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Abstract:  

Poverty rates among single parents vary a lot across countries, in part reflecting differences in the 

generosity and design of minimum income protections. We ask: what are the optimal ways in which 

income support to single parents can be targeted, if the prime objective of policy is to shelter those 

households from poverty? We map minimum income provisions for working and non-working single-

parent households across Europe and the United States, showing that three things matter for adequate 

minimum income protection. First, minimum wage levels matter, obviously for working single parents 

but also for jobless ones since they effectively set the ‘glass ceiling’ for out-of-work benefit. Second, the 

overall generosity of the child benefit package is crucial to shelter both working and jobless single 

parents from poverty. Third, countries that employ a strategy of “targeting within universalism” (that is 
directing extra support to vulnerable groups such as single parents within the context of a universal 

benefit program) tend to do best. 
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Introduction 

Single parents face particular challenges: even in the most developed welfare states they are confronted 

with high poverty risks. Nieuwenhuis and Maldonado (2018) point out that single parents are caught in 

a triple bind of not having the adequate resources required to find employment that is adequate to 

provide economic wellbeing, while benefit levels are inadequate as well. Altogether, single parents face 

difficulties in combining the roles of sole breadwinner and sole care provider. They obviously lack the 

options that couples have to share these tasks.  

Because of the particularly challenging circumstances that single parent households face, there is a 

relatively easy case to be made for providing those households with extra public income support. Just 

as welfare states already redistribute from childless individuals to families with children to minimize the 

welfare loss associated with childrearing, the state could also, as it were, step in as a substitute for the 

income from an absent partner. Extra income through social transfers, for example, can enable them to 

outsource some caregiving. Or the extra money may allow them to work less and devote more time to 

parenting.  

On top of the inherent challenges single parents face, they are also more likely to be in a weaker 

economic position. Most single-parent families are headed by women (Chzhen and Bradshaw 2012). 

They are thus at a disadvantage in terms of labor market opportunities and earnings, especially when 

they have lower levels of education (Gornick 2004; Härkönen, Manzoni, and Bihagen 2016). Moreover, 

the lower skilled among them are often reliant on jobs in sectors like retail, hospitality or social services 

that require child care at the most irregular hours, exacerbating work-care struggles that are hard 

enough as they are. 

In short, single parents are in an inherently disadvantaged economic position in societies where double 

earner households set the norm. And the less skilled the working parent is, the more the disadvantage 

compounds, not just because of their lower earnings capacity, but also because of their reliance on jobs 

with irregular hours that generally cannot be worked remotely. All of this warrants a degree of 

preferential treatment, especially if a child’s well-being is principal concern. Poverty has detrimental 

effects for children for the entirety of their life course, especially in terms of educational and cognitive 

outcomes (Najman et al. 2009; Lacour and Tissington 2011).  

There is thus a multifold and well-documented rationale for providing single parents with extra state 

support – “targeting” in social policy terminology.  This begs the core question in this paper: what is the 
optimal degree of targeting when it comes to providing income support to single parents, especially if 

the prime objective is to shelter them from financial poverty? 

 

The Complexities of Targeting Public Income Support 

The debate on targeting essentially comes down to the allocation of resources: who should get what 

degree of social protection? Benefits are targeted if there is variation in the statutory benefit amount 

across different categories of the reference group. Oppositely, benefits are universal if they are given to 

all members of the reference group, regardless of their income or other conditions.  

In between, there is a range of possible variations in benefit allocation. A benefit could for example only 

be awarded to households under a certain income ceiling. This is what we call low income targeting. 

One could also choose to only provide benefits to the members of a certain risk group, such as single 

parents. This is categorical targeting. But a benefit can also be designed in such a way that – although 

everyone receives the benefit – certain persons receive a higher amount. This is commonly referred to 

as ‘targeting within universalism’. 

But there are also limits to targeting towards single parents, or so it can be argued. 
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First, there has been a trend towards individualization of social and welfare rights for emancipatory 

reasons (Alm, Nelson, and Nieuwenhuis 2019; Jepsen and Meulders 2002). Advocates of gender equality 

in particular have pushed for rights that are independent of marital status or household context. This 

has resulted in a decline of social security rights that distinguish by household status and thus indirectly 

discriminate against women, for example in the shape of higher benefits for sole breadwinners. 

Similarly, personal tax systems in many countries have moved away from joint taxation systems, which 

effectively tax dual earner households more, towards more individualized approaches. 

Second, there is concern about what targeted benefits do to behavior. In ‘Losing Ground’, Charles 
Murray claimed that US policies to help single parents had led them to become dependent on that 

support. He claimed that American welfare as it then existed had brought breakdown of the traditional 

family and more children out of wedlock. The book ignited a storm of criticism, especially from policy 

scholars, but the fact that it resonated in the public and political sphere said a lot about the perceptions 

and concerns that existed. Bill Clinton successfully ran his presidential on the promise to “end welfare 
as we know it”, essentially acknowledging and echoing Murray’s critique. Similar debates have existed 
elsewhere, albeit often in more veiled terms. Concerns of work and family formation incentives clearly 

affect the political feasibility of support targeted at single parents. 

Add to that the well-known argument among social policy scholars that programs for the poor tend to 

become poor programs. In 1998, Korpi and Palme famously claimed that the more countries target 

benefits at the poor, the less likely they are to reduce poverty. That, they argued, is because strongly 

targeted benefits, being politically less popular and robust, tend to be smaller programs. Research has 

shed critical light on such claims. Somewhat of a consensus seems to have emerged that ‘targeting 
within universalism’ yields the best redistributive outcomes (Jacques and Noël 2018; Marx, 

Salanauskaite, and Verbist 2016; Van Lancker and Van Mechelen 2015). That is because two channels of 

poverty reduction are simultaneously at play: large budgets along with higher benefit levels for the 

families most at risk of poverty. 

Thirdly, targeting brings complexity (Brady and Burroway 2012; van Oorschot 2002; Bradshaw 2012). 

The more targeted and conditional income support provisions are, the more complex they can become. 

Benefit recipients lead complex lives, requiring rules covering every possible contingency. People may 

draw on many different sources for their incomes. Incomes from work may not be regarded in the same 

way as for example alimony payments. People may have complex or unusual living arrangements, 

especially when they are newly re-partnered or when there are other adults living in the household, for 

example dependent elderly people. All these complex and sometimes exceptional situations require 

rules to determine eligibility, increasing the effort required on the part of applicants to find out what 

they are entitled to and how that may change if something changes to their circumstances. Yet many 

people do not have the time and/or capacity to process that complex information. One important 

consequence is significant non-take up of strongly targeted benefits, effectively limiting their capacity 

to help. 

So, what is the optimal degree of targeting when it comes to providing extra support to single parents if 

we want to shelter them from financial poverty? For this purpose, we empirically map minimum income 

provisions for working and non-working single-parent households across rich welfare states, identifying 

the best-performing countries, and also trying to determine what those countries have in common in 

the provision of support to single parents. 

 

 

 

 



4 

 

How We Compare Minimum Income Support Across Countries 

Our objective is to compare the adequacy of minimum income support provisions for both working and 

non-working single parents across the EU, the UK and the US for 2020/21. Adequacy refers to the level 

of the income package relative to the poverty line in each country, for that family type. To gauge 

adequacy we use model family type simulations reflecting the net disposable incomes of single parents 

in situations of interest, taking into account all the relevant benefits and taxes in each country.  

For our calculations we use EUROMOD, a tax-benefit microsimulation model that allows to calculate, in 

a comparable manner, the effects of taxes and benefits on household incomes for each EU member 

state and the UK. EUROMOD also includes an add-on, called the Hypothetical Household Tool (HHoT) 

which allows to simulate the effect of the tax-benefit system on model family types. Calculations for the 

US were carried out separately using the same methodology.  

The most interesting feature of this approach is that it is directly reflective of policy intent, i.e. it is 

reflective of what policy seeks to achieve. An alternative approach could be to look at poverty outcomes, 

for example on the basis of representative household survey data, but such outcomes are only partially 

driven by policy. Labor market and economic conditions, socio-demographic differences matter at least 

as much. It is nevertheless important to stress that our family type estimates represent a ‘best case’ 
scenario, in which families are fully aware of all the benefits to which they are entitled and take the 

necessary steps to apply for those. In reality, there is imperfect enforcement, for example of minimum 

wages, and there is imperfect take-up of benefits due to bureaucracy hurdles, stigma or low levels of 

knowledge of a given program. In the US, for example, we assume that jobless households receive both 

SNAP benefits and cash assistance from TANF. In reality, however, access to TANF cash assistance is 

increasingly difficult to acquire. Thus, our minimum income packages for jobless households in the US 

may overstate the average level of income that these households receive in reality. Similar caveats are 

likely to apply to other countries, as well. 

Table 1 provides an overview of our general assumptions regarding the selection of the model family 

types. For our purposes, we contrast a 35‐year old single parent with a couple of the same age, both 
with two children aged seven and 14, in two different income situations.  

• As we are interested here in the minimum income floor below which nobody is supposed to fall, 

we assume in the non-working case that the adult(s) in the household are either not eligible for 

contributory benefits, like for example unemployment insurance, or have depleted such 

benefits. We assume they rely solely on social assistance benefits or equivalent benefits 

guaranteeing a subsistence minimum. We still assume that our model families are looking for 

work. In effect, in most countries, people have to be willing to work in order to get or keep social 

assistance benefits. This “work willingness” condition can for example take the form of regular 
meetings with a social worker, workfare measures or mandatory participation in active labor 

market programs. Note also that some countries have introduced earnings disregards so that 

social assistance recipients can keep (at least for some time) their social assistance benefit even 

when earning some extra money. But in the cases modelled here no such earnings are assumed. 

   

• In the in-work case, either one or both adults are full-time employed at the minimum wage. For 

the construction of the income targeting indicator (see below), we also need information on 

how the income situation would change when working at the average or twice the average wage 

instead. National wage information is taken from the EU Statistics on Income and Living 

Conditions or the OECD. 

Aside from the earned wage and/or income supplements provided by the tax-benefit system, the model 

families are assumed to have no savings or other income sources. Finally, households are assumed to 

be tenants on the private market. Rents are set at the national median market rent for each family type. 
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TABLE 1. 

Core Features of the Model Family Types 

Household 

type 
Children 

Housing 

costs 
Income situation specific assumptions 

General 

assumption 

   
Non-working 

households 
Working households  

   
Social 

assistance case 

Minimum wage 

case 

Average wage 

case 

Twice the 

average wage 

case 

 

Single 

parent 

Two, aged 

7 and 14, 

attending 

school 

Median 

market 

rent for 3 

person 

household 

Aged 35, 

looking for 

work 

Aged 35, works 

fulltime at 

minimum wage 

Aged 35, works 

fulltime at the 

average wage 

Aged 35, works 

fulltime at twice 

the average  

wage 

Full benefit 

take-up and 

no access to 

social 

insurance 

Single-

earning 

married 

couple 

Two, aged 

7 and 14, 

attending 

school 

Median 

market 

rent for 4 

person 

household 

Aged 35, both 

adults are 

looking for 

work 

Aged 35, one 

adult works 

fulltime at 

minimum wage, 

partner is 

inactive 

Aged 35, one 

adult works 

fulltime at 

average wage, 

partner is 

inactive 

Aged 35, one 

adult works 

fulltime at twice 

the average  

wage, partner is 

inactive 

Dual-

earning 

married 

couple 

Two, aged 

7 and 14, 

attending 

school 

Median 

market 

rent for 4 

person 

household 

Aged 35, both 

adults are 

looking for 

work 

Aged 35, both 

adults work 

fulltime at 

minimum wage 

Aged 35, both 

adults work 

fulltime at 

average wage 

Aged 35, both 

adults work 

fulltime at twice 

the average  

wage 

 

In measuring the legally guaranteed minimum income situation in each country, we include all income 

transfers that people are entitled to by law and are simulated in the tax-benefit microsimulation model 

EUROMOD. We thus limit ourselves to a strict focus on income only. Admittedly, the adequacy of 

minimum income packages is defined not solely by the level of household income it guarantees, but also 

by inter alia additional cost compensations and in-kind benefits for low-income households, duration 

requirements, strict-means tests and sanctions.  

Table 2 gives an overview of all the income components and protections we consider. In the selection 

of applicable schemes, we follow a risk-type approach, by first establishing the specific situation and 

then assessing which schemes would be applicable in each country according to national tax-benefit 

legislation. For working households, we naturally start with wages. In the non-working case, the first 

income component comprises social assistance. These earnings will then be affected by direct taxes – 

the income tax and social insurance contributions individuals have to pay. These typically reduce income, 

except in the case of (refundable) tax credits. Lastly, we take all non-discretionary and non-contributory 

cash benefits into account for which our model families are eligible. We exclude all temporary COVID-

19-related policy measures as we are interested in the structural situation of single parents at the 

bottom of the income distribution.  
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TABLE 2. 

 Income Components 

Income components Description 

Wage 

Statutory minimum wage, national average wage or 

twice the national average wage at full-time 

employment 

Social assistance 

Residual, means-tested minimum income provided to 

households without social insurance entitlements 

(and in some countries also as a top-up for working 

households) 

Child benefits 
Benefits compensating for the cost of having children, 

can either be universal and/or means-tested 

Housing and heating allowances 
Benefits relating to housing costs, energy and/or 

heating costs 

Other benefits 

All non-contributory and non-discretionary benefits 

that do not fit into other categories, mostly in the 

form of tax credits or in-work benefits. 

Tax components Description 

Income taxes 
Tax levied on wages, salaries, and/or other types of 

income 

Social insurance contributions Employee-specific social insurance contributions 

Total Description 

Net disposable income 

The total sum of the income of all members of the 

household, including social benefits, minus tax and 

other deductions, that is available for spending or 

saving 

 

We calculate minimum income provisions for all EU member states, with two notable exceptions. In the 

working case, only countries with (quasi-)statutory minimum wages are considered. This rules out 

Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, Italy and Sweden. In addition, Denmark, Finland and Slovenia are excluded 

from the single-parent case due to missing single parent benefits in the microsimulation model 

EUROMOD. In addition, we will also include the United Kingdom. The UK government is currently rolling 

out the Universal Credit, which is set to replace the so-called ‘legacy’ benefits – including unemployment 

benefit, tax credits and housing benefit – into one benefit paid monthly to claimants. With the roll-out 

still underway we estimate both the full legacy benefit situation (labelled UK – ORIG) as well as the 

universal credit situation (labelled UK – UC indicating ‘Universal Credit’).  

In addition, we will pay particular attention to how the US compares relative to the UK and the EU 

member states. Recently, the US introduced the American Rescue Plan of 2021 (ARP). The American 

Rescue Plan Act of 2021 is a $1.9 trillion aid package that President Biden signed into law in March 2021 

to provide economic relief amidst the ongoing COVID-19 crisis. One key element of particular interest is 

the substantial expansion of the Child Tax Credit (CTC). For the 2021 tax year, the CTC is upped from the 

original $2,000 credit to $3,000 per child aged 17 or younger and $3,600 for children under the age of 

six. The expanded CTC is fully refundable, meaning that non-working households are now also eligible 

to receive the benefit. In the simulations below, we only include the six monthly CTC payments that a 

family receives within 2021; we exclude the additional payout that households may receive in spring 

2022 after completing their taxes. In order to evaluate how this reform shifts the level of minimum 

income protection in the US, we estimate both the before (labelled US – ORIG) and after (labelled US – 

BP indicating ‘Biden Plan’) situation. 
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Before proceeding to the results, it is important to clarify some of the key concepts that are used 

throughout this article. 

At-risk-of-poverty threshold 

We express the net disposable income, and related income components, as a percentage of the at-risk-

of-poverty threshold (AROP60). This is the official indicator used by the European Commission, which 

defines poverty as having a net disposable income below 60 percent of the national median equivalent 

household income. Equivalization entails giving members of the household different weightings – using 

the modified OECD equivalence scale – in order to take account of the differences in household size and 

composition. The total household income is then divided by the sum of the weightings to yield a 

representative income. In the US, poverty is typically measured in a different way, but we apply the EU-

style relative income threshold to maintain consistency across the countries examined. 

Child-related benefit package 

The child-related benefit package is a concept that includes all child-related income support given to a 

household with children, going from child benefits and child tax credits to social assistance top-ups or 

housing allowances that take account of the presence of a child. Empirically, we quantify the value of 

the child benefit package by deducting the net income of a hypothetical childless family from the net 

income of an identical family with children at the same earnings level. Due to a lack of cross-nationally 

comparable and up to date child care costs in EUROMOD, our analysis is confined to primary and/or 

secondary school children only. A caveat thus is that we do not factor in any benefits geared towards 

young children, such as childcare compensation schemes. Note also that child care compensations 

depend on the actual take up of and availability of child care. The minimum wage worker we look at 

here is very likely to be employed in hospitality, retail or services, where non-standards hours are 

common. People in such jobs have a very hard time finding suitable child care. So the assumption that 

low income households will always get the full compensation they are entitled to on paper would be a 

very strong one indeed, even if we had the data on that.  This having been said, policies aimed at making 

childcare more affordable can nonetheless have an important poverty-alleviating effect for single 

parents, but only if these childcare investments are actually being allocated to poor households with 

children (Hufkens et al. 2020; Van Lancker and Ghysels 2012; Pavolini and Van Lancker 2018). If 

subsidized childcare slots for example flow back to those already in work, the so-called Matthew effect, 

then the poverty impact is low. 

Targeting Indicator 

In order to fully capture the targeting design of the child benefit systems across different countries, we 

adopt two distinct targeting indicators.  

Income targeting implies allocating a higher benefit amount towards low-income households, usually 

based on a means test. To operationalize income targeting, we adopt the income targeting indicator 

proposed by Marchal and Van Lancker (2019). When applied to our institutional model family 

simulations, the concentration coefficient offers a measure of the extent to which child benefits are 

intended to end up with richer or poorer income groups. For most of the countries, we have information 

on the level of the child benefit package for four income cases: a single parent receiving social assistance, 

a single parent living on a minimum wage, a single parent earning the average wage and a single parent 

making twice the average wage. The concentration coefficient is then expressed as follows: TICC(B, Y) = −2Cov ( Bμ(B) , (1 − G(Y))) 

with benefit B, income distribution Y and G(Y) the cumulative distribution function of Y. The 

concentration coefficient assumes a value between -1 and 1. A value of TI < 0 denotes targeting towards 

lower income households, TI > 0 denotes targeting towards higher income households and TI = 0 
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indicates that the child benefit package is strictly universal. The advantage of this indicator is that it is 

intuitively interpretable and comparable across countries. And, in comparison to other income targeting 

measures, it can also handle both non-linear targeting and targeting within selective systems.  

Categorical targeting implies providing higher benefits to specific risk groups, such as single parents. To 

operationalize single parent targeting, we adopt the single parent targeting indicator proposed by Van 

Lancker, Ghysels, and Cantillon (2015). By comparing between couples and single parents – whose only 

difference is the fact that the latter, holding other factors constant, do not have a partner – we can 

directly measure the statutory degree of targeting towards single parents. More specifically, we 

estimate the ratio of the child-related benefit package that single parents are entitled to over the child 

benefit package that couples are entitled to for both the social assistance and minimum wage case. A 

value of TI > 1 denotes targeting towards single parents, TI < 1 denotes targeting towards couples and 

TI = 1 indicates that couples and single parents are entitled to an equal child benefit package. 

 

What We Found 

Minimum Income Protection for Working Single Parents – the State of Affairs 

We start with a look at working single-parent households. Figure 1 presents the net disposable income 

of a single parent with two children depending on one full-time minimum wage and this relative to the 

60% poverty threshold.  

FIGURE 1. 

Working Single Parent with Two Children – Minimum Wage 

 

Source: own calculations using EUROMOD. 

Note: we make use of the internationally recognized ISO 3166 two-letter country codes. Glossary can be found on 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Country_codes. 
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Nearly all EU Member States have either a legal or collectively bargained minimum wage. Levels differ 

markedly between countries. Minimum wages for full time workers are comparatively high in relative 

terms in Romania and Greece. At the other end of the spectrum, the US federal minimum wage is 

exceptionally low by international standards. In fact, the highest minimum wage outranks the US 

minimum wage by a factor of almost four in relative terms. A minimum wage income is almost never 

sufficient to lift a single parent with two children above the poverty line. The average minimum wage, 

net of taxes and social security contributions, relative to the poverty threshold equals only 64 percent. 

This is far below the level needed to be free of poverty. 

Fortunately, tax-benefit systems have an important impact on living standards of minimum wage 

households. The value of the benefits households get generally surpasses any taxes or social insurance 

contributions. The overall level of financial support provided to single parents nonetheless varies largely 

across different welfare states. Gross-to-net efforts range for example from a burden of about 20 

percent of the poverty line in Romania to an added boost to the net disposable income equal to almost 

50 percent in the United Kingdom. 

Child benefits are the most common and important form of income support for households with 

children. All countries provide some type of child benefit, whether it is universal or means tested, or 

both. In a third of the countries covered here, single parents working at the minimum wage are also still 

eligible for means-tested social assistance top-ups. These ensure that in-work income exceeds the out-

of-work social assistance benefit, through earnings disregards in the calculation of the top-up. Next, 

some households in the situation simulated here are granted housing and/or heating allowances1 to 

compensate for the cost of living. Finally, targeted income support is available to those in employment 

in some countries. These take the shape of employment-conditional benefits of one type or another to 

boost in-work income. Examples of considerable in-work benefits are the Prime d’Activité in France, the 
In-Work Benefit in Malta, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) in the US and the Working Tax Credit in 

the UK, which is being replaced by the Universal Credit.  

All these different income components together make up the net disposable income of a household. In 

about half of the countries, a single parent raising two children and working full time at the minimum 

wage will have an income package above or around the poverty threshold. This implies that in the other 

half of the countries single parents will inevitably be at risk of poverty if they have no other source of 

income besides their earnings from minimum wage employment. The countries that guarantee the 

highest net disposable incomes are Greece, Ireland, the UK, Poland and the Netherlands.  

Figure 1 also shows that the level of income protection guaranteed in the US is worryingly low. The 

expansion of the Child Tax Credit, part of President Biden’s American Rescue Plan, if it were to be made 

permanent, would certainly improve the situation of single parents in the US, but would not yet propel 

the US to a leading position compared to other peer nations.  

In the online appendix the minimum income situation of a single parent can be compared to the 

minimum income situation of a single- and dual-earning couple with children. Surprisingly perhaps, net 

disposable incomes tend to be slightly more sufficient for low-paid single-parent households compared 

to single-earning coupled-parent households. That is mainly because single parents often receive 

benefits that are as high as what couples with children get, while having one adult mouth less to feed. 

Though, some countries also have specific single-parent benefits or social assistance top-ups. Dual-

earning households on the contrary are virtually always protected against poverty, even if they are only 

making the minimum wage. 

 

 
1 Housing allowances are particularly hard to compare across countries in a systematic way because they tend to 

depend on many assumed parameters and local conditions, such as dwelling size and rent levels. 
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Minimum Income Protection for Jobless Single Parents  

We now move on to minimum income provisions for non-working households. In figure 2, we show the 

adequacy of minimum income protection schemes for a single parent with two children receiving social 

assistance. Social assistance is a means‐tested, residual benefit that serves as the ultimate safety net 

provision in most rich welfare states.  

FIGURE 2. 

Jobless Single Parent with Two Children – Social Assistance 

 

Source: own calculations using EUROMOD 

For jobless single parents, the situation is bleak almost everywhere. Virtually none of the countries 

included in our comparison ensure adequate income support to jobless single parents. Only in Austria 

the net disposable income reaches the poverty line. Again, there are massive disparities across the 

welfare states. The US, Hungary and Bulgaria cluster at the very bottom with benefit levels below half 

of the poverty line, indicating severe exposure to poverty for non-working households with no social 

insurance or other entitlements. Our data confirm the picture presented by past studies: social 

assistance is inadequate for poverty prevention in most countries (Van Mechelen and Marchal 2013; 

Immervoll 2012; Nelson 2013). 

Households with children of course do not solely rely on (general or categorical) social assistance. In 

most countries child benefits and housing allowances provide important income supplements. However, 

in around half of the EU member states, child benefits are included in the social assistance means-test. 

Taxes and social insurance contributions are rarely a heavy burden on jobless households receiving social 

assistance because such benefits are usually exempt from taxes. In a few countries, social assistance 

beneficiaries can even claim a tax refund through refundable tax credits. Sometimes there are also 

additional benefits or social assistance top-ups available for single parents, which is why in general the 

social floor is again relatively higher for single-parent households. 
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What Matters for Adequate Minimum Protection? 

What is important for adequate minimum income protection? We provide three primary take ways. 

First, minimum wage levels matter. The level of the minimum wage, where it exists, obviously matters 

for single parents dependent on earned income. But minimum wages are also key to adequate minimum 

income protection for people not in work since they determine the ‘glass ceiling’ for out-of-work 

benefits (Cantillon, Parolin, and Collado 2020). After all, policymakers will want to make sure that “work 
pays more than welfare”.  

FIGURE 3. 

Relationship Minimum Wage and Total Income Support 

 
 

Figure 3 plots the empirical relationship between the national minimum wage level and the adequacy 

of total income support for working single parents across the observed countries. Clearly, total income 

support tends to be higher in the countries with a higher relative minimum wage floor. Decent wages 

are thus a first necessary – but not sufficient – condition for ensuring adequate income protection to 

single parents, a condition outlier US currently does not yet meet. On the contrary, in terms of minimum 

wage efforts the US lags behind its peer nations. Their minimum wage, at least at the federal level, is 

currently far too low to ensure adequate minimum incomes to single parents working full-time. 

It is important here to stress that enforcement matters. The minimum wages we use in our calculations 

do not necessarily say a lot about the actual wage floors in countries and the actual incidence of low 

pay. Lack of monitoring and effective sanctioning may mean that workers are paid below the minimum, 

for example because actual working hours are underreported. In fact, research shows that union 

strength and collective bargaining institutions matter more for effective wage floors than minimum 

wages (Garnero 2020). 

Second, the overall generosity of the child benefit package matters. A large body of research has 

demonstrated that child benefit systems can contribute significantly to the reduction of child poverty 

and single-parent poverty (Leventi, Sutherland, and Tasseva 2019; Van Lancker, Ghysels, and Cantillon 

2015; Bradshaw, Keung, and Chzhen 2018; Morissens 2018). As the child benefit package de facto makes 

up a substantial part of the household budget of single parents, it can surely have an immediate impact 

on the incomes of those at high risk of financial poverty. 

 

AT

BE

BG

CZ

DE

EE

EL

ES

FR

HR

HU

IE

LT

LU

LV

MT

NL

PL

PT

RO

SK

UK-ORIG

UK-UC

US-ORIG

US-BP

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

110%

120%

130%

140%

20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100% 110% 120% 130% 140%

T
O

T
A

L 
IN

C
O

M
E

 S
U

P
P

O
R

T

MINIMUM WAGE LEVEL

Working single parent with two children

adequate

inadequate



12 

 

Figure 4 plots the empirical relationship between the total child benefit package and the adequacy of 

total income support for working and non-working single parents. The scatterplot displays a clear uphill 

pattern as we move from left to right, indicating a very strong correlation between the overall generosity 

of the child benefit package and the legally guaranteed level of minimum income protection. In the 

countries that ensure minimum incomes at or above the poverty threshold for single parents, the total 

child benefit package thus plays an exceptionally significant role in doing so, perhaps even more strongly 

than minimum wages.  

FIGURE 4. 

Relationship Child Benefit Package and Total Income Support  
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Third, child benefit generosity tends to be higher in countries employing targeting within universalism. 

Besides simply the level of spending, the targeting design is one of the most important determinants of 

the efficacy of child benefit systems in mitigating poverty among single parents; but it matters how 

targeting is done (Van Lancker, Ghysels, and Cantillon 2015; Salanauskaite and Verbist 2013; Morissens 

2018).  

Figure 5 displays bivariate scatterplots for the level of income targeting and the adequacy of the total 

child-related benefit package. Although child benefit systems vary greatly in terms of targeting 

intentions, we still see that in the vast majority of the countries the child benefit package is income 

targeted by intent and by design: low-income single parents are entitled to more generous benefits than 

higher income single parents. The top performers in terms of income targeting consist of the UK, 

Portugal, Cyprus and Sweden. 

Although the trendline is much less pronounced, it is still quite apparent that countries providing the 

most generous child benefit package to single parents tend to obtain a moderate score on the income 

targeting indicator. Countries that hardly target their child benefit package – such as Hungary or Latvia 

– or have an entirely means-tested system – namely Portugal and Bulgaria – perform less well than 

mixed systems. All in all, our results are in line with other recent findings (Kenworthy 2011; Van Lancker 

and Van Mechelen 2015; Marx, Salanauskaite, and Verbist 2016). 
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FIGURE 5. 

Relationship Income Targeting and Child Benefit Package 
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A similar observation applies to targeting towards single parents. Figure 6 displays bivariate scatterplots 

for the level of single parent targeting and the adequacy of the total child-related benefit package.  

The degree of single parent targeting depends on the earnings level. In the social assistance case, only 

Bulgaria, Sweden and the US favor coupled parents over single parents. Ireland, Italy and Cyprus are 

neutral between family types. All other countries recognize the extra challenges faced by single parents, 

although in different degrees. In the minimum wage case, three different countries leave single parents 

worse off, being Czechia, Slovakia and Estonia. The UK, Bulgaria and Latvia on the other hand treat 

working single parents identically to coupled parents, while all other countries target additional support 

towards single parents. Especially Spain, the Netherlands and Malta are prime examples of single parent 

targeting.  

The trendline first slopes upwards when going from left to right, but then goes slightly down again. The 

total child-related benefit package is broadly speaking the most generous in countries that target a 

relative part of their child benefits towards single parents, albeit substantiated by a universal first layer. 

Seeing that supplements for specific social groups, particularly single parents, are not as well-established 

yet as means-tested benefits, it is an important observation that the most adequate minimum income 

systems in fact target (part of) their child benefits towards single parents.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



16 

 

FIGURE 6. 

Relationship Single Parent Targeting and Child Benefit Package 

 

 
 

 

 

Now we have provided insight in the relevance of targeting designs in poverty alleviation, we explore at 

last in more detail the structure of the child benefit package. The overall degree to which the child 

benefit package is targeted actually depends on the specifics of each benefit included, such as the 

strictness of the means-test, and on how various benefit types are combined into one package. 

Figure 5 shows the cross-country variation in the institutional composition of the child-related benefit 

package of a single parent with two children depending on social assistance (SA) or working at the 

minimum wage (MW). Countries are ranked by the average level of total child benefits, expressed as a 

percentage of the poverty line. 
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FIGURE 7. 

Working & Jobless Single Parent with Two Children – Child Benefit Package 

 

Source: own calculations using EUROMOD 

Child benefits naturally make up a very important part of these child related benefit packages. There are 

a few countries where child benefits are strictly universal. About a third of the countries have a strictly 

means-tested policy model, providing child benefits only to households with an income below a certain 

threshold. The remaining countries combine universal and means-tested child benefits. Countries not 

only use cash transfers to compensate for the costs related to raising a child, but increasingly also tax 

credits and allowances. The US is the only one where the child benefit package consists chiefly of tax 

benefits. In addition, most countries provide a specific childcare allowance and/or educational 

allowance to assist eligible families with the care and education of their children. Sometimes additional 

income support is also specifically available to working households putting work-poor single parents are 

at a disadvantage in those countries.  

When countries want to provide extra support to single parents, there are also multiple possibilities. 

Countries can simply alter the benefit amount for single parents within already existing benefits, but a 

small number of countries have also chosen to administer a specific single parent benefit. Ireland is a 

case in point having a large means-tested benefit targeted at single parents, called the One-Parent 

Family Payment. Cyprus and Poland also have a single parent benefit, while Spain has a working single 

parent tax credit.  
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across countries. Comparatively generous packages for single parents are to be found in countries where 
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nutshell, to what extent countries support single parents financially largely overlaps with whether they 

employ targeting within universalism. Ireland, Germany, Poland and the UK are textbook examples with 

child benefit levels equivalent to over 50 percent of the income needed to stay out of poverty. The 

expansion of the Child Tax Credit in the US would raise the level of child benefits offered to low-income 

single parents already up to almost 40 percent of the income needed to stay out of poverty. 
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Conclusion 

A range of policy instruments can be deployed to make sure single parents have adequate financial 

resources. These include minimum wages and other forms of wage regulation, child benefits, tax credits, 

social assistance top-ups and other allowances. If well-designed, these instruments can complement and 

reinforce each other. We have demonstrated that there is substantial variation in the levels of income 

protection provided to single parents across Europe and the US. This is not only true in terms of levels 

(relative to the poverty threshold) but also in terms of how the benefits are provided. 

It is clearly possible to make sure that working single parents have minimally adequate incomes. We find 

that the total income of single parent having to make ends meet on a sole minimum wage income 

reaches or exceeds the at-risk-of-poverty threshold (defined as 60 percent of equivalized median 

household income) in about half of the countries reviewed here. The plight of jobless households with 

children on the other hand remains extremely worrisome. Minimum income provisions remain largely 

inadequate to ensure an acceptable minimum living standard, usually by a wide margin. 

Although optimal policy mixes cannot be readily defined – political context, budget constraints and other 

country-specific context factors matter – our results reveal three vital steps towards more adequate 

minimum income protection for families with children. 

1) Set wage floors as high as the local labor market can take without adverse employment effects. 

Wage floors are key to adequate income protection for both workers and people not in work. Minimum 

wages de facto determine the ‘glass ceiling’ on out-of-work benefits, as policymakers are concerned 

with safeguarding financial incentives to work. Note that some of the countries with the highest 

minimum wages (or effective wage floors as in the Nordic countries) have well-functioning labor 

markets, with very high employment and low persistent unemployment. Adequate minimum incomes 

for workers do not need to come at the cost of fewer people in work. 

 

2) Have universal child benefits as a first layer of supplementary income protection. Our simulations 

reveal that in the countries that manage to ensure net disposable incomes at or above the poverty 

threshold, the child benefit package plays a particularly significant role in doing so. Universal child 

benefit provide immediate and stable income support at low administrative cost and without causing 

disincentives to work or to move up the earnings ladder. Child benefit packages for those on the lowest 

incomes tend to be higher in countries with universal cash benefits. 
 

3) Have targeted income supplements for single parents on low incomes. It bears repeating, however, 

that targeting comes at the cost of bureaucratic complexity and sometimes stigma, resulting in 

significant levels of non-take up or incomplete take-up. Timeliness is also a serious issue: people do not 

always get the support when they need it. Technology may be coming to the rescue here. Advances in 

information technology should make accurate, timely and cost-effective targeting more achievable. Yet 

the botched conversion in the UK from the existing multiple means-tested benefits to the unified 

Universal Credit that seeks to target income support in close to ‘real time’ has provided countless 
distressing stories. Overreliance on ICT and Automated Decision Making (ADM) can compound the 

effects of simple errors. Existing patterns of prejudice can get incorporated into algorithms, effectively 

reproducing them with greater consistency and ruthlessness than humans. In the Netherlands the 

“Toeslagenaffaire” (supplements affaire) prompted parliamentary enquiries, resignations of senior civil 

servants, ministers and eventually the entire government. In short, while a degree of targeting in income 

support is essential to help the most needy in an adequate and cost-effective way, it still remains easier 

said than done.  
 

 

 

 



19 

 

References 

Alm, Susanne, Kenneth Nelson, and Rense Nieuwenhuis. 2019. "The Diminishing Power of One? 

Welfare State Retrenchment and Rising Poverty of Single-Adult Households in Sweden 1988–
2011." European Sociological Review 36 (2): 198-217. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcz053. 

Bradshaw, Jonathan. 2012. "The case for family benefits." Children and Youth Services Review 34 (3): 

590-596. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.10.009. 

Bradshaw, Jonathan, Antonia Keung, and Yekaterina Chzhen. 2018. "Cash benefits and poverty in 

single-parent families." In The triple bind of single-parent families, edited by Rense 

Nieuwenhuis and Laurie C. Maldonado, In Resources, employment and policies to improve 

wellbeing, 337-358. Bristol University Press. 

Brady, David, and Rebekah Burroway. 2012. "Targeting, Universalism, and Single-Mother Poverty: A 

Multilevel Analysis Across 18 Affluent Democracies." Demography 49 (2): 719-746. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-012-0094-z. 

Cantillon, Bea, Zachary Parolin, and Diego Collado. 2020. "A glass ceiling on poverty reduction? An 

empirical investigation into the structural constraints on minimum income protections." 

Journal of European Social Policy 30 (2): 129-143. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928719880500. 

Chzhen, Yekaterina, and Jonathan Bradshaw. 2012. "Lone parents, poverty and policy in the European 

Union." Journal of European Social Policy 22 (5): 487-506. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928712456578. 

Garnero, Andrea. 2020. "The impact of collective bargaining on employment and wage inequality: 

Evidence from a new taxonomy of bargaining systems." European Journal of Industrial 

Relations 27 (2): 185-202. https://doi.org/10.1177/0959680120920771. 

Gornick, Janet C. 2004. "Women's economic outcomes, gender inequality and public policy: findings 

from the Luxembourg Income Study." Socio-Economic Review 2 (2): 213-238. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/soceco/2.2.213. 

Härkönen, Juho, Anna Manzoni, and Erik Bihagen. 2016. "Gender inequalities in occupational prestige 

across the working life: An analysis of the careers of West Germans and Swedes born from the 

1920s to the 1970s." Advances in Life Course Research 29: 41-51. 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.alcr.2016.01.001. 

Hufkens, Tine, Francesco Figari, Dieter Vandelannoote, and Gerlinde Verbist. 2020. "Investing in 

subsidized childcare to reduce poverty." Journal of European Social Policy 30 (3): 306-319. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928719868448. 

Immervoll, Herwig. 2012. "Minimum-Income Benefits in OECD Countries." In Counting the Poor: New 

Thinking About European Poverty Measures and Lessons for the United States, edited by 

Douglas J. Besharov and Kenneth A. Couch, 171-209. Oxford University Press. 

Jacques, Olivier, and Alain Noël. 2018. "The case for welfare state universalism, or the lasting 

relevance of the paradox of redistribution." Journal of European Social Policy 28 (1): 70-85. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928717700564. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcz053
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.10.009
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-012-0094-z
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928719880500
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928712456578
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959680120920771
https://doi.org/10.1093/soceco/2.2.213
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.alcr.2016.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928719868448
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928717700564


20 

 

Jepsen, Maria, and Danièle Meulders. 2002. "The Individualization of Rights in Social Protection 

Systems." In Labour Market and Social Protection Reforms in International Perspective, edited 

by Hedva Sarfati and Giuliano Bonoli, 97-116. London: Routledge. 

Kenworthy, Lane. 2011. Progress for the Poor. Oxford University Press. 

Korpi, Walter, and Joakim Palme. 1998. "The Paradox of Redistribution and Strategies of Equality: 

Welfare State Institutions, Inequality, and Poverty in the Western Countries." American 

Sociological Review 63 (5): 661-687. https://doi.org/10.2307/2657333. 

Lacour, Misty, and Laura D. Tissington. 2011. "The effects of poverty on academic achievement." 

Educational Research and Reviews 6 (7): 522-527. 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.5897/ERR.9000349. 

Leventi, Chrysa, Holly Sutherland, and Iva Valentinova Tasseva. 2019. "Improving poverty reduction in 

Europe: What works best where?" Journal of European Social Policy 29 (1): 29-43. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928718792130. 

Marchal, Sarah, and Wim Van Lancker. 2019. "The Measurement of Targeting Design in Complex 

Welfare States: A Proposal and Empirical Applications." Social Indicators Research 143 (2): 693-

726. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-018-1995-z. 

Marx, Ive, Lina Salanauskaite, and Gerlinde Verbist. 2016. "For the Poor, but Not Only the Poor: On 

Optimal Pro-Poorness in Redistributive Policies." Social Forces 95 (1): 1-24. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sow058. 

Morissens, Ann. 2018. "The role of universal and targeted family benefits in reducing poverty in single-

parent families in different employment situations." In The triple bind of single-parent families, 

edited by Rense Nieuwenhuis and Laurie C. Maldonado, In Resources, employment and 

policies to improve wellbeing, 359-382. Bristol University Press. 

Najman, Jake M., Mohammad R. Hayatbakhsh, Michelle A. Heron, William Bor, Michael J. O'Callaghan, 

and Gail M. Williams. 2009. "The Impact of Episodic and Chronic Poverty on Child Cognitive 

Development." The Journal of Pediatrics 154 (2): 284-289. 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpeds.2008.08.052. 

Nelson, Kenneth. 2013. "Social Assistance and EU Poverty Thresholds 1990–2008. Are European 

Welfare Systems Providing Just and Fair Protection Against Low Income?" European 

Sociological Review 29 (2): 386-401. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcr080. 

Nieuwenhuis, Rense, and Laurie C. Maldonado. 2018. "The triple bind of single-parent families 

Resources, employment and policies to improve well-being." In The triple bind of single-parent 

families, edited by Rense Nieuwenhuis and Laurie C. Maldonado, 1-30. Bristol University Press. 

Pavolini, Emmanuele, and Wim Van Lancker. 2018. "The Matthew effect in childcare use: a matter of 

policies or preferences?" Journal of European Public Policy 25 (6): 878-893. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2017.1401108. 

Salanauskaite, Lina, and Gerline Verbist. 2013. "Is the neighbour’s grass greener? Comparing family 
support in Lithuania and four other New Member States." Journal of European Social Policy 23 

(3): 315-331. https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928713480066. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2657333
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.5897/ERR.9000349
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928718792130
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-018-1995-z
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sow058
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.jpeds.2008.08.052
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcr080
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2017.1401108
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928713480066


21 

 

Van Lancker, Wim, and Joris Ghysels. 2012. "Who benefits? The social distribution of subsidized 

childcare in Sweden and Flanders." Acta Sociologica 55 (2): 125-142. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0001699311433428. 

Van Lancker, Wim, Joris Ghysels, and Bea Cantillon. 2015. "The impact of child benefits on single 

mother poverty: Exploring the role of targeting in 15 European countries." International 

Journal of Social Welfare 24 (3): 210-222. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1111/ijsw.12140. 

Van Lancker, Wim, and Natascha Van Mechelen. 2015. "Universalism under siege? Exploring the 

association between targeting, child benefits and child poverty across 26 countries." Social 

Science Research 50: 60-75. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2014.11.012. 

Van Mechelen, Natascha, and Sarah Marchal. 2013. "Struggle for Life: Social Assistance Benefits, 1992–
2009." In Minimum Income Protection in Flux, edited by Ive Marx and Kenneth Nelson, 28-53. 

London: Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

van Oorschot, Wim. 2002. "Targeting welfare: On the functions and dysfunctions of means-testing in 

social policy." In World poverty: New policies to defeat an old enemy, edited by Peter 

Townsend and David Gorden, 171-193. Bristol: The Policy Press. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0001699311433428
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1111/ijsw.12140
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2014.11.012


22 

 

Online appendix 

When assessing the minimum income situation of single parents, it obviously comes to mind how they 

compare to multi-parent households. In figure 1 we demonstrate the minimum income situation of a 

couple with two children of which one adult works at the minimum wage, while the other is inactive. 

The only difference thus is that the head of the household is now partnered instead of single. Surprisingly 

perhaps, net disposable incomes tend to be slightly less sufficient here for coupled-parent households 

compared to single-parent households. That is mainly because single parents often receive benefits that 

are as high as what couples with children get, while having one adult mouth less to feed. The effect thus 

stems from the way the equivalence scale is calculated and not necessarily from more generous support. 

Though, some countries have specific single-parent benefits or social assistance top-ups.  

FIGURE 1. 

Single-earner Couple with Two Children – Minimum Wage 

 

Source: own calculations using EUROMOD. 

Note: we make use of the internationally recognized ISO 3166 two-letter country codes. Glossary can be found on 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Country_codes. 

However, this is not a typical scenario in many coupled-parent families. Usually, both adults are 

employed, even if it is only part-time. Indeed, the second adult in a coupled-parent household is not 

only a second caregiver but also a potential second earner. And therein lies the difference: this type of 

“wiggle room”, in a manner of speaking, is not at hand for a working single parent whose household’s 
full potential to work is already reached. In the next graph, we show how that second earner changes 

the story. Looking at the minimum income situation of a couple with two children of which both adults 

work at the minimum wage, we see that they are indeed virtually always protected against poverty (the 

U.S. again being an exception to the rule). The presence of a second earner and/or caregiver in the 

household thus plays a decisive role in ensuring adequate resources. This justifies the call for extra 

support towards single parents, who have no access to that crucial helping hand.  
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FIGURE 2. 

Dual-earner Couple with Two Children – Minimum Wage 

 

Source: own calculations using EUROMOD. 
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