-
ularly when working nonstandard hours. In a large comparative study, Van
Lancker (2018) found across European countries that single parents who had
used ECEC services when their children were young were indeed more likely
to be employed later in life.
The benefits of ECEC extend beyond increasing the likelihood that single

parents are employed; they also improve employment conditions or improve
work–life balance among those who are employed. Nieuwenhuis, Tøge, and
Palme (2018) showed that ECEC services were associated with more single
parents in employment but also that this employment was associated with
a larger health benefit in societies with more extensive ECEC provisions. At
the same time, single parents who were not employed experienced poorer
health (but less so in countries with higher levels of child income support).
More generally, Millar and Rowlingson (2001) reported that single parents
do well in jobs that are not only well paid but also well supported (also see
Rowlingson & McKay, 2002). Esser and Olsen (2018) found that working
single parents experience less work–life balance but also that their work–life
balance is supported in countries with dual-earner, dual-carer family policies
(such as ECEC, but also paid parental leave).

Parental Leave

Parental leave policies ensure that parents can take leave from their employ-
ment around the time of the birth of their child(ren) and during the early
years of their childhood, while guaranteeing that parents can return to their
job after the leave and still receive some level of continued wage payment
or wage replacement (Gornick & Meyers, 2003). As such, it is a policy that
inherently promotes and protects parents’ attachment to the labor market and
can be an effective strategy to reduce poverty. In a comparative study of 18
OECD countries, leave was found to reduce poverty by facilitating employ-
ment—more effectively so among single parents than two-parent families
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(Maldonado & Nieuwenhuis, 2015)—so that a single parent may take time
off to care for a sick child and return to work without fear of losing the
job. However, parental leave had to be matched with some level of wage
replacement, as unpaid parental leave did not reduce poverty. Moreover, paid
parental leave was found not only to elevate single parents out of poverty
but also to increase the likelihood of achieving a middle-class income (Byun,
2018).

As is the case with many family policies, the design of the parental leave
policy matters to determine its effectiveness and possible trade-offs. These
tradeoffs are discussed in great detail in Chapter 11 by Hook and Li in
this volume, so here it suffices to focus on one such tradeoff particular to
single parents. It has often been documented that overly long periods of
parental leave are a mechanism of exclusion of women from the labor market
(Nieuwenhuis, Need, & Van der Kolk, 2017; Pettit & Hook, 2009). Misra,
Moller, and Budig (2007) showed that a number of different family policies
reduced poverty among single-parent families, although they cautioned that
overly lengthy parental leave may have unintended consequences for single
mothers and the labor market. Van Lancker (2018) showed that leave was
associated with a larger probability of single parents being employed in coun-
tries with moderate levels of leave. Yet, in countries with very long durations
of leave, having used parental leave was associated with a lower probability
of being employed. Van Lancker thus confirmed that many of the tradeoffs
associated with overly long parental leave also apply to single mothers.

A life-course perspective helps understand how paid leave policies can be
effective for single parents later in life, even when they are separated from
their partner (becoming a single parent) years after they last qualified for
taking parental leave. Bernardi and Mortelmans (2018) described the trajec-
tories of single parenthood and their poverty, work, health, migration, and
how these vary across the life course and are diverse across families and coun-
tries. Zagel (2014) detailed the various employment trajectories of single
mothers. Single mothers’ employment state includes full time, employment-
oriented, part time, part time return, gradual return, causally employed, and
inactive. Zagel (2014) explained that single parents enter and leave single
parenthood at very different points in time. There are multiple pathways to
being a single parent, such as divorce, separation, death of a partner, and
choice such as birth/adoption of a child by a single parent. In sum, the
parental leave used by parents in couples, thus promoting gender equality in
terms of labor force attachment and the accumulation of work experiences,
resonates later in the life course—including among those who have become
a single parent.



310 L. C. Maldonado and R. Nieuwenhuis

Recently, there has been greater attention directed to fathers’ involvement
in care work. Paid paternity leave is associated with higher participation
of fathers in childcare and better school performance among children
(Nepomnyaschy & Waldfogel, 2007). The positive effect of paternal leave
is also associated with greater participation in care for their child(ren) later
in life (Duvander & Jans, 2009). In Sweden, parental leave rights are indi-
vidualized and are mostly non-transferable, which encourages fathers to take
substantial amounts of leave. As parents can use their 8 months of (paid)
parental leave rights until their child reaches 8 years of age, even fathers who
are separated from the mother of their child(ren) can continue to take leave
(Duvander & Korsell, 2018). Fransson, Brolin Lafman, Ostberg, Bergstrom,
and Olsen (2018) showed that in Sweden, it is increasingly common that
children from separated parents live about equal amounts of time with both
parents. Such forms of shared residence currently are a hot topic of ongoing
investigation, but studies across a variety of contexts seem to indicate that
shared residence is beneficial to the well-being of children (Baude, Pearson,
& Drapeau, 2016; Nielsen, 2014).

Empirical Analysis

Following the literature review above, this section utilizes various data infras-
tructures to illustrate the extent to which family policies benefit single-parent
families more, less, or to same extent as two-parent families. Again, we focus
on child income support (with a focus on family benefits), ECEC, and
parental leave policies.

Child Income Support: Family Benefits

When it comes to analyzing how family policies differently benefit single
parents versus couples with children, family benefits are probably the best
covered in common data infrastructures. We highlight the Luxembourg
Income Study (LIS) database to illustrate an empirical example of, and data
from the Social Policy Indicator Database (SPIN) on child benefits and out-
of-work benefits from a social rights perspective. It should be noted that
particularly with respect to family benefits, a wide range of other data infras-
tructures are available, such as EUROMOD (Sutherland & Figari, 2013)—a
tax-benefit microsimulation model for the European Union, that comes with
the Hypothetical Household Tool (HHoT) for model household type based
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analyses of social rights and the CSB Minimum Income Protection Indica-
tors Database (Van Mechelen, Marchal, Goedemé, Marx, & Cantillon, 2011)
that includes data on minimum income protection provisions in Europe and
the United States over two decades.
The LIS database harmonizes pre-existing micro-data to a common

template in order to maximize comparability across countries, providing a
wide range of variables on persons and households. These data focus on
various sources of income (and taxes paid), including different components
pertaining to redistributive social policies such as family benefits. Other sets
of variables pertain to demographics, employment, and household composi-
tion; the latter makes it possible to use LIS to examine the impacts of family
benefits on single-parent and couple-parent families.

In a common type of policy analysis with LIS, researchers aim to quan-
tify the redistributive impacts of welfare state redistribution (whole or part
of a specific policy) on a measure of income, inequality, or poverty (Chzhen
& Bradshaw, 2012; Gornick & Jäntti, 2012; Gornick & Smeeding, 2018).
Here, we examine the impacts of family benefits on single parents and couples
with children who are at risk of poverty. To this end, poverty rates are calcu-
lated based on two income concepts: first, based on disposable household
income (after all benefits are received and taxes are paid); and second, based
on disposable household income, minus the amount of family benefits that
the family has received. This latter poverty rate represents how high poverty
would have been without family benefits. The difference between the two
poverty rates can be attributed to family benefits. This type of decomposi-
tion is not without limitations, as it is assumed that people do not change
their behavior in the absence of certain benefits, and when the analyses are
performed for multiple benefits, it remains unclear which of the benefits
lifted the household out of poverty (Nelson, 2004). Nonetheless, the type
of decomposition as described above indicates the capacity of family benefits
to lift different families out of poverty.

An example of this type of decomposition analysis is presented in Fig. 13.1,
for single-parent families and couples with children separately. The green bars
indicate the at-risk-of-poverty rates based on disposable household income,
and the orange bars indicate how high poverty would have been without
family benefits. The length of the orange bar can be interpreted as the
redistributive impact of family benefits on poverty.

A few findings stand out in Fig. 13.1. First, single parents face poverty risks
that are substantially higher compared to couples with children, with consid-
erable differences among countries. For instance, single parents’ poverty is
lower in the Nordic countries than in Canada, Luxembourg, or the United
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Fig. 13.1 Family benefits are associated with lower poverty for single-parent and
coupled-parent families (Source LIS data)

States. Second, without family benefits, poverty among single parents would
be substantially higher in most countries. This can be seen by the length of
the orange sections of bars. Third, again in most countries, family benefits are
associated with larger poverty reductions among single parents than among
couples with children (indicated by the larger orange bars among the former).

At first glance, Fig. 13.1 suggests that family benefits reduce poverty risks
for all families and more strongly among single parents. However, these anal-
yses are in fact not informative about why this is the case. It can, for instance,
not be distinguished whether single parents benefit more because they had
incomes closer to the poverty line (and therefore require smaller family benefit
amounts to be lifted out of poverty) or because they receive higher amounts.
Therefore, Fig. 13.2 explores this poverty threshold inquiry further.

Figure 13.2 shows for poor families just how far their income falls short
of the poverty line. For the calculation of poverty gaps, we used the poverty
line and household income before family benefits were included. The poverty
gaps are represented as a percentage of national poverty. The results suggest
that there is no consistent pattern among countries that show poor single
parents are closer to the poverty line than poor parents in couples. In fact,
in more than half the countries, poor single parents are further behind the
poverty line compared to poor couples with children.
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Fig. 13.2 Poverty gaps among poor single parents are not systematically larger than
poverty gaps among poor couples with children (Source LIS Data)

For instance, in Denmark, the income of single parents in poverty is, on
average, 20% below the Danish poverty line, whereas among couples with
children, it is about 40% below the poverty line. It is important to point
out that single parents in Denmark had a greater likelihood to be poor than
couples with children (Fig. 13.1), but this indicator (Fig. 13.2) shows that
among the poor, couples with children in Denmark tend to be worse off.
Therefore, this evidence shows it is not the case that single parents are closer
to the poverty line but instead shows why family benefits are associated with
larger poverty reductions among single parents.

So far, Figs. 12.1 and 12.2 build a strong case that higher family benefits
reduce poverty. However, these illustrations do not fully capture whether or
not higher benefits reduce poverty more among single-parent families. There-
fore, in Fig. 13.3, we present the association between how family benefits are
and their poverty reduction about single parents and couples with children.

In Fig. 13.3, countries are positioned on the x-axis according to the
amount of family benefits that households have received (equivalized for
household size). For instance, in Australia and the United Kingdom, single
parents (18–22% of the poverty line) received substantially more than couples
with children (around 10%), whereas in Estonia and Luxembourg, couples
with children received higher family benefits than single parents. The y-axis
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Fig. 13.3 Higher family benefits reduce poverty more, in particular, among single-
parent families (Source LIS Data)

shows the poverty reduction associated with family benefits, which corre-
sponds to the length of the orange bars in Fig. 13.1. Higher family benefits
tend to reduce poverty to a larger extent, and the association between the
levels of family benefits and the degree of poverty reduction is stronger among
single parents than among couples with children. In other words, a given
level of family benefits lifts more single-parent families out of poverty than
couples with children. There are several explanations for this finding. First
and foremost, single parents have higher poverty rates, which mean that a
larger proportion of this group can be lifted out of poverty. A second plausible
explanation is the degree of targeting. High degrees of targeting may be asso-
ciated with lower levels of benefits overall (Korpi & Palme, 1998), as a given
level of family benefits targeting may be associated with greater poverty reduc-
tions (Van Lancker et al., 2015). In an analysis of the institutional design
of family benefits (Marchal & Van Lancker, 2019), it was found that many
countries (e.g., the United Kingdom and the United States) target family
benefits heavily toward lower incomes, although there was no clear pattern
that this degree of targeting is stronger among single parents than among
couples with children. However, as single parents are more likely to have a
low income and be in poverty (Fig. 13.1), the degree of low-income targeting
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contributes to the explanation of why more single parents than couples with
children are lifted out of poverty at a given level of family benefits.

Next, we examine family benefits and unemployment insurance using
model family types (for a discussion of the use of model family types as
compared to observational data see Chapter 24 by Sirén, Doctrinal, Nieuwen-
huis, and Van Lancker, in this volume). In many countries, couples with
children receive higher benefits than single parents (cf. Fig. 13.3). However,
it cannot be inferred that the family benefit policies were designed to award
couples with children higher family benefits. Take for instance, the levels of
family benefits that are dependent on the number of children in families. So
even if the policy is designed to award a universal amount of family benefits
per child—irrespective of income and family composition—couples might
receive more benefits if they have more children. Such differences in socio-
economic and demographic makeup of families (often referred to as “policy
demand”) obfuscate analyses of micro-level data that seek to infer what the
policies intend to provide to families (often referred to as “policy supply”).1

A commonly applied technique to isolate the design to better understand
intentions of policy is to analyze model families (Bradshaw, Ditch, Holmes,
& Whiteford, 1993), which is a set of narrowly defined family compositions,
for the social policy rights are calculated across contexts. As the families are
kept identical across contexts, differences in which family benefits are entitled
to can only be attributed to differences in how the policies are implemented,
not to differences in the socio-economic composition (the “policy demand”)
of these families.
The SPIN database is a long-standing data infrastructure on policy indi-

cators (Ferrarini, Nelson, Korpi, & Palme, 2013). With a focus on social
security, SPIN is comprised of several databases, including the Out-of-
Work Benefits Dataset, the Child Benefit Dataset, the Parental Leave Benefit
Dataset, the Social Assistance and Minimum Income Protection Interim
Dataset, the Social Citizenship Indicator Program, and the Social Insurance
Entitlements Dataset. These databases are based on the social rights perspec-
tive (cf. Marshall, 1950), using the method of model families. As described
above, such indicators capture what policies intend to do (e.g., what rights
citizens can expect) rather than what citizens do with these policies (e.g., take
up). As such, these indicators can be used to analyze changing welfare states
as well as different welfare state outcomes across countries or over time. Many
of the databases in SPIN have model families representing both couples with
children as well as single-parent families, with the exception of the Child

1For more on this issue, see Chapter 24 by Doctrinal, Sirén, Nieuwenhuis, and Van Lancker, in this
volume, on childcare policy indicators.
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Benefit database (for which the source data did not provide information on
single parents). Nonetheless, indicators on income support such as child and
family benefits are included in several other databases.

In Fig. 13.4, we present results from the Out of Work Benefits database
(Doctrinal, Nelson, & Sirén, 2015). The model families are assumed to have
worked but then became unemployed and therefore qualify for insurance-
based unemployment benefits. In insurance-based benefits no differences
in benefit levels are to be expected between family forms—in contrast to
means-tested, social assistance-based benefits. Yet, the income situation of
different family types may differ in times of unemployment, for instance, due
to additional transfer such as from family benefits. Both the single parents
and the couples are assumed to have two dependent children. The benefits
these families receive are calculated at different wage levels (referring to their
employment before becoming involuntarily unemployed), ranging from 50
to 200% of average wage. The indicators in Fig. 13.4 represent the average of
these calculations at different wage levels. The green bars represent the level of
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Fig. 13.4 Family benefits remain an important source of income, even after
accounting for unemployment benefits, more so for single-parent families (Source
Out of Work Benefits Database)
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unemployment benefits these families receive, and the orange bars represent
the unemployment benefits topped with family benefits.2

In comparing single parents to couples with children, it is observed that
in most countries, their income position is similar to that of couples with
children but that their income relies to a larger extent on family benefits.
This is particularly the case in Australia, Ireland, and the United Kingdom.
It should also be noted that for these model families who have been working
full-time but lost their jobs, insurance-based unemployment benefits are a
more important part of their income. Nonetheless, family benefits represent
an important addition to their income to provide financial support for their
families. It should also be noted that in contemporary dual-earner societies,
many couples (with and without children) have two incomes. An income
replacement of substantially less than 100% during unemployment is a harder
burden for a single parent without a second earner. This has been identified as
a major risk factor for single-parent poverty (Alm, Nelson, & Nieuwenhuis,
2020).

Figures 13.1 through 13.3 support that higher amounts of family bene-
fits reduce poverty for families with children. Figure 13.3 further shows that
single parents have a steeper slope and perhaps benefit more. Figure 13.4
accounts for socio-demographic characteristics through the use of model
family types and examines unemployment benefits topped up with family
benefits. The findings suggest that family benefits are an important source of
income, but that in particular for single parents, family benefits represent a
substantial top-up in a large number of countries.

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC)

ECEC is an important policy measure for the work–family reconciliation of
all families and is crucially important for single-parent families. Here, we
focus on an indicator of ECEC affordability, for both single parents and
couples with children. These data, presented in Fig. 13.5, are from the OECD
Family Database,3 based on calculations using the OECD Tax and Benefit
Models 2015,4 by model household types. This ensures comparability across
contexts, and this particular example allows for an important comparison of

2It is not possible to disentangle these amounts in all countries, as the level of net benefits received
from either unemployment or family benefits can be adjusted to what other income (from benefits
or otherwise) these families receive. Nonetheless, the indicators represent the share of family benefits
that make up their income.
3www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm.
4http://www.oecd.org/social/benefits-and-wages/.

http://www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm
http://www.oecd.org/social/benefits-and-wages/
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B. ECEC Costs as % Disposable Household Income

A. ECEC Costs as % Average Wage
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Fig. 13.5 Single parents do less in ECEC than couples with children; however, single
parents pay a larger share of their household income (Source OECD Family database)

single-parent families and couples with children. The single parent is assumed
to work full-time at the national average wage, whereas the couple consists of
a full-time worker and one working at least 67% (both at the national average
wage). Both families have two children (aged 2 and 3), who use childcare
full-time in a typical day-care center.

Panel A in Fig. 13.5 shows the out-of-pocket costs for ECEC, separately
for single parents and couples with children. These are nominal amounts,
relative to the average wage in a country. This shows that, generally, the
single-parent family pays less for childcare (in absolute terms) compared to
the couple. This might be the case because the single-parent household (as
defined above) has a lower disposable household income. In Sweden, the
childcare fees are a percentage of household income. In Luxembourg, single
parents receive a higher benefit/compensation for the childcare costs. Panel B
shows the costs of families’ childcare expressed as a percentage of their dispos-
able household income; thus, a dual-earner family can more easily carry these
costs. Indeed, here it is shown that in the majority of countries, single parents
pay a larger (and sometimes substantially larger) share of their disposable
household income for the same amount of childcare as couples with children.
In Ireland, single parents pay more than 40% of their disposable household
income, whereas in the United States, single parents pay nearly 60%.
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Together, these graphs suggest that single parents tend to pay less for child-
care compared to couples with children, in part because of lower childcare
fees and because of higher benefits/compensation. Yet, as single parents lack
a second earner in the household, these costs impose a larger burden on their
disposable household income—in some countries, substantially more so.

Parental Leave

There are a number of data infrastructures on parental leave legislation and
benefits. However, there are no indicators that quantify separately the social
rights of single parents versus couples with children. Only in one case such
indicators are currently under development.
The International Network on Leave Policies and Research presents an

annual review of leave policies, and the 2019 edition (Koslowski, Blum,
Dobrotić, Macht, & Moss, 2019) covered 45 countries, including country-
specific reports and country-comparative indicators on maternity, paternity,
parental leave, and other leave measures. Durations of leave, paid leave,
and well-paid leave are reported, and conditions for flexibility are system-
atically indicated. However, it is not systematically indicated whether or
not single parents have specific rights, other than in the notes of country-
specific situations. For instance, it is reported that unpaid childcare leave
has an extended duration for single parents in Bulgaria, leave to care for
sick children in Chile is transferable to the father in case of the mother’s
death, and single mothers in Finland have the right to paternity benefit days.
Although this is valuable information, uncoded data do not lend themselves
well for quantitative, comparative analysis. Similarly, the Mutual Informa-
tion System of Social Protection5 provides qualitative descriptions of leave
policies that sometimes highlights specific rights for single parents but does
not systematically quantify these rights. The OECD Family Database does
provide quantified indicators on leave policies, including the duration and
pay levels, information on users of leave, additional leave entitlements for
working parents, and replacement rates that are based on the model family
types, but the information is not yet differentiated to single parents and
couples with children.
The Parental Leave Benefits database, part of the SPIN infrastructure

introduced above, is currently developing indicators that explicitly focus on

5https://www.missoc.org.

https://www.missoc.org
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Fig. 13.6 Duration of parental leave varies more between countries than between
family types (Source Parental Leave Benefits database [preliminary data])

single-parent families.6 Using model families, a number of aspects of these
leave policies are coded in a way that is comparable to couples with children.
This includes the duration and wage replacement rates during maternity,
paternity, and childcare leave, as well as other income support benefits directly
related to early parenthood. For some countries, preliminary results are
presented below. It should be noted that these results should be cautiously
interpreted. Nonetheless, some interesting patterns emerge.

Figure 13.6 shows the durations of paid leave in 13 countries for three
model family types: a single-parent family, a single-earner couple, and a dual-
earner couple. The durations include wage replacement and are for maternity
leave, parental leave, paternity, and/or childcare leave. Unpaid periods of
leave are not included. In the single-earner couple it is the person who was
employed who takes the leave, and the person who was not working does
not take any leave (even if it would be available to them). The dual-earner
couple is assumed to take their leave in a way that maximizes the duration of
their leave, therefore benefitting from additional durations of leave awarded

6We in particular thank Sofie Burman for her hard work on making these indicators available to
us, as well as Pär Dalén, and take any responsibility ourselves for the fact that these are preliminary
results subject to change.
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when the leave is taken equally, and taking their leave sequentially (rather
than together at the same time) when allowed.
The results show that by and large, each of these family types receives the

same or very similar durations of leave rights in most countries, and that
differences between countries vastly exceed differences between family types.
In Finland and France, single parents receive shorter leave compared to the
dual-earner couple, because in in these countries parental leave for fathers is
not transferable to single parents. Slovakia provides three weeks of extended
leave for single mothers with newborns. In a few other countries, including
Norway, Germany, and Sweden, the single-earner couple actually receives
shorter leaves than the single parents or dual-earner couple: in these coun-
tries the parental leave scheme is set up to encourage gender-equal taking up
of parental leave, but do not penalize single parents in case they are not able
to share the parental leave equally.

At first glance, the duration of parental leave does not necessarily benefit
single-parent families more or less. Therefore, Fig. 13.7 takes a different
approach. It does not show the duration of paid leave but the total income
replacement (related to having a young child) that different families would
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Fig. 13.7 Income replacement of full-year parental leave, single parents receive
slightly more; however, leave varies more between countries than between family
types (Source Parental Leave Benefits database [preliminary data])
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receive. The replacement rate is here defined as the total household income
while a parent is taking parental leave as a percentage of the income before
taking leave—assuming that everything else remained the same. It is further-
more assumed that each worker has an average wage, and that the families
choose to be on leave, or otherwise not on the job, for a full year—even
if they are entitled to a shorter period of leave. The calculation of income
replacement for a full year in each country provides a comparable indication
of how flexible families can be in choosing their own duration of leave. It is
calculated how much their total income differs from their average wage prior
to the year on leave. In these calculations, wage replacement during parental
leave is accounted for, as well as benefits related directly to early parenthood.
This includes child benefits, tax credits, and to the extent that the government
guarantees child support payment to the single parent if the “other parent”
does not pay. For an extensive review on child support, see Chapter 12 by
Skinner and Hakovirta in this volume.
The duration of parental leave captures the degree to which a family can

stay home to provide full-time care for their newborn without having to rely
on additional benefits such as social assistance. Similar to the out-of-work
benefits shown in Fig. 13.4, the couple with children can have a second earner
in the household, whereas this is typically not the case for single parents.
As such, single parents would have to rely solely on these levels of income
to avoid claiming other benefits such as social assistance, whereas couples
with young children may have other sources of income to compensate for the
income loss during parental leave. The impact of this is represented by the
distinction among the orange bars (couple with children, single earner) that
show the rate of wage replacement only for the person on leave. The purple
bars (couple with children, dual earner) show the effective level of income
a dual-earner family has when one parent goes on full-time leave for a year
while the other parent remains working full-time at the average wage.

Figure 13.7 confirms the earlier results that the differences among coun-
tries seem to be more substantial than the difference between single-parent
families (green bars) and single earner couples (orange bars). In most coun-
tries, single parents receive slightly more than the single-earner couple—in
part resonating the finding in Fig. 13.6 that many countries incentivize
gender-equal sharing of the parental leave, and in part due to the state
providing guaranteed payment of child support. The United Kingdom, for
instance, had a fairly average duration of parental leave matched with low
levels of income replacement and targeted child benefits for low-income
parents. Thus, parents with an average wage end up with a low level of income
replacement if parents go on leave for the full year.
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The small differences between the green and orange bars show that most
countries do not provide very different entitlements to people taking leave
based on their family composition. However, in terms of household income
during leave, it matters greatly whether there is a second earner in the
household—something single parents often do not have access to. This is
demonstrated by the purple bars, which show the effective income of a couple
where one partner goes on full-time leave and the other continues full-time
employment. Naturally, their income is substantially higher than that of a
single earner going on leave. In countries with low replacement rates during
parental leave, the income position of single parents falls substantially behind
that of dual-earner couples, not because they receive a substantially lower
replacement of their own wage but because they do not have a second earner
in the household. In other words, although the policy provisions are fairly
similar across family types, how these policies play out results in very different
situations for families.

Conclusion

In societies with increasingly diverse family structures, it is important to
address uniqueness of families while also providing universal family policies
to all. The evidence is clear that all families with children benefit from family
policies that include child income support, ECEC, and paid parental leave,
and that these benefits are extended to single parents. These policies help to
level the playing field for all families, and in numerous cases, it was shown
that single parents actually benefit more than couples with children.

For child income support—and in particular, family benefits—the results
are quite clear. The evidence is strong that family benefits do in fact lower
poverty for all families and especially for single-parent families. Family bene-
fits are more effective for single parents, not because they are closer to
the poverty line but because they receive higher amounts of family bene-
fits. In addition, because of economies of scale, even receiving the same
amount as two-parent families would benefit single-parent families more. The
differences among countries suggest that family benefits significantly reduce
poverty for couple-parent families more so than for single-parent families.
The only two exceptions, Luxembourg and Estonia whose family policies
benefit those families with the most resources as opposed to families that
are resource poor.

ECEC policies are perhaps the most important in facilitating mothers’
employment (Olivetti & Petrongolo, 2017). The literature review clearly
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showed how childcare provisions facilitate single parents with young chil-
dren to be employed, improve work–life balance, have health benefits, and
even reach into the middle class. The empirical results, however, showed that
the ECEC costs in many countries represent a larger share of their household
budget compared to dual-earner couples.
The literature review further indicated that paid parental leave—if not

overly long—can be beneficial to all families with children. Although there is
some evidence that parental leave benefits single parents slightly more, the
mechanism does not seem to be based on single parents receiving longer
periods of leave or substantially higher wage replacements. Parental leave enti-
tlements clearly differed more among countries than among family types.
Thus, the findings in the literature that single parents still benefit more from
parental leave than people in two-parent households might not be due to
differentiated leave entitlements but rather to the absence of a second earner
and care giver in the household. Yet, the empirical results suggested that
particularly in countries with low replacement rates during parental leave, the
income position of single parents on leave is substantially worse than among
dual-earner parents.

It is highly conventional to conclude a chapter like this by calling for
better family policy indicators to facilitate future research. We leave most of
that work to the chapters in the final section of this Handbook—in partic-
ular, Chapter 24 by Sirén, Doctrinal, Nieuwenhuis, and Van Lancker in this
volume. There is, however, one important finding that requires more atten-
tion here. In both the data on ECEC and on parental leave, we found that
although the provisions to single parents and couples with children were
highly similar, single parents were comparatively worse off. In dual-earner
societies, single parents find it challenging to pay even a slightly reduced
childcare fee or be on a single-wage replacement during leave. Paradoxically,
we also found support in the literature that despite the discrepancies between
their entitlements regarding ECEC and leave policies, single parents use these
policies to the same extent as couples (e.g., Van Lancker, 2018), and in some
cases, to greater effects in terms of employment and poverty reduction. To
resolve this paradox requires more family policy indicators that examine in
detail the entitlements provided to different family types.

However, this finding not only represents a challenge in data collection
but also a true challenge to policy makers, related to selectivity within univer-
salism (cf. Van Lancker & Van Mechelen, 2015). If equal provisions of the
policy produce unequal living conditions, this raises questions of horizontal
and vertical equity, as well as the distinction between the equality of policy
provision and the equality of policy outcomes. Addressing these challenges
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is ever more pertinent in societies where large shares of dual-earner couples
influence what are commonly accepted living standards. In such societies,
the challenge is to design equitable family policies with provisions to single
parents that are adequate in relation to the provisions and other income
sources of couples with children.
This review of the literature and analysis of selected data infrastructures

has demonstrated that family policies are indispensable for single parents
and their families. Even when the policy provisions do not seem specifically
tailored to single parents, they benefit. Even when single parents have to pay
a larger share of their household income to ECEC services, it seems they
still benefit from the provided care. In a time that family forms have become
more diverse, and family relations change more over time and within one’s
life-course, it is an important lesson that the family policies envisioned by—
and the principles underlying—the dual earner, dual carer model also benefit
the single earner, single carer, single parent.
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