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Abstract
The labor supply of mothers is infl uenced by women’s preferences and labor market 
conditions, as well as by family policy packages which enable families to reconcile 
work and family life.  This article deepens the understanding about why Finnish single 
mothers are facing higher unemployment risks than mothers in two-parent families. The 
main question is how the changes in the Finnish family policy system have affected the 
economic and labor market status of single mothers in the last part of the 1990s. Have 
the changes in family policy affected their entry / re-entry into the labor market? Or 
can these changes in employment rate be explained by mothers’ personal decisions. 
Single parents were more vulnerable compared to partnered mothers in parental leave 
reforms and in the Family reform package in 1994. Changes in the labor market have 
had an impact on the situation of mothers with small children. One group of mothers 
can enjoy the full provision of leaves, benefi ts and job security, but an increased share 
of mothers have become dependent on only basic benefi ts. In this respect, the inequality 
among mothers has increased.
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Introduction
Although women’s participation in the labor market has increased everywhere, there 
are still signifi cant differences between countries.  Women’s labor market behavior in 
each country is a product of a complex mix of factors like cultural beliefs, social norms, 
and personal values. However, there is evidence that the model of the family policy 
system has effects on mothers’ labor market behavior (Esping-Andersen 2002). The 
Nordic welfare states are usually grouped together, representing countries, where family 
policies are aimed at supporting the combination of work and family responsibilities. 
In the Nordic countries, the female labor force participation rate has been higher than 
in many other industrial countries. However, during the recent years, especially in 
Finland, mothers’ labor force participation has declined. Single mothers have faced a 
risk of unemployment more often than mothers in two-parent families. 
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Single mothers’ economic situation is now clearly worse than it was at the beginning of 
the 1990s. This article aims to deepen the understanding about why single mothers are 
facing higher unemployment risks than mothers in two-parent families. In our earlier 
study (Forssén and Hakovirta 1999), it was noted that in the beginning of the 1990s, 
the majority of Finnish single mothers worked, despite the fact they would have had 
the same or a higher disposable income if they had stayed at home on benefi ts. The 
main question in our current article is how the changes in the family policy system 
have affected the economic and labor market situation of single mothers in the last 
part of the 1990s. Have the changes in family policy affected  their entry / re-entry into 
labor market? Or can these differences in employment rate be explained by mothers’ 
personal decisions.

Data 
We will use various different data-sets such as Labor Force Surveys (LFS), the Income 
Distribution Survey (IDS), and the special survey collected by the Department of So-
cial Policy and the Department of Education, University of Turku. This special survey 
(WFC2002) data will be used in analyzing women’s decisions about employment and 
care.  The research was conducted with a rather large survey in spring 2002. Family 
type (nuclear family, single-parent family and stepfamily) and ages of the children (3, 
6 and 8 years) determined the study population. From this population, 4,160 Finnish 
families were randomly chosen. The questionnaires were fi lled in by 2,236 parents, 
and the response rate was 54 %.

Factors connected to women’s labor market behavior
The labor supply of women is infl uenced by parents’ preferences and labor market 
conditions, as well as by family policy packages which enable families to reconcile 
work and family life. Especially mothers have to make various decisions concerning 
their participation in the labor market. These decisions are affected by economic and 
social resources, working arrangements, and the availability of private and public 
day-care services (Hakim 2000). The values of society in terms of child rearing also 
infl uence the employment of mothers. 

Since the beginning of the 1990s, there has been increasing discussion in Finland 
about the work disincentive effects of generous social policy systems on female labor 
force participation. It was argued that the welfare states had become too supportive 
and provided too much welfare, with the result that individuals and families were no 
longer taking fi nancial responsibility for themselves. This work disincentive discus-
sion has focused strongly on single mothers. The problem of disincentives to work is 
sometimes also localized to family policy, even though there is general acceptance of 
maternal choices concerning care periods. The traditional task of family policy is to 
provide benefi ts for families with children. The modern family policy has other aims 
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besides just an economic one. In the Nordic countries, family policy has to a great 
extent focused on enabling parents to combine care of children and working life by of-
fering child day-care services and parental leave possibilities. This policy has supported 
especially women’s labor market participation, but also fathers’ role as carers.

Incentive for single parents to enter the labor market go hand in hand with extensive 
public daycare services and also with parental leave benefi ts linked to labor market 
activity (Bradshaw et al. 1996;  Gornik and Myers 2003). Therefore, the role of the 
welfare state as an incentive for labor supply is twofold. First, the welfare state has 
created working possibilities especially for women. Second, subsidised child care 
services have enabled women and single parents to enter into the labor market. (Esping-
Andersen 1990; 2002). However, despite a relatively high level of employment among 
single parents, many of them receive public support in order to cope with their everyday 
life. This need for support is related to the relatively low incomes of single mothers. 

Single mothers’ labor market behavior can also be analysed using the rational choice 
theory (Duncan and Edwards 1999; Duncan and Strell 2004). Usually, single parents 
are seen as instrumentally rational fi gures that typically appear in the neo-classical 
economic theory as a maximizer of utility. It assumes that single parents make deci-
sions in their lives by calculating benefi ts: they examine the options they face, evalu-
ate them according to their preferences, and in deciding which course of action to 
choose among those available, people usually do what they believe is likely to have 
the best monetary outcome (see Elster 1989). Needless to say, this does not provide 
full understanding of the labor market behavior of single mothers. First, this approach 
is timeless: decisions are made only for one period and there are no repercussions for 
the future. Usually, people assess their decisions in with the future in mind (Hedström 
and Swedborg 1997). Second, values can be pursued just as rationally as any material 
interest (Etzioni 1988; Hechter 1994).That is to say, people may behave irrationally 
from the short-term economic point of view, but they may put more emphasis on val-
ues in the decision-making. Thus, the internal values are important factors affecting 
people’s choices of whether to work or not. 

We can point to two aspects that are relevant in this context. On one hand, in work 
decisions, fi nancial considerations are not the most important. People work because 
their jobs are fulfi lling in their own right, providing social esteem and a sense of social 
integration (Jahoda 1992; Gershuny 1994). On the other hand, the economic approach  
offers little insight into the question of alternative rationality and women’s right to 
choose caring activities. The combination of single motherhood and paid work is not 
easily understood through using economic rationality as a primary basis for human 
actions. Social and individual understanding about what is best and morally right is 
also a fundamental issue. (Edwards and Duncan 1996; 1997; Duncan and Strell 2004.) 
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Every time a single mother considers returning to work, she has to evaluate whether 
she will earn enough in the job to compensate for the costs of childcare, and whether 
it will still enable her to spend quality time with her children to compensate for the 
hours she will have to spend away from home. From this point of view, in taking care 
of their own children, single mothers may make a rational choice in the light of indi-
vidual preferences (Hakim 2000). Single mothers give primacy to the moral benefi t 
of caring for their children themselves over the fi nancial benefi ts of undertaking paid 
employment and their behavior can be understood through ‘gendered moral rationali-
ties’ (Edwards and Duncan 1996). Taking up paid work is seen as morally wrong, and 
this is linked to the male breadwinner ideology in the society. 

Single parents’ labor market behavior has also been explained by structural factors 
in the society. If the head of a single-parent family is young, poorly educated and 
female the family is more vulnerable to social risks. Poorly educated, young people 
are often in a weak position in the labor market, and during a recession they have a 
higher unemployment risk than others. Our aim here is to analyse the factors that have 
affected single mothers’ weakening labor force participation in Finland. Have there 
been signifi cant changes in the population group of single mothers concerning age, 
education level or the average number of children? If so, do these structural changes 
explain the weakening labor market position of single mothers. If not, could the ex-
planation be found in single mothers’ personal choices, or in  changes in the family 
policy system.

Changes in demographic and educational background 
The number and share of single parents among families with children continued to 
increase during the 1990s in Finland, having started in the 1970s. According to Family 
Statistics (Statistics Finland), there were 90,000 (14%) of them in 1990, and 118,000 
(20% of all families with children) in 2002.  In order to get more detailed demographic 
information, we also use here micro-data of the Income Distribution Survey (IDS).
 
The age of the mother at the fi rst birth and the age at the fi rst marriage rose in the 
1990s. The average age at the fi rst marriage rose by three years, from 26.5 in 1990 to 
29.1 in 2002. The average age of single mothers was higher in the latter part of the 
1990s than in the beginning. The share of young single mothers, under 30 years of 
age, was also higher in the beginning of the decade than later. Correspondingly, the 
share of single mothers over 40 years of age has also increased. 

Single mothers more often have only one child (60%) than families as a rule (44%). 
The ongoing increase in big families can, however, also be seen among single mothers: 
in the 1990s, both the average number of children per family and the percentage of 
families with at least three children have increased. Furthermore, it was slightly more 
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common at the beginning than in the latter part of the 1990s that single mothers had 
new-born babies, or children under three years of age.

The overall increase in the age at fi rst birth and fi rst marriage can at least partially 
be explained by the longer time spent in education, and in the increased diffi culty 
fi nding a permanent job. Education level correlates with earnings level, the higher 
the education the higher the income, as a rule. In most countries, education level also 
correlates with the number of children, the higher the education level the lower the 
number of children (Cantillon and Bosch 2002). According to the Income Distribution 
Survey, single mothers were less well educated than other mothers, especially at the 
beginning of the 1990s. About a third of single mothers, but only a quarter of other 
mothers had completed only basic compulsory education. In the 1990s, these shares 
decreased rapidly towards the 2000s, so that in 2001 one fi fth of single mothers and 
15% of other mothers had completed only basic compulsory education. On the other 
hand, at the turn of the 1990s, there was a very small difference in the shares of single 
and other mothers at the highest educational level. Nowadays, the difference is greater 
in favor of partnered mothers.

Changes in the compensation rates
As Anita Haataja presents in her  article in this volume, the Finnish family policy faced 
two different reforms in the 1990s which were justifi ed by the need to save on public 
spending. The reforms had an impact on gender relations by offering more incentives 
to reinforce the traditional division of child care and work between parents. This has 
affected mothers’ labor market position and increased income differences between 
families.

The reforms had an impact on those who had a new-born child or a child under three 
years of age. The net compensation rate of earnings-related parental leave benefi t was 
clearly higher than that of earnings-related unemployment benefi ts in the early 1990s. 
Abolishing child supplements from parental leave benefi t, but not from unemploy-
ment benefi t, brought the compensation rates closer. Earnings-related benefi ts offered 
compensation for lost female earnings of an average around 80 percent at the turn of 
the 1990s, and around 65–70 percent at the turn of the century.

The level of labor market support and basic unemployment benefi t exceeded the level 
of the full child home care allowance before and after the second wave of reforms 
during the recession. The fi rst reform wave increased the net compensation rate of the 
child home care allowance from about 40 percent to almost 60 percent of the average 
female net wage. The second reform wave reduced the compensation rate fi rst back 
to the level of 40 percent, but freezing the benefi t for the next eight years reduced the 
level to 20–30 percent, depending on the number of children. Labor market support and 
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basic unemployment benefi t are nowadays 35–40 percent of the  average net female 
wages, slightly less than in the turn of the 1990s. 
 
The 1990s can be characterised as the period of when the two-track childcare system 
was established: either cash for care in parental care or a place in public childcare.   
Another principal change was individualizing taxation in respect of children by in-
creasing the level of non-taxable child allowances in 1994. The reform equalized the 
amount of child support for low and high income families, but also decreased incen-
tives for earned income. Otherwise, the benefi t levels increased and decreased over 
short periods during the decade.  Compared with the turn of the 1990s, benefi t levels 
are lower today, and if compared with the period of recession, much lower. The level 
of basic unemployment benefi t was lower than the child home care allowance during 
the recession. Thus, it could be assumed that child care at home was economically not 
a bad alternative. Later, the situation changed, but the popularity of the child home 
care allowance did not fall (Laine 2002).

Single mothers were more often losers compared with partnered mothers in parental 
leave reforms and in the Family reform package in 1994 (Haataja 2005). Next, we 
analyze whether these changes can be identifi ed in mothers’ labor market behavior. 
According to the rational choice theory, weakening benefi t levels should increase 
mothers’ activity rates in the labor market, and vice versa.

Single parents and the labor market during the 1990s
During the fi rst part of the 1990s, the labor market situation of single mothers, as well 
as other mothers, and the situation of the whole population changed dramatically. All 
groups were hit by unemployment, men as a rule more than women, but single moth-
ers’ unemployment exceeded that of all other women.

Unemployment rates of mothers differ according to the age of the youngest child. 
When children are under three years of age unemployment is rare, because of the 
possibility of child home care and respective benefi ts. When the youngest child turns 
three years of age, and if the carer has no permanent work contract, there is a higher 
risk of unemployment. Next, we study the labor force behavior of single and partnered 
mothers on the basis of the Finnish Labor Force Survey.

During the recession years, unemployment hit especially single mothers with children 
under school age. Since then, unemployment rates have fallen and remained at about 
the same level as those of single mothers with school-age children. Among partnered 
mothers, differences in unemployment do not depend so much on children’s age as 
they do among single parents (Figures 1 and 2).
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Figure 1. Single mothers’ employment rate, and proportion of the unemployed, 
those working in household and child care, and other not in labor force according 
the age of the youngest child, in 1989–2002, %.
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Figure 2. Partnered mothers’ employment rate, and proportion of the unemployed, 
those working in household and child care, and other not in labor force according 
to the age of the youngest child, in 1989–2002, % .
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As shown in Haataja’s article, the level of basic unemployment benefi t was below 
the child home care allowance during the recession years. However, if the parent was 
entitled to earnings-related unemployment benefi t, the unemployment benefi t could 
be a more gainful income source than the child home care allowance. Thus, if no work 
was available after parental leave, the benefi t levels may have had impact on mothers’ 
choices; if entitled to earnings-related unemployment benefi t, the choice may have more 
often been unemployment, while if entitled only to the basic allowance, the choice 
may have been the child home care allowance. Among single mothers, the group doing 
housework increased at the beginning of the 1990’s, but among partnered mothers, it 
had became common already before the child home care allowance came totally into 
force, and remained rather stabile for the whole period, 1989–2002. 

The child home care allowance has been assessed as one of the most contradictory 
family benefi ts in Finland, as for as gender and even class equality are concerned, 
because the benefi ciaries are mostly women (Mahon 2002; Leira 2002; OECD 2001; 
2005;  Salmi 2000; Rissanen and Knudsen 2001; Sipilä and Korpinen 1998). The al-
lowance offers fewer citizenship rights than parental leave benefi ts, mostly taken by 
women, and child home care leave does not accumulate earnings-related benefi ts, such 
as annual vacation and pension, as does parental leave. 

Also the share of “inactive” for other reasons than housework has increased among 
single mothers, but not among other mothers. This category consists mostly of those 
who are studying. Among single mothers with children under school age, the share of 
home mothers has increased considerably since the 1980s. 

Figure 1 confi rms the high frequency of unemployment among single mothers compared 
with other mothers, and especially when children are under school age. Another big 
difference is that single parents have become more dependent on basic unemployment 
benefi t and, towards the 2000s, on the labor market subsidy, than partnered mothers. 
The share of recipients of earnings-related unemployment benefi t is higher among 
partnered mothers than single mothers, when the child is under school age. As children 
grow up, the differences diminish in take-up rates of earnings-related benefi t, but the 
differences increase in take up rates of the labor market subsidy.  High take-up rates 
of the labor market subsidy indicate increased high long-term unemployment among 
single mothers, before and after child rearing. On the other hand, because labor market 
subsidy is a means tested benefi t, some long-term unemployed partnered mothers may 
not be entitled to it. 
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Work commitments of single mothers: personal attitudes 
In this section we assess single mothers’ own attitudes towards the choice between 
paid work and childcare, as well as between employment and welfare, and what factors 
affect single mothers’ work orientations. Is living outside the labor market a rational 
choice, because the welfare state provides quite extensive welfare benefi ts, or are they 
forced out of the labor market because of the lack of job opportunities, when they have 
small children? Do mothers have a workplace to return to after childcare periods? 

Why mothers choose to stay at home?
Practically all mothers in Finland take full advantage of their total maternity-parental 
leave rights. The child is then about 9–10 months old. After the parental leave, the 
parents are guaranteed a choice between a place in public childcare or child home care 
allowance with leave from their job until the child is three years of age. The rationale 
and negotiation situations of concerning the choice between child home care and paid 
work are different among one- and two- parent families, at least if the economic outcome 
is important. Single mothers can only compare their own income from employment or 
from welfare benefi ts. Among couples, the partners have a third source of income, i.e. 
partners’ income and thus more alternatives of sharing care and paid work. 

In our survey data (WFC2002), about 62 percent of single mothers and 69 percent of 
partnered mothers with children under 3 years of age were at home as “home work-
ers”. Of all mothers who are at home taking care of their children, 61 percent want to 
stay at home until their child reaches the age of three years, and only 18 percent until 
the end of the parental leave period. Very many “home working” mothers were on 
parental leave; 44% of single mothers and 70% of partnered mothers. This statistically 
meaningful difference is obvious, because the age of the youngest child is, on average, 
older among single parents than among couples (Table 1).  

Table 1 shows the reasons why mothers are taking care of their children at home. We 
have presented the reasons separately for all “home working” mothers and for mothers 
receiving the child home care allowance. The information about the latter group is, 
however, of most interest, because it presents the reasoning of mothers who ‘chose’ 
child care at home after the parental leave. 



39

Table 1. Reasons for staying at home, %.

The majority of mother at home, who are entitled to the child home care allowance, 
have chosen this opportunity because they want to raise their children themselves, 
and/or they have many children (at home). This argument is a little stronger among 
partnered mothers than single mothers. Diffi culties in balancing work and the family 
are the next most common reason. Here, however, when all home workers or only 
those receiving the child home care allowance are assessed separately, explanations 
differ between single and partnered mothers. It is worth noting that diffi culties in bal-
ancing work and family life among the recipients of the child home care allowance 
is at almost the same level (38–41%) among single and partnered mothers, and even 
slightly higher, in two-parent families. Does this indicate that having a partner does 
not help the mother’s choices very much compared with single parenthood in terms 
of care responsibilities? 

The third common explanation for being at home taking care of children is economic: 
choosing children’s home care is not economically disadvantageous compared to work-
ing. This reason indicates that the expected income from paid work, after labor market 
participation deductions, would not produce better economic well-being compared with 
the child home care allowance and other social transfers (see Forssén and Hakovirta 
1999; 2002). A third of single mothers and a fi fth of partnered mothers present this 
reason as important or very important. 

However, few mothers are at home because they do not have paid work. This strength-
ens the argument that mothers want to stay at home and make the decision voluntary. 
They use their right to stay at home when their children are young. On the other hand, 
when asked whether mothers have a permanent job to return to after the child-care 
period, a huge majority, 86 % of single mothers and  71% of partnered mothers, have 

Single mothers Partnered mothers 

Reason 
Without child 
home care 
 allowance 

With child 
home are 
allowance 

Without child 
home care  
allowance 

With child 
home care 
allowance 

On parental leave *** 44 70
Many young children at 
home 63 67 62 72

Difficult to get day care 6 14 7 11
Difficult to balance work and 
family ** 53 38 36 41

Have not gotten a job 8 5 12 5
Not financially worth 
working 25 33 19 20

Desire to take care of own 
children  ** 86 76 70 80

The statistically significant differences refer to total.  
Source: WFC2002 
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no work to return to. Their work before the child’s birth had not been regular, or they 
had been employed only temporarily. 

Mothers returning to the labor market after child-care leave or unemployment may 
also face obstacles. Common obstacles include lack of job skills, low educational at-
tainment, heavy family responsibilities and diffi culties in fi nding child care (Monroe 
and Tiller 2001). Table 2 illustrates the factors that mothers consider important when 
returning back to work. 

Table 2. Important aspects when returning to work (%).

Most mothers fi nd fl exible working hours and good child care very important. This is 
especially important for single mothers, who have no partner to share the daily rou-
tines. Meaningful work in general is more important than monetary rewards. However, 
unemployed single mothers also mention an increase in the household’s income as a 
more signifi cant factor compared to partnered mothers and single mothers at home. 

Work commitment of single mothers
The increasing proportion of single mothers outside the labor market has raised a ques-
tion about the work commitment of single mothers. Especially neo-liberalists argue 
that welfare-dependent mothers resist efforts to move them into the labor market and 
call this problem a ‘lack of willingness to work’ or ‘absence of work ethic’ (Murray 
1984).  The primary motive for employment in general is fi nancial need, but are single 
mothers less willing to do paid work, because of extensive welfare benefi ts? 

Work commitment can be measured in a number of ways (see Parry and Warr 1980; 
Furnham 1982; Berglund 2001; Van Wel and Knijn 2001; Hult and Svallfors 2002). 
In this study, single mothers’ work commitment is studied by using eight different 
statements. For each statement, answers were available as alternatives on a fi ve-point 
scale, where the respondent was asked to choose one of the fi ve alternatives (1=strongly 
disagree, 5= strongly agree). Table 3 shows the percentages of single and partnered 

Single mothers Partnered mothers 

Unemployed At home Unemployed At home 

Flexible working hours 89 94 76 92
Good connections with the 
workplace 70 72 64 59

Good day care for children 86 94 77 94
Meaningful work 84 82 81 87
Better salary than before 62 49 61 55
Weakened social benefits 39 27 21 18
Increase in household’s income 81 69 74 62
Source: WFC2002 
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mothers who agree with the propositions, the mean value for each variable, and the 
statistical signifi cance.
 
Table 3. Work commitment among single and partnered mothers. 

On the basis of the earlier study (Forssén and Hakovirta 1999), we would expect single 
mothers to display a stronger non-fi nancial employment commitment than partnered 
mothers. For single mothers paid work gives self esteem, a sense of social participa-
tion and social contact. 

These results show no great statistical differences in the employment commitment of 
single and partnered mothers. Most of the mothers agree with the statements which 
support the hypothesis that employment commitment among Finnish mothers is quite 
strong.  Single mothers’ opinions differ statistically from partnered mothers’ only in 
the case of one statement ‘Having a job to go to is one of the most important things 
in my life’. This statement refers to the non-monetary motives of work, and implies 
that work itself appears to be a major factor in single mothers’ work commitment. 
The high value given to work indicates that single mothers work not only for money. 
Work has a very central meaning in their lives. 

Discussion and conclusion
In this article we have shown that single mothers’ labor market participation has 
declined dramatically during the 1990s. In the beginning of the 1990s, the majority 
(85%) of single mothers with under school-aged children were employed, ten years later 
the share was 53 %. Changes in demographic structure do not explain this declining 

Agree % Mean

Single 
Mothers

Part-
nered

mothers
Single 

mothers
Part-
nered

mothers
2

Even if I win a large amount of money,  
I would still want to have a job to go to 68 66 3.6 3.5 2.836

Having a job to go to  is very important 
to me 

84 84 4.3 4.2 2.129

I hate being unemployed  69 71 4.0 4.0 1.436

I very quickly get bored when I don't 
have a job to go to 64 62 3.6 3.5 3.452

Having a job to go to is one of the most 
important things in life for me  14 8 1.9 1.7  18.744 *** 

Even if the unemployment benefit were 
very high, I would still prefer to have a 
job to go to 

71 68 3.9 3.9 1.247

Work means more than just a way to 
earn money 71 67 3.8 3.6 5.055

I would work, even it were not 
financially necessary  59 57 3.5 3.4 4.294

Source: WFC2002 
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trend. The age and educational level of single parents have increased slightly, and this 
should strengthen their labor market position. 

There was a small and temporary increase in young and unmarried single mothers 
during the recession years. At that time, unemployment was high and care benefi ts 
in the form of cash at their highest level of the decade. The increase in the number 
of single mothers of the beginning of the decade also refl ected a relative increase in 
unmarried mothers. Economic diffi culties are one reason for the creation of dishar-
mony between spouses, and thus increase a number of family break-ups. If the risk of 
divorce is higher among low-income families, who suffered real economic diffi cul-
ties during the 1990s, this may also explain the worsened situation of single mothers. 
The increase, at least temporarily, in one breadwinner families, the one-carer family 
model, combined with high divorce rates, may also have boosted the poverty risk of 
single mothers, as has been common in many OECD countries other than the Nordic 
countries (Forssén 1998). 

Most single mothers value employment very highly. Almost 60 % of mothers in both 
family types would prefer work even if it is not economically worthwhile. However, 
the economic values of employment are also strong among single mothers: they want 
paid work to improve the economic situation of the family. On the other hand, the 
wish to care for their children at home is also strong. Some single mothers choose not 
to work despite the economic hardship they may experience or the incentives to work 
provided, because they may consider their role as a mother and homemaker more 
important. Unemployed single mothers would, however, prefer paid work. Flexibility 
in working hours, high quality day care and increase in disposable income were the 
prerequisites for re-entering paid work.

Single mothers prefer to work, but they might be unable to take up paid work because 
of the poverty traps in the social security system. Therefore, the mechanism for de-
livering social welfare is an important factor affecting the labor market behavior of 
single mothers. A job before the child birth has guaranteed the right to earnings-related 
parental leave and unemployment benefi ts, and a permanent job the right to parental 
leave with the right to return to the former job. However, temporary work contracts 
increased in the 1990s, and especially among women in Finland. 

Changes in the labor market have had an impact on the social policy model, espe-
cially where the situation of mothers is concerned. One part of mothers can enjoy the 
full provision of leaves, benefi ts and job security, but an increased share of mothers 
has became dependent on only basic benefi ts. In this respect, the inequality among 
mothers has increased (Mahon 2002; Borchorst and Siim 2002; Fraser 2000). Long 
periods at home with children increase the threat of long-term unemployment and a 
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weakening position in the labor market. Statistics and studies indicate an increase in 
poverty among families with children, and especially among single mothers (Sauli 
2001). Cuts in family policy benefi ts, and changes in the labor market are blamed as 
the main reasons for families’ increased economic insecurity. 

References
Berglund, Tomas. 2001. Attitudes toward work in Western Europe and the United States. 

Theoretical perspectives and empirical analyses of data from six countries. Göteborg: 
Göteborg University.  

Borchorst, Anette and Birte Siim. 2002. The women friendly welfare states revised. Nora 
2(10):90–98.

Bradshaw, Jonathan, Steven Kennedy, Majella Kilkey, Sandra Hutton, Anne Corden, Tony 
Eardley, Hilary Holmes, and Joanna Neale. 1996. The Employment of Lone Parents: a 
Comparison of Policy in 20 Countries. London: Family Policy Studies Centre.

Cantillon, Bea and Karen Van den Bosch.  2002. Social Policy Strategies to Combat Income 
Poverty of Children and Families in Europe. Working Paper No. 336. Luxembourg Income 
Study Working Paper Series. 

Duncan, Simon and Rosalind Edwards. 1999. Lone mothers, paid work and gendered moral 
rationalities. London: McMillan.

Duncan, Simon and Monika Strell. 2004. Combining lone motherhood and paid work: the 
rationality mistake and Norwegian social policy. Journal of European Social Policy 
14(1):41–54.

Edwards, Rosalind and Simon Duncan. 1996. Rational Economic Man or Lone Mothers in 
Context? The uptake of paid work. In: Good Enough Mothering? Feminist Perspectives on 
Lone Motherhood, edited by Silva E. Bortolaia. London: Routledge. 

Edwards, Rosalind and Simon Duncan. 1997. Supporting the Family: Lone Mothers, Paid Work 
and the Underclass Debate. Critical Social Policy 53:29–49.

Elster, Jon. 1989. Nuts and Bolts for the Social Sciences. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Esping-Andersen, Gösta. 1990. The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press. 
Esping-Andersen, Gösta. 2002. A Child-Centred Social Investment Strategy.  In: Why We Need 

a New Welfare State, edited by G. Esping-Andersen, D. Gallie, A. Hemerijck, and J. Myles. 
New York: Oxford University Press.

Etzioni, Amitai. 1988. The moral dimension. Toward a new economics. New York: The Free 
Press. 

Forssén, Katja. 1998.  Decentralisation of decision-making – The case of payment policies for 
children’s day care. In: Children, families and the welfare states. Studies on the outcomes of 
the Finnish family policy, edited by K. Forssén,  pp. 73–93. Research report 92. Helsinki: 
National Research and Development Centre for Welfare and Health (Stakes). 

Forssén, Katja and Mia Hakovirta. 1999. Work Incentives in Single Parent Families. In:  Fighting 
Poverty: Children, Parents, The Elderly and Health, edited by S. Ringen, and P.R. de Jong, 
pp. 117–145.  Series of International Social Security Vol. 6. Aldershot: Aldgate. 

Forssén, Katja and Mia Hakovirta. 2002. Family Policy, Work Incentives and the Employment 
of Mothers. In: Social Security in the Global Village, edited by R. Sigg and C. Behrendt,  
pp. 297–312. International Social Security Series, Volume 8. New Brunswick: Transaction 
Publishers.



44

Fraser, Nancy. 2000. After the Family Wage: a Postindustrial Thought Experiment. In: Gender 
and Citizenship in Transition, edited by Barbara Hobson, pp. 1–32. London: Macmillan 
Press. 

Furnham, Adrian. 1982. The protestant work ethic and attitudes towards unemployment. Journal 
of Occupational Psychology 55:227–285.

Gershuny, Jonathan. 1994. The Psychological Consequences of Unemployment: An assessment 
of the Jahoda thesis. In: Social change and the experience of unemployment, edited by  D. 
Gallie, C. Marsh, and C. Vogler, pp. 213–230. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Gornik, Janet C. and Marcia K. Myers. 2003. Families that work. Policies for reconciling 
parenthood and employment. New York: Sage. 

Haataja, Anita. 2005. Lasten hoitomuodon valinta - mahdollisuuksia ja riskejä. In: Onko meillä 
malttia sijoittaa lapsiin?, edited by P. Takala. Helsinki: Kela. (forthcoming).

Hakim, Catherine. 2000. Work-Lifestyle Choices in the 21st Century. Preference Theory. Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press.

Hechter, Michael. 1994. The Role of Values in Rational Choice Theory. Rationality and Society 
3(6):318–333.

Hedström, Peter and Richard Swedborg. 1997. Rational Choice, Empirical Research and the 
Sociological Tradition. European Sociological Review 2(12):127–146.

Hult, Carl and Stefan Svallfors. 2002. Production regimes and work orientations: a comparision 
of six western countries. European Sociological Review 18(3):315–331.

Jahoda, Maria. 1992. Sociala och Psykologiska Effekter av Arbetslöshet på 1930-talet. In: 
Ideer om arbetet, edited by R. Edwards, M. Burawoy, M. Jahoda, and J. Elster. Stockholm: 
Tidens förlag. 

Laine, Veli. 2002. Evaluating Tax and Benefi t Reforms in 1996–2001. Discussion Papers 280, 
Helsinki: Government Institute For Economic Research (VATT).

Leira, Arnlaug. 2002. Updating the “gender contract”? Childcare reforms in the Nordic countries 
in the 1990s. Nora 2(10):81–89. 

Mahon, Rianne. 2002 Child Care: Toward What Kind of “Social Europe?”. Social Politics: 
International Studies in Gender, State and Society 9(3):343–379.

Monroe, Pamela and Vicky Tiller. 2001. Commitment to work among welfare reliant women. 
Journal of Marriage and the Family 63(3):816–828.

Murray, Charles. 1984. Losing Ground. American Social Policy 1950–1980. New York: Basic 
Books. 

OECD. 2001.  Early Childhood Education and Care Policy in Finland.
OECD. 2005. Babies and Bosses: Reconciling Work and Family Life. Canada, Finland, Sweden 

and the United Kingdom. Volume 4. Paris: OECD.
Parry, Glenys and Peter Warr. 1980. The measurement of mothers’ work attitudes. Journal of 

Occupational Psychology 53:245–252. 
Rissanen, Timo and Christine Knudsen. 2001. The Child Home Care allowance and women’s 

labor force participation in Finland, 1985–1998. Oslo: Norwegian Social Research.
Salmi, Minna. 2000.  Analyzing the Finnish Homecare Allowance System: Challenges 

to Research and Problems of Interpretation. In: Perspectives on Equality, edited by E. 
Kalliomaa-Puha, pp. 187–314. Work, Women and Family in the Nordic Countries and EU. 
Nord 5. Copenhagen: Nordic Council of Ministers.

Salmi, Minna and Riitta Säntti. 2001. Lapsiperheiden tulonsiirrot ovat jääneet jälkeen. In: Mikä 
lapsiamme uhkaa? –  suuntaviivoja 2000-luvun lapsipoliittiseen keskusteluun, edited by M. 
Bardy, M. Salmi, and T. Heino, pp. 41–48. Raportteja 263. Helsinki: Stakes.



45

Sauli, Hannele. 2001. Lasten köyhyys on lisääntynyt. In: Mikä lapsiamme uhkaa?, edited by 
M. Bardy, M. Salmi, and T. Heino, pp. 35–40.  Raportteja 263. Helsinki: Stakes.

Sipilä, Jorma and Johanna Korpinen. 1998. Cash versus Child Care Services in Finland. Social 
Policy and Administration 32(3):263–277.

Van Wel, Frits and Trudie Knijn. 2001. The labor market orientation of single mothers on 
welfare in the Netherlands. Journal of Marriage and the Family 63(3):804–815.


