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Introduction

both researchers and policy makers. In a 2018 report for
Population Europe, Bernardi and Mortelmans argue that as
the group of single-parent families is diverse, it is difficult
to design and implement targeted policies to support them.8

This memo presents trends and risks for single parents
across the European Union, and provides an overview of
existing support mechanisms. We also highlight examples of
practices supporting single parents in some Member States.
The memo focuses on single-parent households as this type
of families is among the most financially vulnerable groups
in society.1 In 2017, single parents with dependent children
recorded the highest risk of poverty or social exclusion among
all household types.2

Single parents and their children are at
high risk of poverty
Regardless of the diverse causes for single parenthood,
single-parent families are among the most vulnerable
household types, along with large families.9 In the EU, 47
per cent of single-parent households were at risk of poverty
or social exclusion in 2017, compared with 21 per cent of
two-parent households.10 The proportion of single-parent
households at risk of poverty ranges from 36 per cent in
Estonia, to 66 per cent in Ireland (see Figure 1).

Single parents in the European Union
Single parenthood typically results from separation, divorce
or the death of a parent. Other factors include the absence
of a parent for prolonged periods (e.g. due to migration),
unintended pregnancy or the choice to raise a child alone.
Defining single-parent families, also referred to as loneparent families, as a social category raises multiple
difficulties, as family structures evolve over time. Definitions
tend to vary from country to country and not all separated
parents may fall into the single parent category depending
on their partnership status and family structure. Moreover,
many definitions for the status of single parents fail to
recognise situations of ‘de facto single parenthood’, such
as situations where a parent is severely ill or living abroad.3
In this memo, we use the OECD’s definition of a single
parent as ‘a parent raising one or more children living in a
household without a partner’.4

BOX 1: VULNERABLE GROUPS

In the context of vulnerable groups, vulnerability is a term
that covers various dimensions and can be understood
in multiple ways.11 In this memo, the term vulnerability
is used to refer to both financial vulnerability and social
vulnerability. Both dimensions are included in the
Eurostat indicator ‘at risk of poverty or social exclusion’
which corresponds to the sum of people who are
either at risk of poverty, severely materially deprived
or living in a household with very low work intensity.12
Additionally, a further dimension of vulnerability may be
social stigmatisation or discrimination faced by certain
groups.13

Comparing the share of single-parent households across
European Member States proves challenging, due to
countries often applying different concepts and definitions
of the single family. In 2017, Latvia and Lithuania counted
at least 25 per cent of children living with a single parent,
while there were under 10 per cent in Greece, Croatia and
Poland.5

There are several factors that contribute to vulnerability,
with many single parents facing ‘combined vulnerabilities’
with difficult access to the labour market and to an adequate
income, with multiple caring responsibilities, and, for some,
without practical or emotional support from a partner. In this
regard, single parents without access to affordable childcare
may end up in precarious jobs, or leave the labour market
altogether in order to care for their child(ren).14 In 2018, the
average employment rate for single parents across the EU
was 74 per cent, compared with 81.9 per cent for parents
living in a couple (see Figure 2).

Today, separation is the primary cause for single parenthood
in most European countries. In the last decades, rising
divorce and separation rates across Europe have led to an
increase in the share of single-parent families, but also to
shorter episodes of single parenthood with the increase in
re-partnering, recomposed families and shared custody of
children.6 This means that many children in single-parent
families have two parents who live separately.7
Because single parenthood is not necessarily a permanent
status, it makes single-parent families difficult to define
as a social category. Additionally, single-parent families
have different socio-economic backgrounds and household
structures, and may receive disparate support from a
potential second parent. Living arrangements for singleparent households are therefore complex and difficult to
capture when collecting data, which is a challenge for

However, the total rates hide differences in employment
between female and male single parents. In the EU, the
average employment rate of male single parents is 84.2 per
cent, compared with 72.1 per cent of female single parents
in 2018. Although single-father families have become more
common in recent years, single parents are, in most cases,
still women (see Figure 3).15
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FIGURE 1: PEOPLE WITH DEPENDENT CHILDREN
AT RISK OF POVERTY OR SOCIAL EXCLUSION BY
HOUSEHOLD TYPE, 2017
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FIGURE 2: EMPLOYMENT RATE OF PARENTS BY
PARTNERSHIP STATUS ACROSS THE EU, 2018
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FIGURE 4: FEMALE EMPLOYMENT RATE BY HOUSEHOLD
COMPOSITION, 2018

FIGURE 3: SHARE OF MALE AND FEMALE SINGLE-PARENT
FAMILIES, 2018
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Single mothers are particularly vulnerable in that they tend
to earn less than men: the current gender pay gap in the EU
suggests that women’s gross hourly earnings were 16 per cent
below those of men on average in 2017.16 Women are also
more likely than men to leave the labour market when they
become a parent, which puts them at a disadvantage when
trying to re-enter the labour force after a few years of not
being engaged in paid employment.17 Finally, they also tend
to earn less than other women, due to the burden of raising
children alone, which creates additional barriers to higherwage employment.18 Other factors reinforce these barriers,
such as the level of education, the age of parents, the lack of
flexibility or reluctance from employers to hire them.19
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What existing mechanisms are used to
support single parents across the EU?

Most EU Member States provide some form of financial
support to single-parent families, yet this type of support is
not always part of targeted policies. These different forms of
support may include:22

There are typically two types of policies aimed at countering
poverty risks faced by single-parent families: 1) policies
providing various forms of social assistance, and 2) policies
facilitating access to the labour market.20 In practice,
mechanisms implemented by countries may include a
combination of universal benefits for people and families in
precarious situations, and targeted policies to support the
specific needs of single-parent families.21

Social assistance

Some policies aim to reduce the risk of poverty and social
exclusion of single-parent families through the provision of
social assistance and monetary transfers.

1.

Specific benefits or assistance for single-parent
households: Some EU Member States provide a special
benefit or tax credit for single parents, on top of other
allowances. This is the case, for instance, in Austria and
Ireland.

2.

Higher rates of family allowance for single-parent
households: In some EU Member States, single parents
may not have any special benefit, but instead receive
higher amounts of family allowances than two-parent
families, and sometimes of other related benefits. This
is the case, for instance, in Italy and Portugal.

FIGURE 5: PRACTICES IN EU MEMBER STATES
Employee and employer guides to single
parents returning to work
The programme New Horizons at Work is an
Erasmus-funded tool designed to support single
parents’ access to the labour market. It has been
implemented in Ireland, Scotland, the Czech
Republic and Italy. There are two components of
the programme: the employee guide to returning
to work and the employer’s reference tool for
working with and supporting single parents.
Both guides work as e-learning programmes
for their respective target audiences and
provide extensive information on single parents’
challenges in the labour market, advice and tips
as well as example of good practices.23

Legal status of single
parent
Some autonomous
communities within Spain
recognise single parenthood
as a legal status. Single
parents in regions like
Catalonia or Valencia are
eligible to receive a singleparent family certificate
attesting the status of
the family as financially
dependent on one person
only. The certificate
guarantees access to certain
benefits and discounts, both
in the public and the private
sectors. In Catalonia, these
include support to purchase
social housing, transport
discount, subsidised property
tax as well as discounts in
hotels of the region.25

Local networks for single parents
In Germany, local networks of social services can provide support
for single parents who struggle with daily challenges. The Federal
Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth
provides an extensive handbook aimed at all professionals and
volunteers who offer social services for single parents. Members of
these networks can be educational institutions, local authorities,
social security agencies, local alliances or self-help groups.
These networks aim to integrate existing services, improve their
coordination and make them known to single parents.24

Integrated childcare services in Nantes
In Nantes Nord, a district of the French city, single-parent
families make up 40 per cent of the population. In 2011,
a single service point, the ‘Relais Nord’, was set up to
process all childcare requests and identify the most
suitable service for each family. As part of this service,
the city set up multi-purpose childcare centres (‘multi
accueils’), which offer varied facilities, including longterm, short-term, flexible, occasional and emergency
childcare. Additionally, single-parent families who receive
social benefits have access to specific support to access
employment. This includes reserved places in multipurpose centres as well as home-based childcare. This
scheme resulted from an integrated approach of early
childhood, social protection and employment policies.26
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Estonia’s Family
Benefits Acts
According to court statistics,
approximately a quarter of
Estonian single parents did
not pay child maintenance as
ordered by the court in 2014.
In January 2017, a new Family
Benefits Act entered into force
to extend maintenance support
to single parents when the
other parent does not fulfil
their legal obligation to provide
financial support. Under this
scheme, maintenance support
is guaranteed by the state,
which claims back maintenance
costs from the debtor parent
through various measures.
These include rescinding
driving licences, restricting
entrepreneurial support and
publishing the names of
debtors. Maintenance support
paid by the state covers support
paid during court proceedings
for 150 days, as well as during
enforcement proceedings, which
consists of EUR 100 a month
until the child turns 18, or 21 if
the child goes to university.27

3.

Higher rates of general social assistance based
on income: Single-parent families may be eligible for
other forms of benefits based on income, rather than
specific to their status as single-parent families. This is
the case, for instance, in the United Kingdom.

Some Member States also offer special leave provisions for
single parents to help them combine parenthood and labour
market participation. For example:
•

Some countries provide a longer period of leave for
single parents. For instance, Slovakia offers an extended
period of maternity leave for single mothers.37 In
Greece, the period of parental leave is double for single
parents.38 Meanwhile, the Czech Republic offers longer
periods of long-term care leave for children under the
age of 10 to single-parent families.39

•

Some countries offer the possibility to transfer leave
to another relative. In Bulgaria, for example, parental
leave can be transferred to the father in case of illness
or death of the mother – and, after the child has
reached six months, maternity leave is transferrable to
the mother’s or father’s parents if the father is unknown
or deceased.40

Countries may implement a mix of these instruments. For
instance, France provides both a special benefit and tax
reductions for single parents.
Additionally, some countries might provide other forms of
social assistance. In Spain, for instance, a new strategy to
provide children with adequate housing gives priority to
large families and single-parent families.28
Member State governments may also play a role in ensuring
that single parents receive financials u pport from t h e
second parent, or instead they may offer such support in
place of the other parent. In most countries, payment of
child maintenance is a legal obligation and non-payment is
usually sanctioned, ranging from enforced payment or salary
deductions to imprisonment.29 In some countries, such as
Austria or Estonia, the government grants an advance on
maintenance payment when the second parent’s obligation
is not fulfilled. Others, like Croatia or France, provide child
maintenance through specific agencies. In certain countries,
such as Finland, this maintenance payment is also paid
when the father is unknown.30

Organisations and governments may also put in place
measures to encourage flexible working arrangements such
as part-time working or flexible working hours, to enable
parents to fit their working schedules around family and care
commitments. For an overview of these measures, see the
EPIC policy memo on Family-Friendly Workplaces.41
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