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Being poor in the 21st century: single-parents tell their stories

New vision and policy for families in the 21st century 

In the beginning of 21st century, we experience remarkable crisis in public life, as well in private one. As Moussourou says (1999), the crisis of the family, or even better, the problems related to the functioning of families, portray the crisis and problems of contemporary societies and are indicators of the future. The structural conditions for parenthood in Europe have also changed tremendously in the last 25 years. It has been noticed a disengagement of marriage and parenthood all over Europe.  Fthenakis (1999) argues that, from a family biographical point of view, there are changes which lead to an increasing discontinuity in the family developmental process. This problem can be exemplified very well by analyzing separation, divorce and remarriage.

These changes express a new reality, which continues to develop and as Moussourou  (1999:60) argues  ‘within the context of this reality, any ‘crisis’ of the family points  to problems in the rhythm of adaptation to this new reality’. The crisis and problems are related to revolutionary changes characteristic of our era, and to our weakness to conceive the extent and the meaning of these changes and therefore to apply effective strategies for the therapy of their consequences. 

Lone parenthood, as Millar (2002) says, is one manifestation of the rapidly changing demography of family and working life in Europe. Yet welfare policies of most countries are predicated on traditional assumptions and fail to adapt to the challenges of changing family structures and women’s roles.

Particularly in Greece, Kogidou (1999) argues that the main question is whether social policy measures directly related to family, do actually meet the existing needs as they harmonised adequately with the changing conditions of family organization or social policy gives rise to inequalities burdening some families. Whether it respects an individual’s right to choose the form of family organization they wish and whether it responds to the changing roles of women as the only possible income earners and child care providers, and consequently provides families with more possibilities and flexibility, when in transition from one form of family organization to another. The answer to that question is important because those policies not only specify to an extent the future and prospects of non –conventional forms of family organizations, but mainly because they affect life in the families, namely whether they will live in conditions of social exclusion. Disparities between rhetoric and reality are most marked in relation to the issue of support of families in Greece.

In sum, in the beginning of 21st century we face the challenge for new vision and policy for all families. 

Patterns of poverty and social exclusion: implications for policy and research

There are estimated to be almost sixty million people living in poverty throughout EU. Poverty and social exclusion has never been higher on the agenda of EU. After the Lisbon European Summit of March 2000 there was a significant shift in policy emphasis (see European Commission, 2002). The Lisbon Summit refocused the European policy agenda, recognizing the multi-dimensionality of poverty and social exclusion. In addition, among all, recognized risk factors for poverty and social exclusion include low educational level, growing up in a vulnerable family, disability, and poor health, multiple disadvantages in the area of residence, homelessness and ethnicity. 

Poverty and social exclusion: the need for a scientific consensus

Poverty has long been a contested notion. Traditionally, the intellectual understanding of poverty has focused upon distributional issues: the lack of resources at the disposal of an individual or household -primary the lack of income. Poverty is measured using traditional methods associated with the distribution of household  incomes, whilst dimensions of disadvantage measured include the possession of household items, housing quality, labour market status, health and social participation (Barnes, 2002). Absolute definitions of poverty are criticised a lot. This led to a more general consensus about the nature of poverty and the measurement of the phenomenon.

Poverty, is not simply about income, but about lack of resources that impedes participation in society. It has been defined as a relative, multidimensional and dynamic phenomenon (Deleeck et al, 1992). Poverty rates vary from country to country, as do the types of families and households most at risk of poverty. Poverty dynamics is defined in terms of both crossing the poverty line and moving a significant distance in the income distribution.

Poverty is also a gendered phenomenon. As Ruspini (2000) says, more women than men are likely to experience deprivation, but also women’s poverty is a different experience from that of men’s. The structural causes of female poverty are to be found in the interaction of economic disadvantages and risk factors in domestic circumstances, labor markets and welfare systems.
The increased interest in social exclusion has focused attention to a broader and multi-dimensional definition of economic and social disadvantage, to the process, to dynamics of poverty and social exclusion and how families change their status over time. As Millar and Middleton (2002) argue, this has involved both longitudinal studies, following the same people over time, and life- course analysis, focusing on what happens to people as they face particular ‘risk’ situations, such as illness or divorce.

The definition of social exclusion remains a contested term and one which is phrased in different ways (see, for example, Room 1995, 1999; Levitas, 1998). As Millar and Middleton (2002) say, all these definitions have in common an approach that defines social exclusion not only in terms of income poverty and the lack of material resources, but also in terms of the processes by which some individuals and groups become marginalized in society. They are excluded not simply from the goods and standards of living available to the majority but also from their opportunities, choices and life chances. 
 

There are many theories on poverty and social exclusion in the literature. Conceptualising the concepts and the most suitable method of measuring the phenomenon can help to clarify policy goals. As Barnes (2002) says, the empirical investigations are few and far between, confirming the need, both from research and policy perspective, for comparable information on social exclusion across different European countries.

The gender dimension of poverty
Poverty has become feminized. Women’s poverty is becoming more visible through the growing numbers of women’s living as lone parents. Though, the phenomenon of single parent families should not be studied in simplistic ways and should be analyzed in terms of key social variables such as gender and class, as well as state policy (see Rowlingson 2002), it is fair to say that the challenges that these families face, are greater and more difficult than those faced by two parent families. The situation of lone mothers reflects the situation of woman in a country, and thus, as Millar (1996) and Lewis (1997) argue that lone parents are a key group for an analysis of the relationship between poverty and gender.  In addition, lone-mothers are also a good analytical category for studying the relationship between family, market and the welfare state. The visibility of women’s poverty crucially depends on the methodological choices made in order to conceptualize and “measure” the phenomenon. 

As Ruspini (2000) claims, it is necessary now to extend  the concept of poverty by focusing on the gendered experience of economic deprivation and on different circumstances in which women are poor. She also argues that another key methodological issue is to highlight the interaction between critical events and changes in resource distribution (family, labour market and welfare) and its role in determining the gender characteristics of poverty trajectories and, also, to check the different combination of beginning /ending events.
Lone parenthood, social exclusion and social policy

The living conditions of families and children have not only changed to a high extent on the family level, but also on other levels. One of them is the problems of poverty and social exclusion that face some types of families, especially the households of single mothers.

The rise in lone parenthood 
 is probably one of the most visible outcomes of changing patterns of family formation and dissolution in western countries and such families have increasingly become the subject of political, policy and research interest at both national and supra – national level (Millar, 2002). Comparing single -parent families with that of two-parent families, the research has clearly shown the very risk of income poverty faced by lone parents in many countries and the importance of employment and family benefits in reducing these poverty risks (for example Hobson, 1994; Bradshaw et al., 1996; Christopher et al., 2001). Lone parents are least likely to be poor in countries where their employment rates are high and where family benefits and transfers are most generous, and vice versa (Millar, 1996; Kilkey and Bradshaw, 1999). 

Spending time as a lone parent  - as part of a wider life course – is an increasing common experience for some people in Greece – especially for women who are the majority of this family type – and by definition is time limited, as children grow up and/or lone parents repartner. The main route into lone parenthood in Greece is through divorce. It is in a very low level in comparison with other EU member states. Despite the small number of single parent families in Greece, lone mothers– among all mothers - and especially those with at least one dependent child are considered particularly vulnerable to poverty and social exclusion (see Kongidou & Pantazis, 1990; Kongidou,1995). As Apospori (2003) says ‘its turnover is almost non –existent’ (the results drawn from the dynamic analysis of the Greek Household Panel must be interpreted with extreme caution). However, the small number of single parent families should not inhibit researchers for looking at the real problems of this group. 
As we said above, social exclusion is a multi-faceted phenomenon. In the case of single-parent families it is also often intimately linked with stigmatization and discrimination (Healey, 1999).  For the children of single parent families, social exclusion and its outcomes often result in their marginalization and disadvantaged futures (Bradshaw and Middleton, 2000).  In turn, life in the margins coupled with poor living conditions further results in the reproduction of these problems (Musick and Mare, 2004; Bradshaw and Levitas, 2000). 

In short, we argue that unless policy-makers and services providers broaden their definition of families, it is unlikely that they will successfully address the long- term policy goal of well being of all families and of combating social exclusion.

 Research design and methodology
The objectives

The main objective of our research – we don’t discuss it in this paper - is to investigate the impact of single-parenthood on the educational achievement of their children as perceived by the single-parents and to identify the factors affecting this process.

Among others objectives of our research is to investigate how single parents experience, understand and cope with social exclusion and poverty in their daily lives. This will be achieved through an investigation of their own perspectives – which is a special feature of our research, that we draw on lone parents’ own perceptions of exclusion
Sample 

Our research took place from 2002 to 2006 at Thessaloniki.

The sample includes single parents from all major subcategories of this group. Lone-mothers and lone-fathers are subjects of this research, according to the directions of the more recent feminist sociology which suggests women and men to be the subjects of the same research in order to attain much more complete knowledge for the investigated issue and continuously emphasize women’s experience (Harding, 2004). 

Lone-parents were recruited through individual contacts. This is known as ‘snowball technique’ or ‘chain sampling’ and it is used to locate potentially good interview subjects in providing rich information for the topic under investigation (Arksey & Knight, 1999). All single-parents live at Thessaloniki with their young children and some of them with other individuals in the same household (such as grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins). None of them come from a differentiated cultural, religious, linguistic or national social group. However, their social, educational and economic status is diverse. 

Data Collection
Our research study uses an inductive interpretative approach applying qualitative methods. In particular, interpretative analyses aim to understand and explain the research participants’ experiences from the ‘inside’ by attempting to capture their situations, viewpoints, feelings and actions.  Hence, this tradition builds the analysis on the meanings that people assign to phenomena (Charmaz, 1995). 

The analytic material is collected through the process of qualitative interviewing. 

Semi-structured form of the research interview has been chosen as the researchers had prepared an interview schedule with a range of questions or topics that are likely to be covered in the interview, but the content of the interview schedule gains new focus as more concepts and relationships emerge from the analysis. In this relationship, ‘the respondent can be perceived as the expert on the subject and should therefore be allowed maximum opportunity to tell his or her own story’ (Smith, 1995:12). All interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed in order to maintain closeness to the meaning of the data and preserve the participants’ own words.  
Data Analysis
The analyses followed the grounded theory procedures and techniques as formulated by Glaser & Strauss (1967) and developed by Strauss and Corbin (1998). The grounded theory approach has been chosen as an appropriate methodological tool since it allows the researcher to inductively build theory from the interpretation of the data, representing a phenomenon and arises through the researcher’s active engagement in a continuous data collection and analysis process. Data are coded gradually and substantively, compared and grouped into categories. After following the above steps, the researcher should make the decision whether to end the data collection process or not.  He/she needs to judge, therefore, whether the point of theoretical saturation has been reached.  It is up to the researcher to decide at which point no new properties, dimensions, or relationships emerge during analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

The feminist along with the critical theory guide the analysis. Regardless of the particular epistemological position, a compatibility between critical, feminist and grounded theory traditions in scientific knowledge generation underlines their interplay as a process of theoretical triangulation (Wuest, 1995). 
  According to a critical feminist viewpoint, the mutual interaction between researcher and participants contributes to uncover meanings and patterns, promoting the development of a non-hierarchical ‘friendly stranger’ and focusing on the experiences of each person through his/her eyes (Kushner & Harrison, 2002). The interplay between grounded, feminist and critical theories was observed as a strategy that provides a more comprehensive account of the relations between agency, structure and critique. These strategies remain true to the data, avoid the imposition of ideology and generate the understandings and explanations of the participants’ in-depth analysis of their experiences, perceptions and actions (Paterson, 1996; Kushner, Morrow, 2003).

The analysis is also facilitated by the use of the ATLAS.ti  -a software designed for the analysis of qualitative data.
  The ATLAS.ti software enables the researcher to organise the text, in this case the interviews, select, organise, compare, search, retrieve and browse data segments, build networks allowing the construction of concepts and theories based on the relations that arise from the data, use networks to explore and discover the deepest meanings of the data (Muhr, 1997). However, it is worth noticing that the use of computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software does not mean the automated construction of a theoretical model as well as control of the hypotheses, which propose relationships among concepts, as only the researcher or the research group are capable of.
The validity criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability as suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985) were employed throughout the research to ensure and enhance its ‘trustworthiness’.

Lone mothers -Experiences of exclusion 

Our research shows again that lone mothers are a particularly vulnerable group to poverty. It is clear that lone mothers with dependent children are more likely to be living in poor households than any other family type and it is a highly disadvantaged group in terms of resources (money, time and social networks). They have little opportunity to find a job because of working conditions and the responsibility for the children, as women are less likely to be employed and if they are employed they have lower income.   Economic poverty has important negative implications for the lives of women and their children – it restricts the activities in which can participate, it creates difficulties in their relationships, it is less likely to have access to some consumer assets, to save money, to take holidays, to invite or visit friends and relatives. Economic poverty drastically limits the possibilities of some social and leisure activities. They face additional difficulties in a society that is organized on the basis of two-parent family structure.

In this paper we focus, in particular, on some issues:

I) Lone mothers talk about employment

One of the most important reasons of living in poverty and stay there for a long time is the lack of a job. In some cases, despite the fact that they had worked before their marriage, when they became mothers, they left their job according to their husband’s desire.   
‘I was working up until I had my first child. And then (…) he told me we were doing well financially and that I didn’ t need to work because what I was earning in a month he could make in a weekend’  (Interview 5)

They left their job on their own will as they believed that this should be the correct choice.   
‘If he was earning so much (…) I could raise the child, I could accept that. Not to have the grandmother or anyone else bringing him or her up’ (Interview 7) 

‘I had been working since I was eighteen. It was not easy for our mothers to look after our baby. I had thought about a baby-sitter before getting pregnant. I mean, I wanted to keep on working. He saw it was difficult and it would also benefit him because if I was working we would have to share the responsibility of the child. So he could stay away from it all. He knew he had only his job to worry about’ (Interview 5)
Sometimes women believe there was no need to work.

‘I can’t say we couldn’t manage. There was no other reason for me to work’ (Interview 5)

2) Lone mothers talk about family support system 

The lack of family support system for the children forces single-parents to be unemployed or employed part-time. When lone mother’s relatives could not take care of those children, they come under such great pressure to the point that they refuse types of work that are incompatible with the looking after their children. Despite their huge need to work they try to negotiate the working-hours in order to prepare their children for school or just to take care of them.

‘My mother needed a few more years to become a pensioner. So, I couldn’t ask her to stop to look after my child. Having a baby-sitter would cost me my salary but I needed to find a solution’ (Interview 5)

 ‘Finding a job having two children was really tough. I had to turn down many very good opportunities because I couldn’t combine the hours with looking after my children’ (Interview 8)

However, the majority of lone mothers argue that the relatives function as a real support network even when they endeavored to persuade them not to live as single mothers or to judge their attitude as lone mothers.      

‘If it wasn’t for my mum, God bless her, I wouldn’t be able to do anything. I earned 270 Euro working as a part-time cleaner’ (Interview 7)

‘If my dad was alive he would have supported me. But my mum, who is very old-fashioned kept telling me: “you’ ve made your choice so stay there, don’t destroy your family, be patient, what will become of you! That’s it” (Interview 8)

‘My parents in law are well off. I never had any financial help. Only recently they have given a flat to my daughter. That’ s all, nothing else (…) It was because I have honoured their son and I am alone for seventeen years now’  (Interview 6)

3) Lone mothers talk about health problems 

Lone-mothers face serious health problems very often – this makes more difficult to escape from poverty. 

‘My children were very young. There were constant fights at home. My parents were helping me with a bit of money (...) I was trying to pull myself together. Let alone find a job. I had a gynecological problem which turned out to be cancer. I was really, really bad!!!’ (Interview 5)

  4) Lone mothers talk about their parental role

Single-mothers are stressed to perform a dual parental role, that of a mother as well as a father. 

‘I have to be both the man and the woman, to bring the money in the house (…) I’m all alone. Both the father and the mother, I have to be there for everything’ (Interview 7)

‘All the responsibilities on my shoulders! If  the child gets into troubles, touch wood, everyone will say it’ s my fault, “she raised it herself, what did you expect?” But, it may happen to other children from normal families. The comments will not be the same!’   (Interview 5)

5) Lone mothers talk about their relationships with children

Frequently, there is such a close relationship with their children that it can be too heavy for both of them. Even when lone mothers do not reject the possibility to be married again, they are very cautious especially regarding their children.

‘My child is everything for me. My whole life (…) So, I can’t say I miss the presence of a man, at all’ (Interview 6)

‘I wouldn’t say no to meeting somebody, stay with him for a couple of years and then take the child with me to get to know him. The child might not like him at all’ (Interview 7)

6) Lone mothers talk about the implications of poverty for the lives of their children 
Poor living conditions have bad consequences on the children's development. Consequences which constitute the cause, that reproduces the conditions of poverty in these families. 
‘The children will come in September. They both wear glasses, 60 Euro for the doctor and 350 for the glasses. The books, fees for the English, I need 1500 Euro. Where will I find it?’ (Interview 5) 

‘My daughter had many talents, singing, dancing, painting.  If her father was alive, she could have done something more. I couldn’t offer everything wanted to her!’ (Interview 6) 

‘Look, I know there are many single-parent families which have much money. When I earn 20 Euro per day, how can I give 20 euro for an hour of private lessons? My child will have to live without these things’ (Interview 7)

7) Lone mothers talk about social and leisure activities.


The majority of them do not participate even in the simpler forms of entertainment. They prefer visiting friends, watching television or being isolated. 
‘You mean go to a café, pay for a coffee there? Why shouldn’t I have it home? Or go to a friend’s house (…) if my friend who is married doesn’t tell me to go out, how could I do that?’ (Interview 7)

‘If we decide to go out, it is a whole procedure. It’s not only a matter of time, going out, finding a taxi, and then the money…’ (Interview 6)

‘We watch a lot of TV (…) We bought a DVD with 55 Euro (…) I told her we don’t have the money. She said: “Don’t worry mum, we’ ll buy it with my money from the Christmas carols’(Interview 7) 

8 ) Lone mothers talk about social networks and organizations
Most of them do not know about the existence of organizations, societies, clubs and they would like to have much more information and protection from the Welfare State.

‘These societies….what do they offer? (…) If it’s just to meet up for a coffee, it’s no use. But if there are useful discussions with some experts, then I can spare some time’ (Interview 5)

‘I went to the Municipality, to the Organization for the unemployed, they got to know me, even the Consultants (…) I didn’t get any extra help because I was divorced. I don’t know about the other women but for me…nothing!’(Interview 5)

‘I didn’t want them to think that I was asking for their help. I didn’t want them to feel sorry for me, to say “poor thing”!’ (Interview 7)

9) Lone mothers talk about the future

They do not think, very often, that the situation can change for the better and are incapable of finding solutions to their problems. Their ambitions are very limited for the future.
‘When I thought I had everything I had ever dreamt of, everything fell apart (…) I had struggled for everything, how could I start from the beginning? (…) The only thing I’ m interested in is my children, to be healthy and good people!’ (Interview 5) 

‘The only thing I’ m afraid of is to be out of work. The only thing is a job that gives me more than 270 Euro per month. (…) I pray to God for my daughter’s health.   Only this!’ (Interview 7)

The gender dimension of poverty: methodological issues
There are some central conceptual and methodological issues which must be tackled if we wish to investigate single-parent families and /or women’s poverty in a gender - sensitive way, such as the gendered nature of poverty and the necessity of a gender - sensitive methodological approach. Ruspini (2000) argues that we need a new and more suitable theoretical paradigm and a new methodology. The different mechanisms behind women’s poverty, and the crucial role played by inequalities in the distribution of resources within the family in shaping women’s well being, have to be depicted.

Our answer is that there are some possible ways to open the family ‘black box’, as Ruspini (2000) calls it, in order to understand to what extent women’s poverty is masked, that is to what extent do all household members share the same level of economic welfare. There are some methodological reflections that have emerged from this and previous researches on poverty and single parent families.

· A combination of different research approaches are required in order to study women’s poverty dynamics (new data collection, qualitative and quantitative, - in particular comparable longitudinal).

·  A combination of alternative poverty measures is recommended for women’s poverty research (for both households and individuals) in order to understand the dynamic characteristics of poverty.

· Women cannot simply be added in the existing analyses. Gender - sensitive poverty research needs gender – sensitive methodological approach and a new framework.

From biography to social policy -Eradicating poverty and social exclusion of single parent families

In recent years, the number of divorced, separated, and unmarried parents has risen dramatically giving rise to a diversity of family structures.  As a result, more and more children are likely today to grow up in single parent families (see Heuveline, Timberlake and Furstenberg, 2003).  The rising numbers of single parent families and children throughout the EU and the increased likelihood that these families will live in poverty and experience many different forms of social exclusion in their daily lives bring in  focus the need to address the issue as an urgent one in our efforts to eradicate poverty and social exclusion. To avoid pathologizing single parent families, it is crucial to keep in mind that socioeconomic factors, most notably poverty, account for many of these problems rather than family structure per se (see Battle, 1997).  

In sum, much of the research work so far has focused on understanding the disadvantaged trajectories of these families.  Though that is an important task, our efforts should also be directed towards incorporating their own understandings and point of view in the production of knowledge about single parent families –as we did. The voices of single parent families are rarely if ever included in policy debates.  It is important to focus on their lived experiences so that the policies formulated, the laws established, and the programmes designed and carried out will have relevance to their real needs.  Investigating how they understand and experience their worlds can inform policy making so that interventions will be effective and ultimately improve the lives of these families in the most appropriate and culturally-sensitive manner.   As Kloprogge (1998) argues, innovative social policies at the national level which will facilitate social cohesion and combat the poverty experienced by single parent families should take into account families’ perspectives and preferences.  
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� Methodologically, the European Community Household Panel (ECHIP) is one set of data that provides detailed economic and social information on individuals and households over periods of several years and gives the opportunity to examine the extent, nature and impact of social exclusion in Europe.





� Defining lone parenthood means creation of a compromise between different national definitions. There is lack of an internationally recognised definition of a lone parent. Consequently, the definition of a lone-parent household can differ among European countries.  As Roll (1992) explained, the most ambiguous elements are related to the marital status of the parent, the family’s household situation and the definition of a dependent child. 


Most countries define lone parenthood using two main criteria – not living with a partner and the age of children, but there are variations in the way these are used (Roll, 1992; Millar, 1994). Some countries define lone parenthood according to the age of the youngest child, but the age limit varies. There are significant differentials between the various estimates because of different definitions and there are questions about the most appropriate definition for cross-national comparative purposes. Often the focus of research is on lone parents with dependent children only.





� The point of departure of critical feminist theory is a normative concern not only for the status of women, but also in an empirical location under the circumstances that have produced domination in gender relations. Researchers try to engage with participants in understanding, consciousness-raising, emancipation, making public the oppressive nature of women’s conditions and acting for liberation (Harding, 1987).  A critical feminist perspective leads research to integrate broader social, economic, cultural and political contexts along with gender influences on women’s experiences in every day life (Lather, 1991).


� This kind of software provides a formal structure for creating and storing codes for data segments and writing memos, in other words reflections on the conceptual meaning of data, in order to develop the analysis and gradually lead to theory building (Richards & Richards, 1994).


� The policy approaches of different countries are an important factor in facilitating or limiting employment for lone parents (Millar, 1996; Lewis, 1997; Duncan and Edwards, 1999). The extent to which lone parents are able to support themselves through work will depend to a large extent on their ability to reconcile the demands of work and family life (Millar, 2002). For any individual lone parent the decision to work involve consideration of a complex interplay of factors. High levels of employment are not necessarily associated with active family –friendly policies. In some cases there are so few alternatives available to them (Millar, 2002).


Most countries – including Greece – treat non-working lone parents in exactly the same way as any other worker who is unemployed (Millar, 2002). In Greece, some non working lone parents are dependent on social assistance which is means- tested and provide very low level of income. The receipt of social assistance is non conditional on willingness to work – vice versa.


Lone parents in Greece do not have much support for employment but nor do they receive much by way of social assistance if they are not at work (Millar, 2002). Additionally, the level of childcare provision is low -especially for children under three years old- , although lone parents are given priority access to these. State facilities are free and municipal childcare services are means-tested.
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