
2024

Universal Credit
Conditionality
Changes & the
Impact on Single
Parent Families

www.singleparentrights.org

Summary Report 

Written by Ruth Talbot

This is a summary report produced by Single Parent Rights. The
full report is available at https://www.singleparentrights.org/



1

executive summary

Universal Credit Conditionality Changes & the Impact on Single Parent Families

introduction
Single parent employment levels have generally been increasing since the late 1990s and are now at
almost 70%, with around 50% of these individuals working full-time. Prior to 2008, single parents in
receipt of income support weren’t required to work until their youngest child turned 16 years old - but this
has decreased over time to 3 years. In recent years the government has tightened conditionality for
single parents on Universal Credit (UC). In 2023, they increased work requirements for lead carers of 3 to
12-year-olds to 30 hours per week, up from 16 hours for lead carers of 3-year-olds and 25 hours for lead
carers of 5 to 12-year-olds.

methodology
The study involved four methods: (i) desk-based research of Department of Work and Pensions (DWP)
work coach guidance, (ii) an online survey completed by 638 single parents, (iii) a ‘Big Question’ video
with Changing Realities participants and (iv) lived experiences stories. 

findings
The research reveals that most (81%) of single parents would find it unmanageable to increase their
working hours as requested - and that if they are required to work 30 hours per week, this will have a
negative impact on them (81%). Even prior to the increased conditionality, while 53% of respondents
were meeting or exceeding work requirements, 59% found them unmanageable.

Respondents repeatedly explained how managing a home, family, and job single-handedly limited their
ability to work longer hours. They also highlighted external barriers to work, including a lack of childcare
or flexible work and single parent employment discrimination. They did not see the support on offer from
the job centres as beneficial, with 74% saying they do not find work coach meetings useful and a further
20% stating they are not sure if they are useful. 

The objective of this study was to understand how single parents are managing with their current work
requirements, how the increased hours would impact them, and what barriers they face to increasing
their hours in paid employment.

conclusion
Conditionality heightens pressure on single parents, from the excessive and unhelpful work coach
meetings to the rigid and unmanageable work requirements. If implemented in its current format, the
latest increase in work requirements risks pushing single parents further away from the labour market
whilst doing nothing to address the very real work barriers these individuals face. Significant changes –
as outlined in the table below – are required to ensure single parents can thrive, not merely survive. 
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recommendations
The table below outlines the key recommendations made by this report and the expected outcomes.
Further details on these recommendations are included in section 5.

Table 1: Recommendations and Expected Outcomes

Conditionality Earnings 
Threshold

Introduce a ‘Single Parent Lead
Carer’ category with staggered work
requirements

Reduced
Stress on

Single
Parents

Lower
Single

Parents
Sanction

Rates

Greater
Career

Opportu-
nities

Increased
Employ-

ment
Rates

Decreased
DWP Staff
Workload

Greater
Trust in

DWP 
Staff and
Processes

Claimant Communications

Revoke plans for mandatory in-work
progression support

Conduct a review of how this policy
is impacting single parent claimants

Communicate the policy change
with all lead carers, outlining the
flexibility and the easements
available

Create a more user-friendly
claimant commitment

Provide dedicated single parent
work coaches

Reduce mandatory work coach
meetings

Focus work-coach support on
practical job search assistance

Work Coach Support

Recommendation Expected Outcome

Expand upfront childcare costs
support to parents returning from
maternity leave

Expand the funded childcare hours
to those in training or education

Remove the lower threshold for
funded childcare hours for working
parents

Support single parents with holiday
childcare costs

Link DLA payments and work
requirements automatically

Decrease the UC taper rate to 50
pence

Introduce legislation to prevent
single parent discrimination

Childcare Support

UC Systems & Processes

Legal Protection for Single Parents
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benefit Conditionality

the context:

Universal Credit Conditionality Changes & the Impact on Single Parent Families

Single parents, benefit conditionality and
work barriers

Research into single parent employment has repeatedly found that most single parents are in work, and
the majority want to work when the conditions are right for them and their children.

Almost 70% of single parents are currently in work, around 50% of whom work full time. Despite the high
numbers of single parents in work, in 2020/21, 39% of single parent families were in poverty – almost
double the rate of coupled families.1

The recent conditionality changes for those on UC are part of a long trajectory stretching over 20 years
as outlined in table 2 below.

Single parent survey respondent

You’re gonna find a lot of parents down the job centre every week,
not because we don’t want to work, because we genuinely can’t.

Table 2: Work Requirements for Lead Carers

Pre 2008 Required to work  as standard job seekers

Required to work  for at least 16 hours per week

Required to work  for at least 16 hours per week

Required to work   for at least 16 hours per week

Required to work    for at least 16 hours per week

Required to work 25 hours per week

Required to work 35 hours per week

Required to work 16 hours per week

Work requirements for single parents

Required to work 30 hours per week

Year change 
introduced

Age of 
youngest child

November 2008

October 2009

October 2010

May 2012

2016

2017

2017

October 2023

16+

12+

10+

7+

5+

5+

13+

3+

3+

2

3 4

5 6

7 8

9 10

11

12

13

In October 2023, the number of hours single parents with children aged 3 to 12 were required to work
increased to 30 hours a week. This was up from 16 hours for parents of 3- to 4-year-olds and 25 hours for
parents of 5–12-year-olds. This is known as the Conditionality Earnings Threshold (CET). This policy
change disproportionately impacts single parents, both (i) because they are more likely to be in receipt of
UC and face conditionality rules, and (ii) because they face greater barriers to work (as explained below).
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Self-employed lead carers are governed by the Minimum Income Floor (MIF). Prior to the introduction of
the 30 hours CET, the MIF was £722 for lead carers of 3-year-olds and £1090 for lead carers of 5–12-
year-olds. In the 2023 Autumn Statement, it was announced that the MIF would increase to £1250 per
month for lead carers of 3-year-olds from April 2024.   This was later retracted and the start date for the
higher MIF was brought forward to January 2024, giving impacted claimants very little time to adjust to
the changes.

14

15

Data from the DWP shows that 700,000 individuals will be impacted by the most recent changes to UC
conditionality. This figure reflects both the increase to work requirements and the increase in work coach
meeting requirements. 90% of these lead carers are women and 33% have a declared health condition.
As highlighted above, most of this group are single parents. The 700,000 individuals will be impacted as
follows:

98,000 lead carers of 1-year-olds will have to meet a work coach every 3 months

84,000 lead carers of 2-year-olds will have to meet a work coach every month

140,000 lead carers of 3- and 4-year-olds will have to work 30 hours (up from 16 hours)

385,000 lead carers of 5- to 12-year-olds will have to work 30 hours (up from 25 hours)

Barriers to accessing work
The existing literature highlights the barriers that single parents face when accessing work and trying to
increase their working hours. In addition to the pressures of single parenting, three key external barriers
are often highlighted: a lack of flexible work which fits around single parenting responsibilities;
unavailability and unaffordability of childcare; and single parent employment discrimination. Research
conducted by Total Jobs and the Fawcett Society highlighted that single mothers were disadvantaged in
almost every area when compared with mothers in couples, from being able to afford childcare, to being
able to pursue their career aspirations.   Data also shows that single parents face greater rates of unfair
sanctions.    See our full research report for more details on each of these barriers to work and the role of
employers within this.

16
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terminology buster: Administrative Earnings Threshold 
and Conditionality Earnings Threshold

The Administrative Earnings Threshold (AET) is the minimum that an individual must earn to move
out of the ‘Intensive Work Search’ group, and the 30 hours or Conditional Earnings Threshold (CET)
is the amount an individual must earn to be moved out of the ‘Light Touch’ group and into the ‘No
Work Search Requirements’ group.
The thresholds are based on the number of hours the claimant is expected to work multiplied by the
National Living Wage/ National Minimum Wage depending on the claimants’ age.
While both the CET and AET thresholds are based on gross taxable pay, only employed earnings can
contribute to meeting the AET (self-employed earnings are discounted).

In addition to the raising of the CET, the Administrative Earnings Threshold (AET) has gone through
several recent changes. In September 2022, it increased from 9 to 12 hours. In January 2023, it rose again
to 15 hours. Claimants are thus expected to earn the equivalent of the National Minimum Wage x 15
hours, making the current AET £617. Plans are in place for it to rise to 18 hours although the roll out has
been delayed. 

An increase in staff to child ratios in childcare settings for two-year-olds from 1:4 to 1:5.

During the 2023 Spring Budget, Chancellor Jeremy Hunt announced increased childcare support
alongside the tighter conditionality for UC claimants,   as follows:

A phased expansion of the current 30 funded childcare hours for 3-year-olds for working
parents to infants from 9 months by September 2025.

Support for the expansion of wraparound childcare for primary school aged children.

An increase in the maximum childcare support available for parents on UC from £646 to £951
for one child and from £1,108 to £1,630 for those with two or more children.

The introduction of support to cover up-front childcare costs for people moving into work.

18
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The table below outlines the current and proposed future childcare offer.

Table 3: Current and Planned Childcare Support

From Birth

Introduced Age of Child Eligibility Criteria Support Provided

Basic rate taxpayer: Up to £2,860 a year
Higher rate taxpayer: £1,488 a year 
Additional rate taxpayer: £1,320 a year

From Birth2003

1984
(Phased Out: New

Applications ended in
October 2018)

Entitled to Working
Tax Credits

Up to 70% of costs up to £528 per month
(or £910 for 2+ children)

2013 From Birth Entitled to Universal Credit Up to 85% of costs up to £950 per month
(or £1,630 for 2+ children

2017 From Birth Tax Free Childcare: Up to £2,000 a year or
£4,000 for disabled children

2010 3 Years Universal 15 hours, 38 weeks a year

2015 2 Years On Universal Credit 
with income <£15,400

Childcare vouchers
through specific employers

15 hours, 38 weeks a year

Single/both parents are in
work and earn between
£8,668 and £100,000

2017 3 Years 30 hours, 38 weeks a year
Single/both parents are in

work and earn between
£8,668 and £100,000

April 2024 2 Years 15 hours, 38 weeks a year
Single/both parents are in

work and earn between
£8,668 and £100,000

Sept 2024 9 Months 15 hours, 38 weeks a year
Single/both parents are in

work and earn between
£8,668 and £100,000

April 2024 9 Months 30 hours, 38 weeks a year
Single/both parents are in

work and earn between
£8,668 and £100,000

Previous research from Single Parent Rights identified that up to 80% of single parents experienced
single parent discrimination in one or more areas of their life. This rate was higher for certain groups,
including those on lower incomes, Black single parents and single parents of colour, and single parents
living with disabilities. 60% of research participants reported that ending single parent employment
discrimination would help enable them to find work showing just how widespread the issue is.   Areas of
identified discrimination included bullying from colleagues, being excluded from professional
development opportunities and being overlooked for promotions. This previous research also highlighted
a lack of understanding from employers regarding their roles as single parents.

A 2023, Fawcett Society study reinforced these findings, highlighting that 15% of mothers in couples
reported experienced discrimination in the recruitment process due to being a working parent, compared
with 23% of single mothers.

Single Parent Employment Discrimination

22
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We designed a digital survey and tested it with a core group of single parents, before distributing the
survey through Single Parent Rights’ social media channels, our database and via partner organisations
and key single parent influencers online. 638 single parent respondents completed the survey. When
analysing the data, we undertook statistical significance testing where relevant. Percentages have been
rounded up/ down as appropriate, occasionally this leads to over 100% for total responses.

We shared a ‘Big Question’ video with participants of the Changing Realities project. Changing Realities,
run in partnership with Child Poverty Action Group UK, works with over 100 parents and carers across the
UK and the University of York to document life on a low-income during the cost-of-living crisis and push
for change.    Twelve responses were received from single parents via video/ messaging. These were then
transcribed and thematically analysed.

We developed lived experience stories based on six individuals, four of whom had completed the survey,
and two of whom were known to us via our broader campaign work. These stories aim to bring to life the
issues single parents face which are raised in the report.

To better understand the reality facing single parents in receipt of UC we analysed primary data,
published from government and relevant secondary research. We also sent key questions to the DWP, to
better understand the implementation of the policy, and gained information from partner organisations
who also had direct communications with DWP. This included a Freedom of Information request for the
DWP guidance to work coaches on the new work requirements.

methodology

Universal Credit Conditionality Changes & the Impact on Single Parent Families

The study employed a four-fold approach as follows:

Desk Based Research on Work Coach Guidance

Survey

Big Question - Changing Realities

Stories of Lived Experience

All names have been changed to protect anonymity.

23
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Information provided via a Freedom of Information request   and direct communications with the DWP
highlighted three key points:

information from dwp communications

Policymakers lack understanding of the families impacted by this change.

Flexibility has been embedded within the 30 hours ruling.

Universal Credit Conditionality Changes & the Impact on Single Parent Families

research findings

Universal Credit Conditionality Changes & the Impact on Single Parent Families

Easements exist but are not guaranteed. 

24

These easements and the promise of flexibility are welcome. However, unlike the legacy benefits where
the easements were detailed in legislation (in regulations), these easements are not listed for parents,
and the guidance documents for work coaches that explains them are not freely available to the
claimants. Furthermore, the DWP’s own research shows that staff do not inform claimants about the
flexibilities surrounding work requirements for lead carers.25

primary research findings
Overview of the Survey Sample

Table 4: Survey Respondents: Characteristics and Background

Asian

England

Scotland

Wales

Northern Ireland

86%

7%

4%

3%

84%

8.2%

4.6%

2.8%

Country of
Residence

Yes

No

Rather Not Say

29%

67%

4%

27%

73%

N/A

Living with 
a disability

Female

Male

Non-Binary/Third Gender

Rather Not Say

98%

1%

0%

1%

85%

15%

Data not Available

N/A

Gender

Category Answer % of Respondents National Average of 
Single Parents

Number of Respondents 638

Number of Respondents 518

Number of Respondents 518

White

Black

Mixed/Arab/Other

88%

2%

6%

4%

84%

8%

3%

4%

Ethnicity

Number of Respondents 518

26

27

28

The country of residence data refers to the percentage of the UK population that resides in that nation.
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Current Work Situation

77% of survey respondents were in employment, while 23% were unemployed. Of those who were
employed, over half worked between 16 to 24 hours a week. 

Less than 50% of survey respondents reported that they were not meeting their current work
requirements, 35% were meeting them, and 18% were exceeding them.

When asked whether the current work requirements were manageable alongside single parenting
responsibilities (prior to the 30-hour rule being introduced), 59% said no, 32% said yes and 10% were
unsure. Some groups faced greater challenges in meeting current work requirements than others.
Specifically, those on a low-income (73%), racialised minority groups (69%) and sole carers (63%).

As one survey respondent explained,

Single parent survey respondent

I am absolutely exhausted already and I am struggling to juggle
everything. I am already too burnt out to give my children the support
they should be getting with homework, reading, cooking healthy meals
etc and simply spending quality time with them. I'm not keeping on top
of housework as I'm already working most of their school hours and
it is impossible to do when they are at home. The whole system
completely undervalues the importance of being there for your
children. I am the only carer for my children. I don't get a break, ever.
Increasing my hours further will destroy me!

59%
No

32%
Yes

10%
Unsure

Graph 1: Are your Current Work Requirements Manageable?

N (Number of Respondents) = 634

Current Work Patterns

25% of respondents stated that they worked during term-time only while 21% stated that their working
hours fluctuated weekly. Patterns of working flexibly such as term-time working are a valuable way for
single parents to balance working and caring and to save the high costs of childcare. 

Lead Carers with Children Receiving Disability Living Allowance (DLA)

The number of respondents receiving DLA for their children was relatively small (n=72). However, only
44% of this group stated that this reduced or removed their work requirements. 11% of respondents
stated that their work requirements hadn’t changed due to receiving DLA, 19% weren’t sure if they had
changed and 25% stated that they had not changed and they were not aware that DLA could impact work
requirements. These figures suggest claimants are not always aware of the link between DLA and work
requirements. 

terminology buster: Disability living allowance
Disability Living Allowance (DLA) is a non-means tested benefit paid by the DWP to
a parent/ carer of a child with a disability. The level of DLA payment is based on the
care needs of the child concerned. If the adult receiving the DLA is also in receipt of
UC, they are required to inform UC via their online account, and in turn they can
receive an additional payment via UC payments and their work requirements are
reduced/ removed.
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Increasing Work Hours

At the time of completing the survey, only 21% of respondents had been asked to increase their working
hours while 28% were unsure if they had been asked. This highlights the lack of understanding of work
requirements from a substantial minority of claimants. 

Almost all respondents (81%) reported being unable to increase their hours as requested, while a further
13% reported being unsure whether they could increase their work hours as requested, suggesting that
increasing work hours is not always a simple decision for single parents trying to balance work and
caring responsibilities. 

no81% yes 6%

Graph 2: Are you able to Increase your Working Hours as Requested?

N=333

Two groups of respondents were even less likely to report being able to increase their work hours as
requested. 88% of those currently working less than 20 hours a week reported they couldn’t increase
their hours compared with 74% of respondents who worked more than 20 hours a week. This difference
was significant at the 1% level, suggesting the greater the expected increase in working hours, the
harder this is for single parents.

Those earning a lower hourly wage (below £14 per hour) were also more likely to state they could not
work longer hours. This was significant at the 5% level, suggesting higher hourly earnings increases a
single parents’ ability to work longer hours, although it should be noted that the vast majority of all
respondents report the new 30-hour work requirement as unmanageable.

Single parent survey respondent

They are expecting single parents to be able to work full time and run
a home alone. These jobs are intended to be split between 2 people.

Commuting Times

50% of respondents currently had a commute of less than 30 minutes, while 32% had a commute of 31 to
60 minutes, 13% had no commute due to working from home, 4% had a commute of 61-90 minutes and
2% had a commute of over 91 minutes each way. 

Only 3% of respondents stated they would be able to commute 90 minutes each way. The overwhelming
majority of respondents who reported being unable to increase their commute stated it was due to not
having access to, or finance for, additional childcare, alongside not having enough time, especially when
that time would be unpaid. Some survey respondents also raised concerns around being too far away
from their child – especially young children – in case of an emergency.

While the DWP communications and guidance reviewed for this research states that commute times can
be reduced, and that they will contribute to the 30 hours work requirement, our research has found
empirical examples of where this wasn’t happening, highlighting the inconsistencies with how the policy
is implemented. 

Barriers to Finding Paid Employment/Increasing Working Hours

Respondents were asked to identify barriers they face in accessing paid employment and increasing their
hours (multiple barriers could be selected). The key barriers they identified were childcare, mental health
impact on parents and children, lack of flexible work and single parent discrimination. Only 2% of
respondents reported not facing any barriers.
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All Respondents Unemployed RespondentsRespondents in Paid Employment

Lack of Available Childcare

My Physical and/or Mental Health
Would Suffer if I Worked Longer

Hours

Childcare is Too Expensive

My Childs Physical and/or Mental
Health Would Suffer if I Worked

Longer Hours

I Can’t Find Other Work That
Meets My Availability

My Current Place of Work Doesn’t
Have Additional Hours Available

I am Excluded From Work
Opportunities Due to Being a

Single Parent

I Can’t Find Other Work That Fits
my Skill Set

I am Studying or Undertaking a
Course

Other

No Barriers

65%

60%

60%

59%

48%

39%

35%

29%

 2%

66%
62%

61%
59%

58%
64%

65%
38%

44%
58%

50%
 3%

32%
45%

20%
24%

11%

20%
8%

6%
6%
7%

 2%
 0% N=368

In the related open questions, respondents also highlighted single parenting-related issues as key
barriers to work. This included managing single parenting responsibilities alongside paid employment  
and dealing with specific single parent experiences such as coping with the death of a partner, leaving an
abusive relationship, and co-parenting. 

Graph 3: Barriers to Accessing/Increasing Paid Employment

Having a disability/ additional needs or caring for a child with additional needs was identified time and
again as an added barrier to work. Many respondents were also disincentivised from working longer
hours through a belief they would be financially worse off. These barriers are discussed in more detail
below. 

Childcare

Childcare was the most frequently selected barrier to work by all respondents; however, employed, and
unemployed respondents differed in whether they reported availability or cost of childcare as a key
barrier. 66% of employed and 62% of unemployed survey respondents highlighted childcare availability
as a barrier to work. Conversely, 58% of employed and 64% of unemployed survey respondents
highlighted childcare affordability as a barrier to work.
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For some unemployed survey respondents, a lack of childcare led to them turning down jobs. Childcare
for parents working shift patterns or unsocial hours was a key challenge, as was childcare during the
school holidays.

The lived experience story from Cathy below highlights how this barrier can play out in practice. 

I have already enquired with 15 nurseries and only one nursery has 15
hours available. Single parent survey respondent

As one survey respondent responded,

Cathy, from Canterbury, is a single mum to three children aged 1, 10 and 14. She was in her third year of
university when she had her youngest child. Since her youngest turned one Cathy has been trying to get
back into paid employment.

Cathy is highly qualified with two degrees in healthcare and has worked in the sector for seven years.
However, due to childcare challenges, Cathy is looking at alternative employment options, such as term
time only jobs within the education sector. 

Despite registering him for her local village nursery when he was three months old, she is yet to receive
an offer for the two-year old funded place she has requested. She tried applying for two other nurseries
too but the times she was offered didn’t fit around her working day, and she has ended up losing £170 in
deposits for the places.

The challenges aren't just related to her youngest child. Cathy must consider the needs and childcare
availability for her older two children as well. Given their different ages she is unable to have them in the
same setting which means it takes time for her to drop them at their different childcare/ school settings,
eating into the time she has available to work. Cathy is also worried about the children all being
separated for the holidays at different settings.

“It makes me feel like I can’t be a proper mum to them and that we are living separate lives just so I can
work.”  

Cathy would love to stay in healthcare but feels she has no option anymore. 

“My self-worth is low having studied and got student debt for nothing, and financially I’m stuck in a
system where I am better off working part time as a single parent but also still struggling to find or
afford holiday childcare and that’s without considering sickness that myself or my children may have.” 

lived experience: childcare challenges

Mental Health Impacts on Parents and Children

61% of employed and 59% of unemployed survey respondents highlighted the mental health impact on
themselves from increasing their work hours/working as a barrier to work, while 65% of employed and
38% of unemployed survey respondents highlighted the mental health impact on their children as a
barrier. One respondent explained,

Single parent survey respondent

It's really depressing and demotivating because I'm already doing the
best I can working several part time jobs. I'm still in terrible poverty
and my mental health is shocking especially in winter. I'm scared being
forced to work more hours will break me.
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One single parent described how she had taken time off due to poor mental health. “I have just been
signed off with work related stress -that is working 19.5 hours per week. Working longer hours would leave
me even more fatigued and stressed.” 

Katie, a Changing Realities participant, said, “I do get UC, but it’s barely enough to cover my bills. My
wages buy food, clothes, treats and everything from uniforms and dinner money for school. Mentally, I’m
broken. I’m run down, stressed and feel like giving up. While I do like going to work, spending time with
adults, I do struggle at times. I work 10-2 Monday to Friday, so all my time is with the children or at work. I
don’t feel like I get any down time, but when I burn out, I’m punished from work. It feels like a no-win
situation.”

Lack of Flexible Work

44% of employed and 58% of unemployed survey respondents highlighted a lack of flexible work as a
barrier to increasing their hours/ finding paid employment. Additionally, 50% of employed survey
respondents stated that their current employer didn’t have additional hours available. 

The open-ended questions highlighted three ways in which mental health acts as a barrier. Firstly, the
expectation to look for more work was impacting people’s mental health. Secondly, single parents with
poor mental health identified that it was impacting their ability to secure paid employment. Thirdly,
where single parents worked longer hours, their mental health had taken a dip which made it harder to
continue working. Many respondents also reported that having poor mental health themselves impacted
negatively on their children’s mental health.

Single Parent Discrimination

35% of respondents reported being excluded from work opportunities for being a single parent. There
was a significant difference in responses from those in employment (32%) and those unemployed (45%)
and the difference was significant at the 1% level showing that for the unemployed, single parent
discrimination is a greater barrier. 

One survey respondent explained how she had been discriminated against as a single parent.

In interviews where I have mentioned that I’m the sole carer for my son
it has negatively impacted me. Single parent survey respondent

Single Parenting Responsibilities and Experiences

Research respondents repeatedly referred to single parenting as a barrier to work. One survey
respondent put it succinctly, “There are simply not enough hours in the day.”

Respondents repeatedly highlighted the lack of a break as a significant barrier to increasing their work
hours. Single parents often have sole responsibility, and many lack a support network due to isolation
and social exclusion. 72% of survey respondents were sole carers and all respondents had 50% or more
care for their child. It is reasonable to assume that sole carers face additional barriers to work, thus
increasing their likelihood to be in receipt of UC. As one survey respondent stated,

Single parents cannot work 25 to 30 hours a week and not have a
break…. my children do not see their dad…[I] never get a break.

Single parent survey respondent

Another emphasised that the government need to “See the difference between “lead” carer and “sole”
carer.”

Working longer hours was seen as creating greater challenges in work, which could damage relations
with an employer. As one respondent explained, “If the children are ill …I need to take time off work. I’ve
deliberately worked less hours so I don’t have to take time off work & can juggle things in a balanced way.”

For many respondents, the journey into single parenthood involved trauma that plays out over many
years, creating further barriers to work. This included the death of a partner/ the child’s other parent,
navigating a challenging divorce, and leaving abusive relationships. These situations also create
additional parenting challenges for the parent concerned as they must support their children to navigate
and process the different circumstances. 
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One widow explained,

My children’s father died. They struggle leaving me for school out of
fear I won’t see them again. The little time we do have together is very
important to us. Single parent survey respondent

Co-parenting respondents highlighted challenges created by sharing care and concerns that they
wouldn’t be able to spend sufficient time with their child if they increased their work hours significantly.
One survey respondent stated, “It's hard to send the children to childcare when I only have them half the
week, I feel like I'm missing so much of their childhood.” 

The lived experience story from Sally below highlights how hard it can be to start over again after
surviving domestic abuse. 

Sally, a single mother to her nine-year-old daughter, recently left an abusive relationship. She was
meeting the 16 hours work requirement, but has been told must increase this to 30 hours.

Sally is highly motivated to build up skills to improve her career and has undertaken training in digital
marketing. However, starting again at 53 years old as a single mother and domestic abuse survivor is
challenging.  

“[I am] desperate to be independent, but I really am starting again at 53 years old with a 9 year old…My
situation is so very difficult….I have the stress of money (or lack of it). My course is supposed to end just
before Xmas but I'm so far behind on it…How can I work 30 hrs, get my cv and portfolio ready, get up to
speed on essential software … and job search?”

Sally has found the system isn’t designed to support people based on their individual circumstances. She
also wasn’t told about the flexibility available with the new 30 hour work requirements. Sally believes a
work requirement of 18 hours would be much more reasonable. 

“UC should take a person's situation into consideration. My current situation impacts on my mental and
physical wellbeing. Parents escaping abuse need to be allowed time and opportunity to start over and
reach their potential.”

lived experience: 
starting again after domestic abuse

Additional Needs, Health Conditions and Disabilities

Throughout the research, respondents highlighted that where they – or their child – lived with additional
needs, a health condition, or a disability, this increased their barriers to work. This acts both as a barrier in
and of itself, and as a factor which further exacerbates other barriers such as access to childcare and
mental health impacts. One survey respondent explained,

Myself and one child have ADHD (no current DLA/PIP award) I would
struggle with more hours at work and my child would struggle with
more hours in childcare. Single parent survey respondent

Having a disability or caring for a child with a disability should reduce/remove work requirements.
However, this is not always the case. 36% of survey respondents stated that their work requirements had
not been adjusted despite them being in receipt of DLA, whilst 25% of these respondents were unaware
that their work requirements could be altered due to DLA. One survey respondent reported that despite
having her own health conditions and her son being awarded the highest DLA component on care and
mobility, “I’ve been called into the jobcentre on numerous occasions regarding increasing my hours… none
of these things are taken into consideration…and [they] still want me to increase my hours.”
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Expectation of Being Worse Off 

Some respondents were worried they would be financially worse off if they worked more hours as their
costs for childcare and transport would increase, while their entitlement to benefits – including UC -
would decrease or end. As one survey respondent stated, “I don’t want to spend the early years of my
children’s’ lives spending all my time working, to be worse off after putting them in full time childcare.” 

Expected Impact of the New 30 Hours CET

Despite the new CET officially having come into force, most respondents had not yet received
notification that their Claimant Commitment was changing. 51% said their work requirement hours had
not changed, 28% were unsure if they had changed and only 21% stated that they had changed. 

81% of respondents stated that the impact of the 30 hours CET rule would be negative for them, and 51%
of these reported that it would be very negative. Most of the open-ended responses regarding the impact
of this policy focused on the impossibility of doing everything and the resulting exhaustion single parents
feared. As one survey respondent stated, “It’s a recipe for total burn out for a solo parent with no other
help, it’s just not possible to function properly doing all of that on your own.” 

Just 17% of respondents reported that the change would have no impact on them primarily because they
already met the higher work requirements. As one respondent stated, “I work enough for requirements but
I am lucky to have a job that works.”

Almost half of respondents stated that the impact of the rise in the AET from 15 hours to 18 hours would
be negative, with 32% stating the impact would be very negative. For the majority of respondents who
stated it would not impact them, this was due to them already meeting the proposed AET. 

Expected Impact of the New 18 Hours AET

Graph 4: How will the Increased AET Impact you When it is Introduced?
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Respondents repeatedly raised concerns around sanctions and the risk of being pushed out of their
current work to move into something new if they didn’t meet their AET. One respondent stated, “[raising
the AET] will only increase my stress and damage my health and my ability to parent. I'm already looking for
work. Looking more "intensely" under high pressure and threat of sanction will not make more work appear. I
was sanctioned unfairly many years ago…and the experience was cruel and inhumane, and has meant I am
terrified of that happening again especially being a single parent.”

DWP Work Coach Support

Work Coach Meetings

Only those respondents who stated they were unemployed were asked about work coach meetings. Of
those who answered, 60% stated that they had regular work coach meetings, while 40% said they did
not. Out of all the unemployed respondents, 74% stated that they did not find the meetings useful, while
6% found them useful. 20% of respondents were unsure if the work coach meetings were useful or not,
suggesting claimants aren’t sure what the purpose of the meetings are or what they (stand to) benefit
from them. The more frequent the meetings, the less useful respondents found them. 80% of those who
had regular meetings stated that they did not find the work coach meetings useful, compared with 66%
of those who did not have regular work coach meetings. 

Work coaches were described as unsupportive and lacking in empathy, inflexible, lacking in skills and
inconsistent. One respondent stated, “[I’m] finding the work coach patronising and not sympathetic to
single parenting.” Another stated, “they bully me and make my anxiety through the roof. I keep getting ‘you
signed up for this’, I signed up for help not to be bullied.” 

Improving Work Coach Support

Respondents identified ways to make work coach meetings more useful. From the options provided, the
most popular response by far was to have a dedicated work coach for single parents (65% selected this
answer). Meanwhile 18% of respondents wanted ‘less regular meetings’ and no respondents selected
‘more regular meetings’ despite it being an option.
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Overall, respondents reported wanting more practical job search support. One respondent stated, “the
person who is helping the claimant to find a job should be [a] qualified work coach because being a single
parent who is out of work is a daunting experience.”

Devaluing Care

Many research respondents reported that the policy devalues the caring work of single parents.

You feel like you're constantly chasing your tail…Why does the
government not value the unpaid work of parenting? Single parent survey respondent

The ‘balancing act’ between providing financially and being present for their children was repeatedly
raised by respondents. Many viewed the increased work requirements as tipping the balance in the wrong
direction. Changing Realities participant Beverley said, “lone parenting is work. Being a positive role model
is work. Running a home is work. Being a good citizen, living a life of decent moral standards and values is
work. Trying to do all this on top of sustaining low paid unfulfilling employment without the back up of
reliable dependable practical and financial support is madness. It leads to burn out.”

Career Progression

Research respondents were concerned that increased work requirements would negatively impact their
career progression, due to having less time to undertake learning and development activities, and
because they may be forced to accept ‘any’ job to meet their requirements. One respondent stated, “UC
don’t recognise my Open University (OU) course, they think I should be working full time and not studying at
all.”

The fear of being pushed into ‘any’ work at the cost of career development is compounded by the ‘Way to
Work’ campaign, which limits UC claimants ability to narrow their work searches, and the DWP’s guidance
on this policy which states, “For claimants who are able to work, and who are placed in the Intensive Work
Search regime, the aim is to encourage them to undertake as much work (and earn as much) as they
reasonably can do as quickly as possible”.    One respondent explained, “I currently have a job in a primary
school…The DWP are already hinting I move [my son] into a private nursery…so I can then work a 30 hour
minimum wage job in line with the new policy coming out. I would earn a little more than I do now if I do this…
so… I’d have to leave a job I just finished qualifying for, my son would lose the nursery he loves (an invaluable
resource to a child who only has one parent), I’d spend more time away from my son, I’d be financially worse
for it but working longer hours.”

29

Flexibility Within the System

Communications with the DWP and the work coach guidance show that the policy is intended to be
implemented flexibly. While one respondent reported that her work coach reduced her claimant
commitment from 30 hours to 20 hours to take into account the time spent on the school run, this wasn’t
the case for most. For example, another single parent stated, “I am being pressured by my work coach to
do extra hours and he is also telling me I need to increase before my little girl is 3 as I need to work 30 hours
which is not viable as I’ll have no one to pick my children up from school.”

Ana’s lived experience story on the next page shines a light on how the lack of flexibility can play out for
single parent claimants. 

Discrimination Within the Policy Design

Treating single parents like second class citizens is discriminatory.
We are made to feel like we are slackers for not working full
time/needing help. At the same time, we’re made to feel like bad
parents for not having loads of time to spend with our children. We
can’t win. Single parent survey respondent

Many respondents highlighted that they considered the policy itself to be discriminatory towards single
parents, especially those on a low income. One survey respondent explained; “[This is] yet another way
that single parents are discriminated against - why are the work requirements the same for a couple
combined as it is for a single parent.” Respondents repeatedly highlighted that single parents should have
specific work requirements. 
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Ana is a single parent to a 3-year-old child living in Newcastle. She initially returned to work for 9 hours a
week when her child turned one, and her mother assisted with childcare. 

When Ana’s child turned three in June 2023, Ana was happy to increase her work hours to 16 hours a week
and assumed she would be able to stay working these hours until her child started school. 

In October 2023, Ana was off sick for two weeks which meant her monthly income was under her 16
hours’ earnings threshold (£677). This triggered weekly phone appointments with a work coach at her Job
Centre. Ana spoke to a different work coach almost every time and found the calls stressful. Sometimes
the appointments were scheduled when Ana was working - when she requested to reschedule, she was
told to speak to her employer and get permission for the call at work. All this added to Ana’s stress levels.
When Ana recovered around the end of October 2023, she confirmed to a work coach that she was
working longer hours again and would meet the earnings threshold. She was informed that she didn’t
have to attend weekly appointments. 

In November 2023, Ana was asked to accept a new claimant commitment (see image below) that stated
she had to work 30 hours and be available for travel to work up-to 90 minutes each way. She was told the
30 hours equated to earnings of around £1300pcm. 

The work coach suggested that Ana take on additional hours with her current employer, but Ana knew
there were none available and that she would also struggle with childcare costs. Although Ana’s child
receives the 30 hours of funded childcare, this is only during term time, so equates to 20 hours through
the year, and Ana cannot afford the additional costs.

Ana feels unable to work further afield given the age of her child and the need to be in the local area in
case of an emergency. Ana also felt it was unrealistic to find an additional part time job for 10 hours to
match her current work schedule and childcare arrangements.

During Ana’s claimant commitment meeting the work coach didn’t ask about family circumstances,
childcare concerns, or commute times. Ana felt there was no flexibility to tailoring her commitment and
that she had no choice but to accept her new claimant commitment. Furthermore, she was offered no
help with her job search. Ana is now anxious as she waits for her next UC payment as she cannot meet her
work requirements.

lived experience: 
There’s no flexibility within the system



I can’t make it all work. They [my children] are so young for such a
short period of time, then I can increase my hours. I don’t want to
never see them. I don’t want to be crippled by childcare costs. I don’t
want to struggle constantly because it’s just me paying for
everything. I don’t want to constantly feel sick about money.

Single parent survey respondent
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This research has reinforced the fact that single parents face multiple barriers to increasing their
working hours, most notably, a lack of affordable childcare and flexible work, and single parent
employment discrimination. While the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions Mel Stride MP claims
increasing work requirements will “[pull] down barriers that stop parents working and fulfilling their
potential”   the reality is that doing so merely risks increasing these barriers, as lead carers face ever
greater pressures.

It's not about single parents not wanting to work; it’s about how much work is manageable and under
what circumstances. 

Any system which wants to support single parents must first recognise their unique circumstances.
However, in its current format, the Conditional Earnings Threshold policy disregards the needs and
realities of single parent families. This is not surprising, given that the High-Level Equality Analysis into
the planned changes to the CET failed to mention the disproportionate impact the change would have on
single parents.

For single parents on a low-income, this policy represents a double whammy. Lower pay means more
hours of work are needed to meet the earnings threshold. Furthermore, those on lower earnings report
being less able to increase their work hours.

If the government is truly committed to breaking down barriers to work, they first need to recognise the
unique circumstances of single parents. This requires the introduction of a single parent lead carer
category which has lower work requirements than lead carers in couples. Doing so would acknowledge
the additional caring responsibilities of single parents and the extra challenges they face in managing
those responsibilities alongside paid employment.

Secondly, the government must address the broader barriers single parents face in accessing paid
employment.

Creating a system which genuinely dismantles barriers to work for single parents could be life changing
for families. A social security system which supports the career development of single parents alongside
their parenting responsibilities – through implementing the recommendations outlined below – will
ensure all families can thrive and not merely survive. 

29

recommendations
Given the findings of this research, we recommend that the 30 hours rule for lead carers is reversed and
the previous work requirements of 16 hours for carers of 3-4 year olds, and 25 hours for lead carers of 5-
12 year olds is reinstated.

However, if this is not immediately possible, we recommend the following as a minimum to ensure that
the policy is implemented in the least detrimental way possible. 
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Conditionality Earnings Threshold Policy Design

Stagger work requirements for single parent lead carers (including the associated Minimum
Income Floor) as follows:

18 hours for lead carers of 3 to 4-year-olds
20 hours for lead carers of 5 to 6-year-olds
25 hours for lead carers of 7 to 9-year-olds
30 hours for lead carers of 10 to 12-year-olds

Conduct a review of how this policy is impacting single parent claimants. 

Revoke plans for mandatory in-work progression support.

Communications With Claimants

Communicate the policy change with all lead carers, outlining the flexibility available and the
easements around reduced commute times and the option for lead carers of 2 to 4-year-olds to
pause work requirements to undertake training.

Create a more user-friendly claimant commitment [See images on the next page for how this
could look], which should include: 

Outline details to request changes to work requirements within the online UC account by
adding ‘Request a Claimant Review meeting’ as a section under ‘How to manage your
Universal Credit claim’ section with explicit details of what factors are acceptable for
reducing a claimant commitment, how claimants can initiate this, and what to do if they
disagree with the outcome.
Outline available easements and commute times.

Introduce a single parent lead carer category for UC claimants.

Work Coach Support

Provide dedicated single parent work coaches.
Reduce mandatory work coach meetings.
Focus work-coach support on practical job search assistance.

Childcare Support

Expand upfront childcare costs support to parents returning from maternity leave.
Remove the lower threshold for funded childcare hours for working parents.
Expand the funded childcare hours to those in training or education. 
Support single parents with holiday childcare costs.

Universal Credit Systems and Processes

Link DLA payments and work requirements automatically.
Decrease the UC taper rate to 50 pence.

Legal Protection for Single Parents

Introduce legislation to prevent single parent discrimination within employment by expanding
the Equality Act to include single parents as a protected characteristic.
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suggested claimant commitment

30
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