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Children identify three m ain areas where
poverty is affecting  their lives:

• Econom ic and m aterial concerns

• Social costs

‒ Friendships

‒ part icipat ion

• School life and school inclusion



The research study
Qualitat ive,  long itud inal study of low-income working  fam ily life.

Funded by the Econom ic and Social Research Council ( ESRC)

Sample 5 0  low-income lone m other fam ilies
‒ 5 0  mothers
‒ 6 1  children ag ed between 8 -1 5  years
‒ 2  waves of interviews,  third wave comm issioned for summer

2 0 0 7

Aim  study
‒ The main aims of the project are to examine the impact of paid work, and for

some job loss, on family life and living standards over time; and to explore
whether and how these families, mothers and children negotiate the
everyday challenges of sustaining low-income employment over time.

First interviews exp lored m others entry into the labour m arket
fo llow ing  period on Income Support (  lowest form  of social
assistance in UK) .

Key policy assumption - work is the best way out of poverty for
children in lone parent fam ilies

‘those children’s best chance of a better future is for their parents to f ind routes
into work’

Tony Blair,  2 0 0 2



Policy Context
•  Increasing  rates m aternal employment
• Activat ion prog rammes ‒ especially lone parents
• Rising  child  poverty
 UK Policy Context
•   children as:

‒  passive fam ily members
‒ burdens ‒ obstacles to employment

• Government policy to erad icate child  poverty
• Policy targ et 7 0 %  lone mothers in employment

• Key policy assumption in UK - work is the best way out of
poverty for children in lone parent fam ilies

‘those children’s best chance of a better future is for their
parents to f ind routes into work’

Tony  Blair,  2 0 0 2



Children’s ref lections of life prior to their
m other’s entering  the labour m arket

• Key elements of childhood social exclusion
identif ied by children

‒ Econom ic,  m aterial and social concerns

‒ Disadvantag es at school

‒ Fears about st igm a and exclusion



Follow ing  their m other’s move into labour
market

W here mothers had moved into relat ively stab le
employment children g enerally felt m ore secure
f inancially

• Econom ic benef its

‒ Increases in spend ing ,  m aterial g oods,  treats

• Social benef its

‒ Increased social activity ‒ from  low  base

‒ Opportunit ies for w ider social networks

• BUT - Some concerns about m other’s well-being



Children whose mothers unab le to secure
stab le employment and/or left labour
market

• Renewed fears about social exclusion and difference

• Financially insecure

• Uncertain about value of employment

• The impact of repeated moves in and out of the
labour market on children’s well-being is still little
known or understood



Children’s exper iences of maternal employment
mediated by key factors

• Age, income and security, family time and family
practices, childcare, and perceptions of maternal
well-being

• Not discrete elements overlap and intersect with
each other

• Reveals complexity of children’s lives and
experiences

• Highlights positive and negative dimensions of
change



How children negotiated and managed change in
their lives

• Previous experience of poverty key factor

• Strong incentives to sustain families in their ‘project
of work’

• Children engaged in a complex range of caring and
coping strategies

• Strategies often concealed and unacknowledged

• May have far reaching implications for children’s
lives and well-being



Challenges for policy
• Children identify issues and concerns that adults may not notice or value
• They try to manage and mediate the experience of poverty and other
changes in family life ‒ like maternal employment

• Previous experiences of poverty are sig nif icant - the fear of a
return to poverty m ay affect children’s behaviour

• Policies can have an intended and/or unintended impact on children's lives
• Low-income children may absorb some of the negative costs of policies
e.g. welfare-to work policies

• W ithout an inform ed awareness of the social and econom ic
pressures that low-income children experience,  policies
form ulated to address poverty and exclusion m ay fail the very
children that they seek to help .


