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FOREWORD

Sole parent families have the highest incidence of poverty of any
group in Australia, with an alarming poverty rate of 56% (King
1986). The Brotherhood of St Laurence has long believed that
employment (a job in the paid work force) is an essential
component of any strategy to reduce poverty.
The current federal government has a commitme nt to redesign the
social security system so that maximum encour agement is given to
pensioners and beneficiaries to rejoin the wo rk force. As one of
its first initiatives, in June 198 7 , the gove rnment changed the
eligibility criteria for Supporting Parent's Benefit and the
Class A Widow's Pension. As the aim of this change is to
encourage sole parents to return to work, it provides a useful
case study of how this aim could be best achi eved both for social
security pensioners in general and, more part icularly, for sole
parents. This report by the Social Policy and Research Centre of
the Brotherhood of St Laurence presents the f indings of a
research project on the impact of this social security change on
sole parents and their children.
The researchers found general support among sole parents, and
organisations which advocate on their behalf, for the
government's aim: to encourage sole parents to return to paid
work when their children are becoming less dependent upon them.
They were however also united in the belief that the government's
decision to end eligibility for the Supporting Parent's Benefit
and Class A Widow’s Pension at short notice was not the best
means to achieve this end.
The study's evidence focuses our attention on three major points.
Firstly, many sole parents will suffer a loss of income as a
iv

result of this change. If transferred to Unemployment Benefit,
they are eligible for lower levels of rent assistance and fewer
concessions, and can earn less additional income before their
benefit is reduced. If a sole parent decides to undertake full
time study to improve her employability, her family's income will
drop to $141.20 per week (in comparison with $188.10 per week on
Unemployment Benefit).
In August 1987 the Minister for Social Security announced that
the first group of sole parents to be affected by the change
would be largely protected from financial loss until the end of
1987. However, many sole parents losing their pension eligibility
in 1988 will experience an immediate loss of income.
Secondly, large numbers of sole paren ts have been out of the work
force caring for children for many ye ars, have few educational
qualifications, and little work exper ience. A strategy which
expects such women to be able to succ essfully return to work at a
few weeks' notice is doomed to failur e. More effective strategies
would provide sole parents with time, secure income support, and
gradual, long-term opportunities for further education and
training.
Thirdly, the federal government is concerned to improve school
retention rates. Yet, as a result of this social security change,
some children in sole parent famil ies are deciding to leave
school at sixteen because they bel ieve they have a better chance
of finding a job than their mother and wish to contribute to the
family's income.
The report concludes with recommen dations for short and long-term
policy initiatives which would mor e effectively encourage sole
parents into paid work and financi al independence.

Jan Carter
Director
Social Policy and Research Centre
Brotherhood of St Laurence
March 1988
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INTRODUCTION

In June 1987 the federal government legislated significant
amendments to the Social Security Act. One amendment changed the
eligibility criteria for sole parent pensions (the Class A
Widow's Pension and Supporting Parent’s Benefit). The age of a
qualifying child (if a student) was reduced from 24 years to 16
years from 1 September 1987 (Sections 44 and 53). That is, when a
sole parent's youngest child turned 16, she lost entitlement to a
sole parent’s pension. The government’s stated aim was to
encourage sole parents to enter the work force once their
youngest child had ceased to be dependent (Department of Social
Security 1987a.) .
By 3 September 1987, 7153 sole parents had lost their entitlement
to a Class A Widow’s Pension or Supporting Parent’s Benefit
(Department of Social Security 1987b). This first group of sole
parents to be affected received only three to six weeks' notice
that their pensions would cease. Many of these women contacted
welfare organisations and sole parent groups to seek help and
express their concern. It has been estimated that approximately
13 000 sole parents will be affected by June 1988 (Department of
Social Security 1987b).
A Department of Social Security study of the destinations of a
sample of these sole parents (1987b) found that a substantial
number were over 45 years of age and able to qualify for Widow’s
Class B Pension. The other major destination of sole parents has
been Unemployment Benefit, with smaller numbers moving on to
Sickness Benefit and the Invalid Pension. A significant number
have separated from the welfare system either because their
income from part-time work disqualifies them from Unemployment
Benefit, or for unknown reasons. However, in the months following
the change, the study notes a growing number of re-applications
1

for assistance from those sole parents who initially disappeared
from the system.
The experiences of sole parents in each of these destination
categories are related in this report.
In response to pressure from sole parents and welfare groups the
Minister for Social Security announced two ’’breathing space”
measures for sole parents immediately affected by the change
(Department of Social Security 1987a.):
. those who lost their pensions between 1 September and 31
December 1987 will retain eligibility for fringe benefits
until the end of 1988;
.

those who received a pension before 1 September 1987 and were
in full-time study will keep their pension until their current
course is completed.

Later the Minister announced that sole parent pensioners
receiving Handicapped Child's Allowance (renamed Child Disability
Allowance) for a dependent student aged 16-24 years would retain
eligibility for their pension. However these announcements have
not significantly changed the position for most of the affected
sole parents.
Since the Social Security Act was amended, individual sole
parents, sole parent groups, welfare organisations and government
employees involved in implementing the change, have expressed a
wide range of concern about the effects. As a result, the
Brotherhood of St Laurence's Social Policy and Research Centre
initiated a project to gather case studies on the negative impact
of the change on sole parents and their children. This report
presents the project's findings. It is not a comprehensive review
of all parents or all categories. It has been designed to
illustrate problems presented by the legislative changes and is
dominated by the perspective that families on low incomes below
the poverty line should not be subjected to changes in policies
which leave adults and children worse off.

2
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METHOD

The project used several methods to collect data.

Collection of 60 case studies
.

Sixteen welfare organisations and sole parent groups in
metropolitan and country Victoria contributed case studies.
The researcher attended the meetings of four sole parent
groups (Kensington, Broadmeadows, Coburg, and Collingwood).

.

Interviews were conducted with thirteen sole parents who had
lost their entitlement to a sole parent's pension.

.

Five organisations outside Victoria provided written case
study material or reports (NSW Sole Parents Action Group,
South Australian Women's Information Switchboard, Australian
Council of Social Service (ACOSS), Western Australia Council
of Social Service, and Women in Transit of Western Australia.

Interviews with service providers
Telephone interviews were conducted with:
Department of Social Security staff in Victoria (in three
regional offices and in the Social Work and Appeals and
Representations Sections, State Office);
.

Department of Employment, Education and Training staff
(Women's Employment Officer and Commonwealth Employment
Service Manager, Geelong); and
3

staff at the Broadmeadows and Collingwood colleges of
Technical and Further Education (TAFE).
It was agreed with sole parents and contributing organisations -•
that all case study material would use pseudonyms and would not
contain identifying information.
As many organisations began collecting case study material prior
to this project, material was not collected in a standard form.
Nevertheless the material does provide information and insight
into the impact on sole parents of the changes to the Social
Security Act.
A final reader’s note. The term sole parent's pension is used
throughout this report. It is a shorthand term for the social
security payments Supporting Parent’s Benefit and Class A Widow's
Pension.

4
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THE FIMDINGS

There was a general acceptance by the participants in the project
of the principle underlying the amendments: that the best path
out of poverty for an adult of working age is a job and decent,
wages. However, few believed that ending a sole parent's
eligibility for a pension when the youngest child turns sixteen,
was an effective means of encouraging sole parents into work and
financial independence;
Participants in the project had two major sets of concerns. The
first related to the amendments' immediate impact upon sole
parents and their children. They were:
.

loss of income;
the disadvantaged pos iti on of many sole parents in relation to
the labour market;
bar riers to training and further educati on;
los s of con fidence and self-este em;
the onset of illness; and
a decreased capacity to pay for the care and education of the
16- year-old child.

The second set of concerns focused on the Government's
implementation process:
.
.

the short notice of the loss of a pension;
the lack of information about the change from government
departments; and

.

the timing of the change.

5
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THE IMMEDIATE IMPACT ON WOMEN AND FAMILIES

Loss of income
Rita Collins of Traralgon said that loss of fringe
benefits was 'the last straw' for her very tight budget,
which includes mortgage repayments. She is considering
selling her house and buying a small flat with her teenage
children.
Janet Brown of Perth has a part-time job and recently
transferred from Supporting Parent's Benefit to
Unemployment Benefit. She now receives $40 less income per
week as a result. And Helen Fisher from Western Australia
claims she is $76 per week worse off after transferring to
Unemployment Benefit, whilst working part-time.
Twenty-nine of the sole parents participating in the project were
known to have been transferred to Unemployment or Sickness
Benefit when their sole parent's pension ceased. Those in parttime work suffered an immediate loss of income, and other sole
parents anticipated a loss of income in January 1988 when their
eligibility for fringe benefits ended.
Sole parents with part-time jobs can earn only $30 per week
before their Unemployment Benefit is reduced, in comparison with
$40 per week, plus $12 for each child, under the income test for
Supporting Parent's Benefit and Class A Widow's Pension. In
addition, income earned between $30 and $70 reduces the benefit
by 50 cents in the dollar, and income earned over $70 reduces the
benefit dollar for dollar. (By comparison, income over the
pension free area reduces the pension by 50c in the dollar.)
Thus sole parents supplementing their social security income with
part-time work, like Janet and Helen, suffered an immediate
6
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reduction of income when transferred to Unemployment Benefit.
Supporting parent's beneficiaries and widow's pensioners are
eligible for more concessions and fringe benefits (such as
reduced home and water rates and telephone rental rates) than
unemployment and sickness beneficiaries. Sole parents renting
private accommodation also receive $15 per week rent assistance,
while long-term unemployment and sickness beneficiaries receive
$10 per week.
The Australian Council of Social Service has estimated that the
loss of pensioner fringe benefits represents a loss of $20-50 per
week to a sole parent (1987b). Sole parent groups have expressed
anxiety about this income reduction (although the Minister's
"breathing space" announcement would extend eligibility for
fringe benefits to December 1988 for those who lost their
pensions between 1 September and 31 December 1987). They had
planned their finances with the expectation of reduced costs
through subsidised house and water rates, and telephone bills.
For sole parents wishing to undertake full-time study in 1988,
there will also be a significant loss of income. On Austudy a
sole parent and her child receive $141.20 per week. A sole parent
on Unemployment or Sickness Benefit with a child on Austudy
receives $188.10 per week (plus an additional $10 per week if in
private rental accommodation and $5 per week if the child was
receiving Austudy in 1987). As Margaret Johnson of Mt Waverley
commented, "While Austudy may be adequate for a single person
renting one room, it is inadequate for maintaining a family
home". However, this income reduction will only affect sole
parents who have enrolled in full-time study since September
1987. Sole parents who received a pension and were in full-time
study before that date will keep their pension until their
current course is completed.
Members of the sole parent groups, Council for the Single Mother
and her Child, and Campaign for Economic Justice, were concerned
7

that an income reduction would act as a disincentive to study.
Yet undertaking a course of study as a full-time student is an
important means of preparing for work for sole parents.

Sole parents and the labour market
The stated aim of this social security change is to encourage
sole parents to seek work. But many find returning to work and
finding a job very difficult.
Two case studies illustrate the difficulties for sole parents in
returning to work. They also illustrate the particular
difficulties of migrant women without English language skills.
Katarina Karpov of Broadmeadows is 44 years old and has a
16-year-old daughter. She speaks only Russian, has had
almost no education and has never had a paid full-time
job. She has few Russian-speaking contacts and totally
relies upon her daughter to help her seek work. Katarina
cannot use the telephone, read the papers or communicate
personally with employers. She feels hopeless about her
chances of getting a job.
Fatima Behar is a 43-year-old widow. Her first language is
Arabic. Fatima has raised her four children alone. She has
never had a paid job, as she was married at 16. Three of
her children are at University and the youngest was to do
HSC in 1988. Fatima is now on Unemployment Benefit, and
doubts if she can emotionally or financially support her
child through HSC. Her extended family have offered to
support her so she does not have to look for work.
Of the sixty sole parents in the sample who had lost their
pension, thirty-four had been out of the work force for many
years. Indeed thirteen had not had a paid job for twenty to
thirty years and seven had never worked. Further, few of the

women were known to have educational qualifications beyond early
high school. The women who had worked prior to marriage or the
birth of children, had work skills which were now outdated,
manual typing, telegraphy, and factory process work, for example.
These sole parents therefore had few work skills and little work
experience to offer an employer.
Indeed the majority believed they could not get a job or that if
they did find a job it would be one that no-one else wanted. For
example, Marj Gibson in rural Victoria at first felt fortunate to
find a job as a kitchenhand. But when she began work she
discovered why the job had been vacant: "Poor pay, long hours,
and too heavy for a woman".
This characteristic of sole parents having limited work skills
and little experience of the work force was a finding also
reported in a survey conducted by the Campaign for Economic
Justice. Of the thirty respondents, three had left the paid work
force at the time of marriage, and twenty-three had left work
when their first child was born. The years since they had worked
ranged from 1-24 years, and averaged 8-10 years. The work
experience of the majority was in the traditional female
occupations: office worker, shop assistant, cleaner, and factory
worker.
The age of the sole parents affected by the Social Security Act’s
amendments is an additional disadvantage. According to an
Australian Council of Social Service survey (1987c) most affected
sole parents are aged 40-60 years and therefore have a
significantly reduced chance of finding a job. Of the 800
advertised jobs ACOSS surveyed in traditional female occupations,
only 2 % were found to be potentially open to a woman over 40
years of age with no recent employment experience.
These barriers to work are compounded by traditional social
expectations about the role of women. Many women have been
brought up to believe that their role is to care for home and
9

children. Women contacting a community organisation in Morwell
stressed their wish to fulfill their role as mothers and to care
for their children until they left home. Until this time they
felt they could not contemplate work or re-training.

Barriers to training or further education
The government views education or training as a valuable means
for sole parents to improve their employment chances. Yet sole
parents interviewed reported that this social security change
rather than encouraging them to undertake further education and
training erected new barriers.
Jean French was a part-time social work student whose
eligibility for Supporting Parent's Benefit ended in the
middle of her study year. She was told by the Department
of Social Security that she had no choice but to apply for
Unemployment Benefit and look for work. This meant that as
soon as she was offered a job she would have to abandon
her studies as they involved day time lectures and
fieldwork placements.
Ruth Harris of Traralgon was studying HSC part-time when
she received her notice of Widow's Pension cancellation.
She had decided that as her son was doing HSC in 198? she
would also attempt it and so improve her chances of
getting a job. Ruth had plans to study further after HSC,
as did her son. Despite her distress and loss of income
when her Widow's Pension ended, Ruth sat the HSC exam but
felt hopeless about passing. She has abandoned plans to
continue with HSC in 1988. Her part-time job will not
support her and she will have to find a full-time job.
Lucy Denham of Castle Hill was studying part-time and
working part-time to supplement her Supporting Parent's
Benefit. When she lost her benefit, she felt compelled to
10

abandon her studies and seek full-time work in an
unskilled area.
Prior to September 1987, sole parents were able to receive
government support while undertaking part-time study. This could
be supplemented with part-time work. Now transferred to
Unemployment Benefit, a sole parent can find it more difficult to
study part-time. The Unemployment Benefit's work test stipulates
that only people actively seeking work and available for full
time employment can receive Unemployment Benefit. Hence, upon
losing their pension, sole parents have had to drop out of
courses and abandon plans for further study.
The federal government, in the May Economic Statement, did
acknowledge that sole parents affected by the Social Security
Act's amendments might require training to help them enter or re
enter the work force. An additional $2 million was allocated to
the existing Department of Employment, Education and Training
(DEET) budget to provide short-term training courses for sole
parents. While DEET sources are confident that there are
sufficient funds available to train all sole parents who require
it, many individuals and organisations have expressed scepticism.
Their opinions were, first that short-term courses were
inappropriate for women with few educational qualifications and
work skills, second that training would be provided in
traditional female and menial occupational areas, and third that
there was a mismatch between the places where training was
provided and the bulk of the women who needed access to training
(e.g. rural women).
The sole parents participating in this project had left school
early and had spent years out of the work force caring for
children. On the one hand they felt uncertain about their
capacity to undertake training over a number of years; on the
other hand, short-term training programs would not meet their
needs or capacities. Some service providers interviewed felt this
may explain why sole parents have been slow in the past to take
11

up training opportunities. For example in 1984-85 only 400 of the
23 200 people training in DEET sponsored programs were sole
parents, even though sole parents were given enrolment priority
(Raymond 1987) .
Organisers of a sole parent group in North Richmond, which met to
consider training options, found that opportunities for gradual
learning and basic skill development would be valuable for
participants. Five women wanted to begin by learning to drive.
(North Richmond Family Care 1987)
Sole parents were also concerned about the types of training
programs on offer. For example, when Sally of Wollongong
approached the Commonwealth Employment Service (CES) to enquire
about training courses, she was told the only courses at the
local TAFE would be in the "hospitality” field: bar work or
domestic cleaning.
A meeting of the Mature Women's Unemployment Group in
Broadmeadows, in November 1987, was told that DEET funded courses
would be in the "hospitality" field or "general office work". For
1988 consideration was being given to courses in factory
machining and factory outworking. The reaction of members of the
group was that these courses provided "factory fodder" or menial
jobs that no one else would want and would lead them nowhere.

Loss of confidence and self-esteem
Jenny Burton of Campbelltown has a 17-year-old son Neil,
who has changed his plans for further education. He will
leave school and get a job to support her. Neil believes
he has a better chance of getting work than her and that
she should not have to suffer the stigma of unsuccessful
job seeking.
Robyn Marshall of Kensington said her 16-year-old son made
12
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intolerable comments about his being ashamed of her on the
dole, so she "threw him out".
With very few exceptions, all sole parents and all organisations
interviewed on their behalf, reported a crisis in terms of
feelings of disaster, loss of self-esteem, and psychological
distress when their pensions were cancelled. Payment of a pension
had been viewed as a recognition of the legitimacy of their role
as parents and its withdrawal as a negation of their value as
parents. These findings are supported by the Depart of Social
Security Review of the Effects of Changes to Sole Parent Pension:
"Many sole parents interpreted the change as the Government
holding parenting in low esteem" (1987b, p.17).
Sole parents transferred to Unemployment Benefit felt
stigmatised, like "dole bludgers". One woman said "I thought the
Government was paying me for caring for my kids and the community
work I did, now I keep thinking they'll list me as a parasite".
The phone-in surveys in New South Wales and South Australia in
August 1987 also registered this common reaction to the loss of a
sole parent pension. In South Australia two sole parents said
they would not apply for Unemployment Benefit because of
embarrassment and stigma. Migrant organisations suggested that no
matter how straightened their circumstances, some migrant sole
parents will seek support from the extended family rather than
register as unemployed.

The onset of illness
The impact of the loss of their pension moved some sole parents
from psychological distress to physical illness.
Betty Kramar is 47 and lives in Kensington. Her Supporting
Parent's Benefit ended on 1 September 19 8 7 , with 3 weeks'
warning. Betty became ill immediately after the
13

cancellation and within 2 weeks was told by her doctor
that stress had caused her to become diabetic. She is now
adjusting to the idea of looking for work, when her
diabetes is stabilised. Her social worker is however
concerned that Betty will suffer another set-back when she
is faced with the hard reality of no jobs for a 47-yearold woman with little education or work experience.
Jane Calligan of Albion Park said she has been fighting
for her sanity for years. "Now, while I was just beginning
to get my act together, I was hit with this. Four weeks'
notice to change your life. You think you are doing a good
job, putting your kid through university while you are
living in critical poverty and suddenly that means
nothing."
June Purden of Carnegie, who has suffered diabetes for
years, needed hospitalisation within weeks of losing her
pension because her diabetes became dangerously unstable.
It still has not improved months later.
In the case studies collected mo re than half the sole parents
appeared to be suffering some il lness which would limit their
capacity to work. Some attribute d their illness directly to the
impact of the loss of their pens ion.
Though twenty-nine of the sole parents interviewed were too ill
to get jobs, they reported uneas e at being transferred to Invalid
Pension, called "invalids”, and classified as permanently unable
to work.
The Department of Social Security review of the sole parent’s
pension change refers to the high take-up rate of Sickness
Benefit (14%) and comments that the former availability of sole
parent pension had hidden a substantial number of people with
long-term medical problems which prevent them from participating
in the work force. Further, the regional DSS staff interviewed
14
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said they believed that a number of sole parents qualifying for
Sickness Benefit were suffering from stress, related to the
sudden change.

Decreased capacity to care for 16-year-old child
Sole parents interviewed believed that 16 years was too
vulnerable an age for a young person to be left unsupervised for
long periods of time. If their mother took on full-time study or
a job, lack of supervision would ensue.
Their concern was particularly heightened if their child was
chronically ill. For example, a 16-year-old asthmatic child of a
sole parent in Coburg said that she feels very frightened about
her mother looking for work. She sometimes has severe asthma
attacks without warning and needs help. The neighbours are at
work and she has no relatives with whom she can stay after school
and during school holidays.
Sole parents whose child is ill or disabled enough to qualify for
an Invalid Pension face a particular dilemma. They do not wish to
apply for an Invalid Pension until their child’s capacity for
work has been tested and they are sure that their child has
reached his/her full potential at school. Yet if their child is
to have these opportunities, he or she will require their
mother’s full support.
Mary Seward of Springvale has a 16-year-old with a
degenerative illness. She said that she had not wanted him
to apply for Invalid Pension, as it would be mentally
devastating for him. But he still needed her care every
day. Since she had lost her Supporting Parent's Benefit,
she would need to make an Invalid Pension application for
him.
One quarter of callers in the phone-in conducted by the New South
15

Wales Sole Parents’ Action Group said their children had a minor
disability. Their children did not qualify for Child Disability
Allowance but had significant enough disabilities to require
extra parental care.

Effect on school retention rates
Jan Purcell of North Melbourne, on receipt of her letter
cancelling her Supporting Parent's Benefit, was so upset
that her daughter Sharon decided to leave school
immediately. Jan, knowing that Sharon enjoyed school and
wanted good qualifications, had difficulty persuading her
to return to school. From then on she had to conceal her
distress so that Sharon would remain at school.
Katarina Karpov of Broadmeadows had a daughter, Rachel who
was not able to concentrate on her school work after her
mother's pension was cancelled. She was planning to do
V.C.E. in 1988, but has now decided to leave school and
look for work. Katarina has no English and no work
experience and Rachel feels she has a better chance of
finding a job than her mother.
There is considerable evidence in the collected case material
that one of the effects on children of this social security
change is that they will leave school. While agencies reported
only a few cases of children leaving school before the end of
1987 because their mother lost her pension, ten children had
decided not to continue on at school in 1988 as planned. Sole
parents said the reasons for this decision were:
.

loss of income at home and the child's need to contribute to
the family's income;

.

the perception that the child would have a better chance of
getting work than the mother;
16

.

unwillingness to suffer the tension associated with their
mother on the Unemployment Benefit’s lower income while they
were studying.

The New South Wales phone-in found that 40% of callers said that
their child was definitely, or very likely, going to leave school
in 1988 as a result of the change (Sole Parents' Action Group
1987). The South Australian phone-in had similar responses
(Women's Information Switchboard 1987). Coleman (1987 ), who
analysed these phone-in results, estimated a probable 2.1%
reduction in expected school retention rates Australia-wide as a
direct result of this change in social security arrangements. She
argues that that this change is specifically targeted at sole
parents' children who had planned to continue their schooling;
those who did not have such plans would already have disqualified
their parents by leaving school at 15. "The government decision
is therefore a positive disincentive to remain at school, which
cuts across the considerable incentives it has provided."
(Coleman 1987, p.6)

17
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THE IMPLEMENTATION OF CHANGES

Sole parents and organisations participating in the project were
not only concerned about the social security change and its
impact upon sole parents. They also commented upon the process on
how the government had gone about implementing the changes.

The suddenness of the change
Almost all sole parents interviewed did not know the Social
Security Act had been amended until they received a letter
notifying them of the imminent cancellation of their pension.
They only had three to six weeks to re-arrange their finances and
review their plans for work or training. Each sole parent spoke
of her shock and anger at the little time she was given to adjust
to the change and rearrange her plans.
The speed with which the changes were introduced has also meant
that administrative planning and consultation has been minimal.
Yet the required training and labour market programs need long
time lines prior to implementation. And government agencies, such
as the CES, need time to gear up in order to provide effective
assistance to a new group of job seekers.

Lack of information from government departments
The lack of information available from Department of Social
Security and Commonwealth Employment Service staff to sole
parents about the change made its impact all the more severe. As
one Department of Social Security officer put it, "there were
forty-eight changes to the system in the May Economic Statement
and we had to get our heads around everyone of them overnight".
18

Most sole parents reported that staff of both departments were
patient and helpful. However some sole parents (accepting the
invitation extended in their cancellation letter) to contact the
Department of Social Security and Commonwealth Employment
Service, said they were misinformed about the effect of the
change on them. Others received short shrift when they vented
their anger on staff.
June Purden of Carnegie who lost her Widow's Pension in
September, and appealed the Department of Social Security
decision to reject her appl ication for an Invalid Pension 1
said she was surprised to 1earn from Social Security
Appeals Tribunal staff that she was entitled to Fringe
Benefits until the end of 1988. She contacted the
Department of Social Securi ty twice before they agreed
with this advice.

The timing of the change
Sole parents considered the timing of the pension cancellation
ill planned, as it was in the middle of the school year and
disrupted the study of parents and children.
The timing was also considered unfortunate for those parents
wishing to enter Adult Training Courses. Very few appropriate
courses were in place at the end of 1987 and there was
considerable confusion amongst Commonwealth Employment Service
officers, TAFE colleges, and Department of Social Security staff
about what was or would be available.
Sole parents who lost their pension in September 1987 and hoped
for training, were likely to miss out because they would be
required to register for Unemployment Benefit and if offered a
job before an Adult Training place became available, would be
obliged to take that job. For example, Marj Gibson from
Gippsland, upon losing her pension in September 1987, enquired
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about training through the Commonwealth Employment Service, but
was told there would be no training available until 1988. In the
meantime she was offered a very heavy job which she would like to
leave, so she could take up training. But leaving her job
voluntarily will mean loss of eligibility for Unemployment
Benefit for an extended period under the new rules of the Social
Security Act.
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RECOMMENDATIONS TO AMELIORATE THE NEGATIVE IMPACT ON SOLE
PARENTS OF THE SOCIAL SECURITY ACT AMENDMENTS

In response to the concerns and experiences sole parents have
related to sole parent groups and welfare organisations, the
Brotherhood of St Laurence recommends the following policies and
programs to both assist sole parents immediately affected by the
change, and prevent the problems documented in this report from
occurring in the future.

Immediate
Some organisations held the view that the only way to correct the
negative impact would be to call for a minimum three year
moratorium on the cancellation of pensions and the reinstatment
of pensions to those who had previously been entitled. The
Minister for Social Security has made it clear in the press and
to delegations that this option will not be considered.
With this in mind then, there is a case for modification of the
existing legislation and introduction of more flexiblity into the
administrative procedures. These recommendations, which have also
been endorsed by other welfare groups, are:

a

The qualifying age for the youngest child of a sole parent
pensioner be raised to 18 years or to the completion of
secondary school by the youngest child.

b. Where the youngest child or sibling is still dependent because
of being ill, disabled or emotionally disturbed and the sole
parent is not eligible for the Carer’s Pension or Child
Disability Allowance, the definition of qualifying child
should be expanded to include such a child.
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c_ Ensure that all sole parents who initially lost the pension
but then retained eligibility under the savings provisions
announced in late 1987, for fringe benefits, a Handicapped
Child’s Allowance or the pension while studying, are contacted
and their entitlement is restored.
d

In recognition of the difficulties and expense faced by former
(sole parent) pensioners now looking for work, that the
qualifying conditions for Unemployment Benefit be relaxed; for
example, a suspension of the work test for 6 to 12 months
after the transfer from the pension to Unemployment Benefit.

e_ Relaxation of the work test for sole parents who are
considered to have very limited opportunities for employment,
e .g . sole parents over 50 years and those living in isolated
areas where no jobs are available.
£

Increase of allowable earnings at least to the level allowed
pensioners, so that sole parents in receipt of benefits and
working part-time are not disadvantaged.

g. Ensuring that there is no financial disadvantage for sole
parents transferring from pension or benefits to Austudy. This
may be achieved by increasing the level of rent assistance and
retention of the pensioner health card by such sole parents,
and the payment of a sole parent allowance.
Recommendations d to f should also be considered in the context
of the Social Security Review's issues paper on income support
for the unemployed (Cass 1988).

Long terra
a. Information
Sole parents qualifying for Supporting Parent’s Benefit or Class
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A Widow’s Pension should be informed at the time of application,
and regularly throughout the period of receipt, that they will
cease to be eligible for the pension at a particular date or
circumstance in the future. This information should be given in
the language they understand.
Information should be given about alternatives to the pension,
including the option of full-time training or further education.
b

Assisting new sole parents to remain in the work force

An Advance Maintenance Guarantee payable to sole parent
households, where maintenance received is below a specified
amount, would ensure greater income security to sole parent
families without work force disincentive effects. The
introduction of a Sole Parent Family Allowance would also
recognise the additional costs of sole parenthood.
c

Facilitating sole parents’ re-entry to the labour force

Short-term continuation of partial pension entitlement after
beginning work or re-partnering should be available to all sole
parents with a limit on the number of times it is available per
year. Short-term continuation of eligiblity for the Pensioner
Health Benefit Card for a period of three to six months is also
recommended.
The income limits for sole parents for eligibility of the
Pensioner Health Benefit Card should be raised.
An increase in the income-test free area for earned income would
encourage part-time work (often an important first step, back to
full-time employment). Priority should be given to increasing the
"per child” free areas. The income-test free area should also be
indexed.
d. Training
If sole parents are to become self-supporting when eligibility
for pension ceases, it is essential that assistance through
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training schemes be established, publicised, and made accessible
while children are still dependent. Some organisations argue that
the mere accessibility of training is insufficient for many long
term sole pensioners. Successful participation depends on active
outreach programs to convince sole parents of their right to, and
capacity for, training.
A wide range of courses, with eligibility for a formal training
allowance, should be available. Such courses should cater for a
variety of needs, ranging from courses for confidence building,
literacy, and English language classes, through to refresher
courses, advanced skills training, and academic studies.
The structure of the training programs and financial assistance
for them should enable the sole parent to prepare herself at a
pace that makes all demands on her as a parent and a student
compatible.
Priority should be given to funding schemes which help eliminate
the labour market disadvantage of sole parents and ensure their
successful transition to employment.
e Child-care
Adequate child-care should be available for sole parents in
training and in the work force.
f Public education
A publicity and education campaign should be aimed at the public,
employers, and sole parents themselves. Special training is
needed for personnel in government departments involved with sole
parents.
In accordance with the Australian Council of Social Service's
recommendation (1987a.) a number of administrative personnel and
committees are recommended to co-ordinate assistance for sole
parents on a national, state, and regional level. For example,
the Department of Education, Employment and Training should
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appoint a national senior officer responsible for co-ordinating
assistance to sole parents, and an officer should be appointed
for this purpose in each Commonwealth Employment Service zone.
A national consultative committee on employment and training
programs for sole parents should be established to advise on the
design, implementation, and monitoring of programs for sole
parents.
Community-based organisations should be funded to provide advice
and support for sole parents affected by pension cuts and to
participate in state and regional action for sole parents.

25

7

CONCLUSION

This project found that sole parents and organisations which
advocate on their behalf both welcomed opportunities for sole
parents to return to paid work when their children are becoming
less dependent upon them. However, they did not believe that the
cessation at short notice of a Supporting Parent’s Benefit was
the best means to achieve this end. Criticisms were made of the
speed of the changes (sole parents received short notice of their
loss of pension); the lack of information about the change
available from government departments; and the timing of the
change (at a critical stage of the school/college year).
The mismatch of this policy change, its stated objective, and the
kinds of sole parents affected was also noted. Sole parents
reported new hardships as a result of the change. Women who have
been out of the work force caring for children for many years,
who have few educational qualifications and little work
experience, require time, secure income support, and
opportunities for further education and training if they are to
return to work successfully.
Sixteen years is too vulnerable an age for an adolescent child to
be left unsupervised. It was thought more appropriate that the
option of a supporting parent’s pension remain open until the
youngest child in the family had completed secondary school, or
turned 18 years of age.
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APPENDIXES

1

.

SOLE PARENT FAMILIES IN AUSTRALIA

Between 1974 and 1986 the number of sole parent families in
Australia is estimated to have increased from 183 200 to 319 900,
or by 75% (Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 1987). This
means that sole parent families represented 14.4% of all
Australian families with dependent children in 1985, compared
with 9.2% in 1974; 438 900 dependent children now live in sole
parent families (Raymond 1987). Most sole parents (88%) are women
(Raymond 1987).
This Australian increase in the number of sole parent and mother
headed families, reflects a trend in virtually all industrialised
countries. Current figures for Euro-American countries show that
between 10% and 29% of families with dependent children are
headed by women (Burns 1987).
Australian popular lore has it that the growth in the number of
sole parent families is due to young unmarried mothers’ decision
to make a career out of sole parenthood; to purposefully have
children outside marriage in order to claim a government pension.
The facts do not support this belief. The majority of sole parent
families (between 85-90%) are formed following separation,
divorce or widowhood from a marriage or de facto relationship
(Cass 1986 ) .
The causes of the significant increase in the number of sole
parent families can be found in the socio-economic change
experienced during the 1970s and 1980s. Among the most
influential changes were:
The introduction of the Family Law Act in 1976. This
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legislation made it easier to show that a marriage had
irretrievably broken down, and to become divorced (Amato
1987).
.

It has become more sociably acceptable to live in de facto
relationships and for unmarried mothers to keep their children
(Richards 1985).

.

High levels of unemployment have placed great financial stress
on many families. This has contributed to marital breakdown
(Raymond 1987 ) .

There is evidence to suggest that the rate of growth in the
number of sole parent families is slowing. Between 1984 and 1985
the number of sole parent families increased by less than 1% in
comparison with a 55% increase in the five years 1975-79 (Raymond
1987). Sole parent families, headed by women, will however remain
a large and significant type of Australian family in the future.

What are their characteristics?
Level of poverty
Sole parents and their children have the highest incidence of
poverty in Australia, with an alarming poverty rate of almost 56%
(King 1986). There is also a much higher poverty rate among
children in Australian sole parent families than in sole parent
families in comparable OECD countries. Sixty-five per cent of
Australian children in sole parent families live in poverty, in
comparison with children in sole parent families in the United
States (51%), Canada and Britain (38%), Germany (35%), Norway
(22%), Switzerland (13%) and Sweden (less than 9%) (Smeeding,
Torrey & Rein 1987).
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Work force participation
Sole parents have been adversely affected by deteriorating
economic conditions and limited opportunities for work. This has
meant that for many sole parents their only option has been
reliance on a social security pension or benefit. In 1974, 65? of
female-headed sole parent families received a pension or benefit.
By 1985 this had risen to 85?. The corresponding increase for
male-headed sole parent families was from 10? to 34? (McClelland
1987) .
The much higher rates of reliance on social security payment by
female sole parents is an indicator of the barriers to work which
many women experience. For instance, job opportunities for women
tend to be in a narrow range of traditional female occupations at
relatively low pay rates. Women tend to have lower educational
qualifications and less work experience than men (Mayberry 1987);
and they also face a scarcity of affordable child-care (Cass
1985).
Sole parents often spend many years out of the work force caring
for children. At March 1986, 65? of sole mothers who were out of
the labour force had not worked for more than three years, and
over 30? had either not worked for ten years or more or had never
worked (Raymond 1987).

Education
Data from the 1985 Labour Force and Educational Attainment Survey
show that on average, female sole parents have the lowest level
of educational qualifications of all groups with children; over
63? have not attended the highest level of secondary school,
compared with 55? for married mothers, 49? for sole fathers, and
39? for married fathers (Raymond 1987) .
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Housing;
The majority of sole parent pensioners do not own their own home.
However, the proportion of supporting mothers owning their homes
is increasing, which reflects the increasing number of separated
wives (Raymond 198?) .
For sole parents who do not own their own home, the cost of rent
in the private rental market compounds the problems of living on
a low income. Sixty-two per cent of sole parent families renting
private accommodation live in poverty after paying for their
housing (Vipond 1987).

2.

SOCIAL SECURITY ENTITLEMENTS BEFORE AND AFTER THE CHANGE

Case one
A sole parent, aged under 45 at 1 July 1987 with a 16-year-old
child receiving Austudy.
Transferred to Unemployment or Sickness Benefit
Rate on support
ing parent's
pension (pre-Sept)

Rate on
benefit (at
Jan 1988

Basic pension/benefit
Additional pension
Mother's/Guardian's Allowance
Rent assistance

112.15
14.00
12.00
15.00

116.10
5.00
12.00
10.00

Austudy (paid to child)

153.15
40.00

143.10
50.00

$193.15 per
week

$193.10 per
week

The amount of income paid to the parent is reduced by $10 per
week, from $153.15 to $143.10. The Unemployment and Sickness
Benefit income test is also tighter: beneficiaries can only earn
up to $30 per week. Income earned between $30 and $70 reduces the
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benefit by 50 cents in the dollar. Income over $70 reduces the
benefit dollar for dollar. (In comparison, pensioners can earn up
to $40 per week, plus $12 per week per child. Income over these
amounts reduces the rate of the pension by 50 cents in the
dollar.) Beneficiaries do not qualify for pensioner health
benefits and associated concessions.

Case two
A sole parent aged under 45 at 1 July 1987 with a youngest child
turning 16 in 1988.
Transferred to Unemployment Benefit
Rate on Support
ing Parent’s
Pension (at
January 19 88)

Rate on Unem
ployment
Benefit (at
January 1988)

Basic pension/benefit
Additional pension
Mother's/Guardian's Allowance
Rent assistance
Family Allowance

116.10
28.00
12.00
15.00
5.25

116.10
—
12.00
10.00
-

Austudy (paid to child)

176.35
—

138.10
50.00

$176.35 per
week

$188.10 per
week

The amount of income paid to the parent is reduced by $39 per
week, from $176.35 to $137.10.
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Transferred to Austudy
Rate on Support
ing Parent's
Pension (at
January 1988)
Basic pension/benefit
Additional pension
Mother's/Guardian1s Allowance
Rent assistance
Family Allowance
Austudy (paid to child)

116.10
28.00
12.00
15.00
5.25

91 .20

176.35

91 .20
50.00

—

$176.35 per
week
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Rate on
Austudy
(at January..
January 1988)

-

—

$141 .20 per
week
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