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Chapter 12
Lone Mothers in Belgium: Labor Force
Attachment and Risk Factors

Emanuela Struffolino and Dimitri Mortelmans

Introduction

The risk of welfare dependency for lone mothers is one of the major concerns in the
socio-political debate connected to the increasing number of lone parent families in
most of the European countries. In fact, lone mothers are more likely than mothers
in couples to be poor, unemployed, and welfare recipients. Even though paid work
is considered one of the preferential ways to avoid poverty and welfare dependency,
individual and family characteristics define a variety of labour supply strategies. It
follows that the typical work-first and welfare-to-work measures aiming to support
employment for lone mothers that have been implemented in many countries might
actually target a group that is highly internally differentiated, thus resulting in
extremely mixed outcomes (Haux 2013; Lewis 2009).

Lone parents are mainly women, and as such might be confronted — when the
transition to lone parenthood occurs — with additional burdens due, for example, to
difficulties in re-entering the labour market after inactivity or in existing social
assistance because of the increase in care responsibilities driven by being primary
carer and breadwinner. It follows that experiencing lone motherhood might result in
strategies for balancing work and life by mixing welfare and labour supply that dif-
fer according to previous and current resources as well as household characteristics.
Furthermore, changes in the demographic characteristics of lone parents (Berrington
2014; Kiernan 2004) are likely to interact with traditional factors of inequality once
one looks at specific life domains, such as integration within the national/regional
labour market or through the welfare system itself.
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The relationship between lone parenthood and labour market participation has
been studied in terms of (i) the differential probability of being employed, compar-
ing lone mothers and mothers in couples (Western et al. 2008); (ii) single transitions
(and their timing) in and out of the labour market after becoming a lone mother
(Stewart 2009); and (iii) the responsiveness to incentives (if any) for lone mothers
to move off welfare and into work (Athreya et al. 2010; Dowler 1998; D’Souza et al.
2008). However, the strategies adopted to balance family and work domains after
the transition to lone parenthood cannot be captured by means of cross-sectional
analysis looking at behaviours at a single point in time over the life course.

Women who experience lone motherhood for a certain period of time over their
life course have to face the resulting increase in economic and care needs in the
household. Despite the tremendous changes that have occurred in terms of women’s
employment opportunities and configuration of gender roles within the family,
women are more exposed than men to poverty risk due to the decrease in household
income after separation or divorce (Andref} et al. 2006; De Regt et al. 2013; Jarvis
and Jenkins 1999; Poortman 2000; Smock 1994; Smock et al. 1999). The strategies
individuals can adopt to respond to the consequences of changes in the family life
domain, such as increased economic and care burdens, depend on the characteristics
of both the welfare system and the labour market structure.

By embracing a life course perspective and thus considering the dynamics of
family trajectories, we stress the importance of looking at differentiation within the
group of women who experience at least one episode of lone motherhood right after
their break-up. In fact, it has been argued that family disruption is one of those new
social risks that might shape differently the exposure to vulnerability of different
groups when interacting with more traditional social risks, such as a weak labour
market attachment or welfare dependency (Bonoli 2005; Vandecasteele 2010). For
this reason, looking directly at the variety of experiences of this specific group of
women who have to deal with work-family reconciliation to a much greater extent
than mothers living in couples might shed light on the effect of household charac-
teristics and the timing of the transition to lone motherhood on labour market par-
ticipation and/or welfare dependency (Drobni¢ 2000).

Building on the few previous studies on the variability among individuals’
employment trajectories following the transition to lone parenthood (Stewart 2009;
Zagel 2013), the aim of the present chapter is to describe the nature of such vari-
ability in the Flemish case. In Belgium, lone parent families represent almost one
fourth of households with children (Wagener et al. 2014). Regional differences
exist, but the proportion of lone parent families exceeds at least 20% everywhere. In
Flanders in particular, the poverty risk for this type of family is significantly higher
compared to couple-with-children households and to the general population itself,
even though welfare provisions are available to a relatively great extent for different
types of recipients. Furthermore, on the one hand, the Flemish region accounts for
the majority of women who exploit the career break system meant to encourage
labour force attachment and return after parental leave, but on the other hand, it
scores worse than the other Belgian regions where female labour market participa-
tion is concerned.
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In this context, the high incentives to take employment and the low impact of
childcare costs on income gain are also combined with relatively generous unem-
ployment benefits for the long-term unemployed (Immervol and Scarpetta 2012).
These factors might lead to opposite outcomes when the labour supply strategies of
lone mothers are considered. In fact, two opposite mechanisms can affect labour
market participation: on the one hand, favourable childcare arrangement and further
incentives for working can facilitate it, and on the other hand, welfare generosity
might be discouraging. Nevertheless, from a medium and long-term perspective, a
weak labour market attachment can undermine future opportunities due to skills
depreciation processes. Since the result of this trade-off between the needs for care
and for income within the household that emerges during lone parenthood is shaped
by both individual and household characteristics, inequalities within the population
of lone mothers might reinforce existing disadvantages in terms of differential in the
risk of social exclusion driven by family structure and labour market arrangement.
Thus, we firstly consider whether the age at the transition to lone motherhood acts
as a stratification variable when looking at labour market opportunities, which are
frequently path and seniority dependent. Furthermore, we explore the relationship
between employment trajectories and partnership status before lone parenthood, as
well as the number and age of children in the household as a proxy for the potential
effect of care responsibilities on labour supply. Register data from the Crossroads
bank of Social Security (CBSS Datawarehouse) allow us to track labour market
participation pathways of Flemish women who experienced the transition to lone
parenthood after divorcing in 2004.

Lone Parenthood Between Welfare and Labour Market
Participation

Partnership dissolution can be seen as a risk not contemplated as part of standard
life-course expectations as conceived in the industrial society (Vandecasteele 2011).
The increase in the share of individuals who experience lone parenthood is thus a
by-product of the second demographic transition, and increasing exposure to the
economic risks of this type of family is a consequence of the transition to a post-
industrial society, which is associated with changes in women’s labour market par-
ticipation, growing unemployment and in-work poverty. Against this scenario, the
role of coupledom in providing life-long economic security is revealing its inade-
quacy. The transition to lone parenthood is accompanied by changing needs in terms
of care and income that can trigger employment choices strongly shaped by
resources made available by the welfare state. It follows that life chances and expo-
sure to what are considered new social risks connected to life-course events in the
family domain are strongly shaped by welfare state provisions and labour market
structure (Bonoli 2005; DiPrete and McManus 2000; Taylor-Gooby 2004).
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When considering the relationship between family structure and employment
choices, one has to acknowledge that different institutional settings provide lone
mothers with different scenarios they might access, since welfare state regimes can
indeed either promote a traditional male breadwinner model of work and care or
rather encourage dual-earner families. In both cases, however, if welfare support is
scarce, the risk of poverty increases as a consequence of the sudden lack of money
from the father and necessitates a re-arrangement of labour supply for the mother,
who usually holds custody of the children and thus the increased need for care
within the household (Christopher et al. 2000; Esping-Andersen 1999; Garfinkel
et al. 1994).

Cross-national studies show that lone mothers work less than mothers in couples,
and that lone mothers’ full-time engagement in the labor market is higher in coun-
tries in which work policies are more flexible (Plantenga et al. 2010; Ruggeri and
Bird 2014). In other words, even if in many countries the activity rate of lone moth-
ers has been increasing during the last decades (Cohen 2002), not having a partner
exposes women to higher unemployment risk and persistent poverty (Eamon and
Wu 2011). The process of feminization of poverty has been acknowledged since the
1990s for the United States (Daly 2000), and this is likely to shape the new borders
of poverty risk in many European countries in correspondence to the increasing
share of women who experience lone parenthood. In fact, women suffer more than
men from the decrease in household income after divorce (De Regt et al. 2013;
Jenkins 2009; Rake 2000), with recovery from this drop in economic resources last-
ing between 4 and 6 years depending on the context (De Vaus et al. 2014; Mckay
2002; Mortelmans 2017). Furthermore, experiencing exposure to poverty risk, as
well as to stress factors caused by the trade-off between care and employment dur-
ing periods spent as lone parents, has been found to become chronic even after re-
partnering (Friedland and Price 2003).

When looking at the interaction between welfare, employment, and lone parent-
hood in contexts in which self-sufficiency and economic independence are rather
strongly promoted by activation policies for benefit recipients (Daly 2011), the
main issue lone mothers have to face is how to combine work with parenting (Haux
2013). In the literature, the concept of “barriers to employment” formalizes the pool
of factors interacting in such reconciliation process (Moffitt et al. 2002). Both indi-
vidual and structural characteristics might represent barriers: in fact, personal phys-
ical/psychological health, individual skills, and work experience can act both
independently from and in interaction with additional obstacles such as family size,
availability of affordable childcare (Daycare Trust 2011; Millar and Ridge 2008),
employer prejudices and, in general, labor market opportunities (Gingerbread
2012)! in threatening the possibility of increasing one’s labour supply.

!'Several analyses cannot account for individual preferences to stay at home to care for children vs.
working (Tomaszewski et al. 2010; Duncan and Edwards 1997): not controlling for this unob-
served heterogeneity for the selection into unemployment might lead to misinterpret the (spurious)
relationship between actual employment status and lone parenthood. Nonetheless, it is worth
firstly noticing that evidence on impact of individual attitudes and institutions is mixed: on the one
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Consistently with the aim of this chapter, we focus here only on some of these
factors. The first structural characteristic is the welfare system. On the one hand,
policy measures for supporting lone mothers can sustain employment, such as in the
cases of Germany and the US, where public childcare is made available for lone
mothers, who work at higher rates than mothers in couples (Zagel 2013). On the
other hand, policies can promote a social assistance payment system, as in the
United Kingdom where in general lone mothers work less than mothers living in
couples (Millar and Rowlingson 2001). Income-related arrangements (such as wel-
fare subsidies for poor families, which are usually lone parent families) are found to
be more effective in alleviating the economic drawbacks of divorce than employment-
related arrangements (Uunk 2004) and to promote employment especially among
low-income lone mothers (Ahn 2012). The availability of reconciliation policies
itself might not be sufficient to eliminate the barriers to work. For example, long
childcare leaves without benefits are suitable for parents in a family with one bread-
winner, while widespread public or subsidized childcare support reconciliation for
more family types and women’s labour market participation in general (Boeckmann
et al. 2014; Korpi 2000; Korpi et al. 2013; Van der Lippe and Van Dijk 2002). In
fact, high costs for childcare are discouraging, especially for low-income families
and lone parents in particular (Connelly and Kimmel 2003). When a family cannot
rely on informal help from relatives, then the market supply of working mothers
might decrease to a great extent (Herbst and Tekin 2011).

However, assuming that lone mothers react to the welfare state configuration by
following a rational economic approach, as is more or less implicitly expected by
many welfare-to-work measures, would be misleading. In fact, not just because
plenty of opportunities for working full time are available, lone mothers might
decide to fully delegate childcare (Duncan and Edwards 1997). In other words,
gender pressure might act independently from economic pressure. Furthermore, the
care-employment trade-off with which women have to cope is strictly connected to
both the different social expectations towards motherhood and the type of labour
demand lone mothers can actually access. In fact, in several countries in which the
male breadwinner model prevails, mothers in couples are not expected to be strongly
engaged in the labour market due to their care responsibilities within the household.
In those same national contexts, lone mothers are instead asked to increase their
labour supply to contrast welfare dependency through work. Evidence shows that
lone parent families rely more and for longer periods on welfare support than other
types of household do (Voges et al. 1996). However, as the increase in in-work pov-
erty shows clearly (Andrefl and Lohmann 2008; Cooke and Lawton 2008), working
itself does not protect against poverty, being a necessary but not sufficient condition
for self-sufficiency. In the presence of low wages and unfavourable working conditions
(temporary contracts, shift works, no health insurance, no vacation benefits, etc.),

hand, structural barriers rather than preferences are found to be crucial, and especially those con-
nected to childcare and labor market opportunities (Whitworth 2013); on the other hand, there is
some evidence that shows that those who experience lone parenthood at certain point over the life
course had already low rates of employment (Mckay 2002).
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lone mothers might not be able to move off welfare through work, and thus they
have to combine welfare and work (Cancian and Meyer 2000; Eamon and Wu 2011;
Millar and Ridge 2008; Wu et al. 2008).

Structural barriers in particular interact with individual and household character-
istics. Where the first are concerned, previous research shows that when mother-
hood occurs early in the life course, individuals who did not complete education
could be funnelled in a spiral of cumulative disadvantages in the labour market and
wage-wise as well as across life domains (Chevalier and Viitanen 2003; Looze
2014). Furthermore, it can be assumed that when lone parenthood has occurred at a
young age, mothers might not have enough qualifications and labour-market experi-
ence to endorse and thus have less bargaining power and are more exposed to under-
employment. In contrast, those who become lone mothers at an older age have
cumulated experience, and this seniority benefit (and related benefits) might increase
the opportunity to obtain better compromises to reconciliate paid work and family
care (Ondrich et al. 2003). Similarly, older lone mothers are found to be less likely
to suffer from economic hardship (Bauman 2002)%. Results from cross-sectional
data of European countries as a whole show that young lone mothers work less than
young mothers in couples, and that this gap is smaller across groups of older women
(Ruggeri and Bird 2014).

The relationship status before lone parenthood — namely whether the couple was
married or cohabited — cannot be strictly conceived as a “barrier” to employment,
but there is evidence that some kind of selection results in cohabiters showing a
more equal division of paid work compared to married couples, and married women
being on average more economically dependent on their partners (Snoeckx et al.
2008). Thus, divorced women suffer from a greater disadvantage for being divorced
than cohabiting women who were formerly more independent, thanks to a stronger
presence in the labour market. It follows that heterogeneity exists in the economic
effects of union dissolution according to previous relationship status, but it is mainly
driven by previous employment status. In this understanding, having been married
or having cohabited before the transition to lone parenthood might represent an
additional disadvantage connected — again — to experience in the labour market and
to age at lone parenthood.

When considering household characteristics, the number and age of children
have been found to be crucial in allowing lone parents to give up employment and
care for their children as their main occupation (Kasparova et al. 2003; Millar and
Ridge 2008) . For example, in Germany, mothers in couples are less likely to work

2Unfortunately, as discussed below, here we are using register data and information on education
is not available. However, we know from the human capital theory (Becker 1975; Mincer 1974)
that different investment on education defines different opportunities in the labor market and in
wage growth pace. In particular, leaving labor market for some years is found to matter more for
highly educated than for low-skilled women (Stewart 2009). It follows that since highly skilled
women invested more in education and they expect higher returns, they will be less likely to leave
the labor forces (and relying completely on welfare) and more likely to have external resources to
mobilize for re-conciliating work and care independently from formal childcare availability and its
cost.



12 Lone Mothers in Belgium: Labor Force Attachment and Risk Factors 263

than lone mothers, but when they have a larger family they re-enter the workforce
(and often full time) to the same extent as lone mothers do. In the US, heading a
large family interferes with work off welfare (Harris 1993), but the age of the
youngest child in the household is even more important in defining the labour mar-
ket supply of lone mothers (Drobni¢ 2000). Similarly to the US, evidence from the
UK and Australia shows that welfare measures promoting employment of lone
mothers are more effective as the children grow up, and lone mothers with children
older than pre-school age have much higher employment rates (Doiron 2004;
Ermisch and Wright 1995).

This brief review aimed to account for the available evidence on the association
between lone motherhood and labour market participation. However, most of the
research either relies on cross-sectional data (which are not suitable for looking at
evolution of processes over time) or uses longitudinal data for estimating the timing
of occurrence of certain events, such as re-entering the labour market or getting a
certain type of job. Even though it can be argued that selection into lone parenthood
exists, an increasing heterogeneity is found when observing different cohorts of
births and the distribution of lone parents over variables such as education and age
(OECD 2014). It follows that differences in the mechanisms behind labour market
participation strategies could not emerge when looking at cross-sectional data,
while what really differs is the trajectory/pattern according to different stratification
variables. Most of the research reviewed above relies on cross-sectional data.
However, when we consider lone parenthood, the time from the transition to the
new family arrangement is crucial to understand how strategies to combine care and
work evolve: cross-sectional analyses are blind to such changes because they cannot
follow individuals over time. The little existing evidence from longitudinal data
shows that activity rates among mothers (including welfare recipients) are higher
than the results of cross-sectional analyses (Harris 1993), and studies that exploit
longitudinal data to look directly at trajectories of lone mothers show great variabil-
ity according to the duration of lone parenthood (Zagel 2013; Stewart 2009). These
results support the idea that bringing about within-group comparisons is useful to
detect grey areas where old social risks and new ones connect to household structure
and where the labour market and welfare system intersect.

Lone Parenthood in the Flanders

Belgium’s history is characterized by remarkable regional developments, as it con-
sists of a Catholic northern part (Flanders) and an atheist southern part (Wallonia
and Brussels) with different spheres of influence. While Flanders belonged to the
German part of Europe, Wallonia resided in the Latin part. After the independence
of the country, the linguistic borders always remained a cultural demarcation line in
unitary Belgium, resulting in important disparities with regard to secularization and
demographic behaviour. The enlightened ideas stemming from the French
Revolution were more widely spread in the southern part of the country than in
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Roman Catholic Flanders. After World War II, the Belgian state structure evolved
from a unitary state to a federal state, with central federal authority weakened and
oversight of employment, education, and welfare transferred to two different types
of regional authorities: communities and regions. Three communities — Flemish-,
French-, and German-speaking — have jurisdiction over cultural matters, education,
the use of languages, and matters relating to the individual, such as health policy
(curative and preventive medicine) and social assistance (protection of youth, social
welfare, aid to families, immigrant assistance services, and so forth). There are also
three regions, which are geographically different from the communities: the Flemish
region, the Brussels Capital region, and the Walloon region. These execute respon-
sibilities with territorial impact, and their power extends to economic matters,
employment, agriculture, water policy, housing, and public works.

With respect to Esping-Andersen’s welfare state typology, Belgium is usually
assigned to the group of Continental European welfare regimes (Esping-Andersen
1990). It has a low score in the cluster of liberal regimes and an average score in the
cluster of social democratic regimes. In addition to having a high degree of decom-
modification, Belgium scores considerably high on “corporatism” and “etatism”
indices. The system makes a strict division between regulations for employees, civil
servants, and self-employed persons. A second trait is the degree to which health
and unemployment benefits and (partially) pensions are related to earnings. This is
a carry-over from the classic male breadwinner model, which is deeply rooted in the
system. This principle is also represented in generous family benefits and social
transfers, which support a traditional division of labour. Nevertheless, an elaborate
childcare infrastructure, which enables women to combine work and family, pro-
vides evidence that Belgium also has characteristics of the dual-earner model.

Even though this chapter focuses only on the labour market transitions of Flemish
lone mothers, we need to take into consideration the dual nature of the Belgian state
structure. Divorce legislation as well as a large part of the labour market policy are
centrally regulated, while economic prosperity and labour market participation
clearly differ by region. The Flemish case is interesting because the relatively low
female labour market participation is combined with a widespread use of “time
leave” schemes. In Belgium, employees are entitled to interrupt their careers tempo-
rarily by means of the Career Break Scheme. During this period, employees are
given a limited replacement income. The Flemish government encourages the use of
the system by giving additional financial incentives. The majority (65%) of people
in the career break system in Belgium are situated in Flanders. Several options are
available to take a career break: full-time breaks, part-time breaks, and specific
thematic leave. This schedule was meant to encourage longer stays on the labour
market and would encourage returns to work after maternity leave. The system does
not compensate the whole income from labour. As a consequence, lone parents are
scarcely using the system to enhance their work-life balance.

Next to the lower participation in leave schemes, we also find considerable lower
labour participation levels among lone parents. According to the Labour Force
Survey, approximately 68% of all lone parents are working, although not full time.
One third of lone parents (35%) work part time. We also observe higher percentages
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of lone parents in unemployment. Estimations of the Crossroads Bank of Social
Security (CBSS Datawarehouse) show that the level of unemployment is five times
higher among lone parents (32.2%) than among dual earner families with children
(6.5%). Compared to the study of Geurts (20006), this is an increase of 14%. Again,
it comes as little surprise that unemployment among lone mothers is much higher
than among lone fathers. The demographic evolution of Flemish lone parents and its
relationship with poverty risk and changes in income is extensively presented in
Chap. 10 in this Volume. However, it is worth highlighting here that in Flanders,
lone parent families show a higher risk of poverty compared to any other family
type and to the general population (Defever et al. 2013).

Given the characteristics of the welfare system and the schemes connected to
labour market participation, the Flemish case represents an interesting field in which
to observe the evolution of employment trajectories after lone parenthood. In fact,
typical patterns of labour/welfare supply might appear differently within the group
of lone mothers and therefore strengthen old inequalities or rather generate new
disadvantages.

Data and Methods

Register data represent an invaluable source for studying social processes because
they are not affected by memory bias. The Crossroads Bank of Social Security
Datawarehouse (CBSS Datawarehouse, released 2009) combines demographic data
from the National Register with labor market and income data from several Social
Security offices in Belgium.

We selected a subsample of women between 25 and 55 years old who separated
or got divorced in 2004 after cohabiting or being married. The age of 25 was chosen
for reasons of data availability. The number of broken marriages and cohabitations
(with children) for ex-partners below age 25 was too limited to be included in the
analysis. The age of 55 concerns labour market attachment, which weakens rapidly
after 55, showing a different sociological reality that is not the focus of this chapter.
We additionally restrict our sample to those who do not live together with a partner
and who live with one or more (own or step) children younger than 18 or younger
than 25 if they do not have a labour market income (Letablier and Wall 2017).
We ended up with a sample of 2602 lone mothers?, representing 34% of the original
CBSS Datawarehouse sample of women aged 25— 55 in 2004.

For the first analytical step, we refer to the theoretical and methodological frame-
work of sequence analysis, which considers individual processes unfolding over
time — understood as a whole — as the primary unit of analysis. This approach to
time-related phenomena is not grounded on any assumption about the generative
process underlying the regularities in the sequence. In other words, causal modelling

3For a more detailed description of the sample identification procedure, please refer to Chap. 10 in
this Volume.
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Table 12.1 States for the State
coding of the individual
sequences representing

employment trajectories

Full-time employment

Part-time employment

Unemployment/inactivity with benefits

Minimum wage

Unemployment/inactivity without
benefits

only intervenes in a second step of the analysis because the first aim is to describe
sequence structures and the relationships among them to try to discover typologies.
One of the main advantages of considering sequences as a unit of analysis is that it
fosters the description of social processes that empirically result in patterns of
events (Abbott 2001, 2004). Only after the identification of the latter is it possible
to consider the determinants of such patterns and their configuration, as well as
whether and how they can shape other processes.

Thus we built individual sequences starting in 2003* (i.e. one year before the
transition to lone motherhood occurred) and ending 5 years after the lone parent-
hood occurred. The original data were quarterly, so we ended up with a sequence of
24 quarters. Each time point was coded according to the position occupied by the
individuals in or out of the labour market and the welfare system. In fact, in case of
inactivity/unemployment, we define the individual position according to the welfare
provision received. Table 12.1 displays the states used for coding the individual
sequences.

Unemployment/inactivity benefits are available for those who are currently out
of work, available to participate in the labour market, and living in Belgium. The
minimum wage is a welfare provision individuals receive when they do not have
sufficient means to live. Even though there is no incompatibility with labour income,
as soon as people get a job, they earn too much to be entitled to the minimum wage.
It follows that employed individuals usually do not receive a minimal wage and that
even people with unemployment benefits are not entitled to this allowance. Important
to notice is that childcare benefits and alimony from the ex-partner are not taken into
account when determining entitlement to the minimum wage. The allowance is also
increased when the beneficiary has minor (dependent) children.

Individual employment trajectories were then clustered in order to detect typical
patterns of labour market participation after lone motherhood. In sequence analysis,
the relationship between sequences is understood as the distance between them. It
follows that prior to the clustering procedure on sequence objects, the computation
of a pairwise dissimilarity matrix is needed. We used a variant of the classical

*All the analyses on sequences were performed using the software R version 3.1.2 (R Development
Core Team 2014). The sequence analysis was conducted by using the R packages TraMineR
(Gabadinho et al. 2011) and WeightedCluster (Studer 2013).
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Optimal Matching called Hamming distance (HAM) to compute the matrix due to
its higher sensitivity to small time changes (Studer and Ritschard 2014)°.

Individual sequences were then clustered in order to maximize within-group
homogeneity and between-groups heterogeneity: to this purpose, we used the parti-
tioning around medoids method. Medoids are representative sequences having the
smallest dissimilarity to the other sequences of the cluster they belong to®. According
to the average silhouette width criterion used for detecting the number of clusters
fulfilling these requisites (Kaufman and Rousseeuw 2005), an eight-cluster solution
was detected as the optimal one’.

In the following analytical step, we estimated the differential probability of fol-
lowing those emerging patterns according to the variables of interest. We ran a
multinomial logistic model in which the dependent variable was cluster member-
ship. The independent variables refer to both individual and household characteris-
tics: age of the mother 1 year before the transition to lone motherhood occurred
(25-30, 31-35, 3640, or 41 or more); civil status before lone motherhood (cohabit-
ing or married); presence of children younger than 2 years old in the household (yes
or no); and number of children younger than 17 years old in the household (none, 1,
2, or 3 or more). The last two variables were measured 1 year before the transition
to lone motherhood occurred. At present, the Belgian register data do not include
information on the level of education. Table 12.2 shows the distribution of the inde-
pendent variables considered in the analyses. Results from the multinomial regres-
sions will be presented as average marginal effects (Wooldridge 2002), meaning
that we will consider whether differentials exist in the probability of being assigned
to each of the clusters according to pairwise comparisons between the categories of
the independent variables and, if so, whether they are significant (Long 1997)8.

Finally, we connected previous results with additional empirical evidence con-
cerning household income and partnership trajectories after lone parenthood. In the
first case, we built individual sequences starting 1 year before and interrupted after
5 years that account for the position in the income quintile distribution at each point
in time. For the partnership trajectories concerned, we consider the survival proba-
bility function of exiting lone motherhood by entering a new partnership. These
additional descriptive results helped us to shed light on possible interaction between
family/employment domains and the risk of economic vulnerability.

3 A number of distance measures were tested and the structure of the clusters was substantially the
same (results from the sensitivity tests are available upon request). We then selected the HAM
option in order to maximize the timing sensitivity according to our substantive interest. HAM
distance has all substitution costs equal to one and no indels.

®The corresponding algorithm pursues a global optimization: in contrast, hierarchical methods
usually follow a local optimization that instead could not be optimal on a global level (for details,
see Gabadinho et al. 2011).

"The average silhouette width (ASW) (Kaufman and Rousseeuw 2005) measures the coherence of
the assignment of each sequence to a cluster and its value is allowed to vary from —1 to +1. In our
case, the ASW value for the 8-clusters solution using the HAM distance was 0.51.

8 Marginal effects estimations were performed by using the SPost13 Stata commands (Long and
Freese 2014).



268 E. Struffolino and D. Mortelmans

Table 12.2 Distribution of ' %
the independent variables

Age of the mother (1 year before LM)

25-30 16.6
31-35 25.6
36-40 31.2
41+ 26.6
Before lone motherhood

Cohabitation 31.8
Marriage 68.2
Children younger than 2 in the household
(1 year before LM)

No 87.4
Yes 12.6

Children younger than 17 in the household
(1 year before LM)

0 5.2

1 43.0
2 38.0
3+ 13.9
N. 2602

LM lone motherhood. Data source: CBSS
Datawarehouse 2009. Authors’ own calculations

Results

In order to address our first research question concerning the variability of employ-
ment trajectories during and after lone motherhood, we started by running a cluster
analysis on individual employment trajectories. The eight-cluster solution is dis-
played in Fig. 12.1. A general characteristic emerges from the very first sight: three
clusters — namely “1. Reducers”, “3. Increasers”, and “5. Returners” — show a pro-
gressive shift from one prevalent state to another, while the remaining five clusters
are characterized by a steady permanence in a single state. In other words, the first
macro-group gathers the “movers” and the second one the “stayers”. However,
when we look at the “stayers” clusters, the importance of taking into account the
year before lone parenthood (represented by the time point preceding the O value on
the x-axis that represents the year of the transition to lone motherhood) emerges
clearly. In fact, we see that also for the “stayers” the actual dynamic of employment
trajectories implies a change from before to after lone parenthood, signalled by the
fact that the prevalence of a certain arrangement (for example, full-time work for
cluster “2.Full-timers”) changes in correspondence to the transition to lone mother-
hood becoming even stronger.



12 Lone Mothers in Belgium: Labor Force Attachment and Risk Factors 269

1.Reducers (5.4%) 2.Full-timers (36.3%) 3.Increasers (7.6%)  4.Part-timers (20.1%)

— ~ @ —~ @ —~ @ |
3 @s go 8o
— (=] N [te] 4
il i i i
= £ £« ex]
- .o . O . O
o o o o
o Qo < (S
L [ L o w o
o T T T 11 T T T 1 S T T T T P S
-1 012 3 4 -1 012 3 4 -101 2 3 4 -1 01 2 3 4
Years from LM Years from LM Years from LM Years from LM
5.Returners (4.1%) 6.Outsiders (14.1%) 7.Subsidized (1.9%) 8.Marginalized (10.5%)
33 23 23 R
z i i T
=< S« =< £< |
g g e g° 7°]
Yo "o ey * o
o~ rr—TrT1—T1 o T T T 11 o~ rr—r—r—11 o rrr—r—T1
-1012 34 -101 234 -101 234 -10 2 3 4
Years from LM Years from LM Years from LM Years from LM
B Full-time employment B Unemployment/inactivity with benefits [ Unemployment/inactivity without benefits

B Part-time employment B Minimum wage

Fig. 12.1 States’ distribution plots for the 8-cluster solution accounting for 1 year before and 5
after the transition to lone motherhood (LM). Data source: CBSS Datawarehouse 2009. Authors’
own calculations

Fig. 12.1 makes clear that there are different ways to move/stay within and out-
side of the labour market structure. In fact, among the movers, those who belong to
cluster “1.Reducers” progressively reduce their working hours, moving from full-
time to part-time employment, while those who are assigned to clusters “3.
Increasers” and “5.Returners” increase their attachment over time. It is interesting
to notice that such shifts start right before the end of the second year after the transi-
tion to lone motherhood. This can be interpreted — in the case of “1.Reducers’— as
the consequence of an increasing need of care within the household, which forces
mothers to reduce their labour supply after a first attempt to conciliate the previous
arrangement and the new family arrangement; or—for the “Increasers” and the
“Returners” as a response to the increasing need of income.

All in all, those who permanently stay within the labour market (“2.Full-timers”
and “3.Part-timers”) represent more than 50% of the sample, while lone mothers
who are steadily excluded make up 15%. In three cases — “6.Ousiders”, ““7.
Subsidized”, and “8.Marginalized” — the transition to lone motherhood seems not to
alter the previous arrangement. In these cases, we might think that lone motherhood
acted by weakening the probability of exiting a situation of unemployment/inactiv-
ity. This might have made those women even more dependent on external help and
undermined their employability®.

To estimate the probability of lone mothers being engaged in the different patterns
of labour market participation according to their own and household characteristics,

?Distribution of individuals’ characteristics within each cluster and clusters profiles can be found
in Tables 12.A1 and 12.A2 in the Appendix.
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we estimated a multinomial logistic regression with cluster membership as the
dependent variable. The results are presented in the four plots in Fig. 12.21°:

Plot (a) in Fig. 12.2 shows the probability of being assigned to each cluster
according to age of the mother 1 year before the transition to lone parenthood. As
mentioned above, our interest on this individual characteristic is two-fold. Firstly,
young lone mothers might have experienced only short periods of paid work before
the transition to lone parenthood and thus have less bargaining power to direct their
strategy when the need arises to rearrange the labour supply. Secondly, both early
motherhood and lone motherhood might have prevented them from catching up on
their education, and low education represents a disadvantage in the labour market in
terms of income and employment security. Two patterns emerge clearly from plot
(a). Firstly, being a young lone mother (25-30) is associated with a significantly
higher probability of being “5.Returners” or a “6.Outsiders” and to a lower proba-
bility of being “2.Full-timers” and “4.Part-timers” but also “8.Marginalized” com-
pared to older lone mothers. The “8.Marginalized” pathway is an extremely
disadvantaged one, which is more frequently followed also by women who experi-
ence lone motherhood when they are older than 41. The latter are less likely to be
“2.Full-timers”, but at the same time more likely to increase their labour supply over
the years (cluster “3.Increasers”) compared to younger women.

Cohabiting instead of having been married before lone motherhood (plot (b) in
Fig. 12.2) is associated to a higher probability of being “5.Returners” or “6.
Outsiders”, as the probability of cohabiting itself is higher for younger women and
they are more likely to belong to those clusters. In contrast, the other clusters are
less frequently associated with cohabitation than marriage prior to lone parenthood.
These results seem to be unexpected if we consider that cohabitation is usually
associated with a higher employment rate for women compared to marriage, while
the two clusters in which ex-cohabiter lone mothers prevail show a relatively weak
labour market attachment, if any. However, this might be due — once again — to the
relatively younger age of lone mothers in these clusters, whose age and early moth-
erhood might have prevented them from starting their own employment career.

When we move to consider the characteristics of the household, we basically
account for variations in the care-giving investment mothers might face when the
household structure changes. Plot (c) in Fig. 12.2 shows the average marginal effects
of the presence of children younger than 17 in the household. Two main trends
emerge. When compared to having only children older than 17 in the household, the
presence of one or more younger children is associated with a higher probability of
being “4.Part-timers” and a progressively lower likelihood of being “2.Full-timers”
as the number of children increases. Moreover, the probability of being “6.
Outsiders”, “7.Subsidized”, and “8.Marginalized” is higher for women caring for a
higher number of children.

10Tables reporting the full results of the multinomial logistic regression model are available upon
request.
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In addition, we tested for the association between employment patterns and the
presence of a baby aged 0-2 in the household, which is likely to strongly increase
the need for care. Estimates displayed in plot (d) in Fig. 12.2 show that the presence
of an infant is significantly negatively associated only with a higher probability of
being “4.Part-timers”. In other words, it appears that the number of children to take
care of rather than the very young age of one of them either represents a stronger
barrier to certain pathways or prevents certain changes and thus traps mothers in
certain disadvantaged positions.

Our last analytical step aims to highlight the connection between the employ-
ment pathways after lone motherhood and household income and partnership trajec-
tories. Fig. 12.3 shows the income trajectories experienced by women belonging to
the 8 clusters. The over-plotted black lines represent the survival probability to enter
new partnerships for those same women. Considering the quintile income distribu-
tion starting from 1 year before the transition to lone motherhood allows us to estab-
lish evidence that this event triggers a worsening during the first year after its
occurrence. The only exception is represented by cluster “7.Subsidized”, since the
proportion of women in the second quintile increases against a decrease in the third
and in the first. In general, not many changes affect the experience of the “stayers”
income-wise, but of course this occurs to a different extent depending on the fact of
being in or out of the labour market. Marginalized lone mothers (cluster 8) are those
most penalized, as they have neither unemployment benefits nor a minimal wage.
Their household income remains steadily in the bottom quintile, even though half of

1.Reducers (5.4%) 2.Full-timers (36.3%) 3.Increasers (7.6%) 4.Part-timers (20.1%)
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Fig. 12.3 Distribution across the income quintiles for the 8-cluster solution from 1 year before to
5 years after the transition to lone motherhood. Survival curves for exiting from lone parenthood
and re-partnering by starting a new cohabitation are over-plotted in white. LM lone motherhood.
Data source: CBSS Datawarehouse 2009. Authors’ own calculations
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them re-partner within 3 years from the transition to lone motherhood — which is a
higher rate compared to the other groups of stayers, among whom only 35-40% of
the women re-partner within the same time span.

Not surprisingly, a bigger number of income trajectories of full-timers than of
part-timers are characterized by episodes in the top quintiles. However, when we
compare these two groups to those who ended up with the same labour market
arrangement (full time and part time, respectively) but started differently, we see
that moving from part time to full time (“3.Increasers”) led to a final income distri-
bution characterized by a narrow top and a wider third quintile compared to that of
“2.Full-timers”. The same applies to the comparison between the “5.Returners” and
the “4. Part-timers”: the former move from unemployment/inactivity to part-time
work, and they are massively distributed in the second and third quintiles. In con-
trast, almost 25% of the “4.Part-timers” are distributed in the top two quintiles.

This evidence further stresses the importance of seniority within the labour mar-
ket in defining income profiles that then interact with needs, opportunities, and con-
straints lone mothers might encounter. Interestingly enough, the “1.Reducers” and
the “5.Returners” are those who — on average — were more likely to re-partnered
within the first 4 years after lone parenthood (55%). In the first case, the income
might be more favourably distributed on the top quintiles (despite having switched
from full-time to part-time employment) because of re-partnering. In fact, we might
expect a general decrease in the household income due to the reduction in the labour
supply, but this seems to be buffered by an additional income from the new partner.
In contrast, the change in the income distribution for the “5.Returners” is more
likely to be a pure “employment effect” since re-partnering time for this subgroup
is more delayed.

Concluding Remarks

In this chapter we provided descriptive evidence from the Flemish case on the vari-
ability of labour market participation patterns after women experience lone mother-
hood. A single-country study allowed us a better understanding of processes that are
strongly shaped by institutional configurations and individual outcomes over the
life course (Mayer 2005). Exploiting longitudinal data from the CBSS
Datawarehouse, we could follow individual trajectories in the labour market or as
welfare recipients during 4 years after this family transition occurred. Our explor-
atory analysis aimed to account for the complexity of within-group differences by
identifying typical trajectories and estimating the relative probability of experienc-
ing them according to individual and household characteristics. We chose to focus
on within-lone-mother-group differences to highlight life-course phases of high
vulnerability and potential social exclusion defined by the intersection of employ-
ment and welfare for individuals who experience this family transition.
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Our main results support a complex understanding of lone mothers’ experience
of paid work and welfare (Zagel 2013). In fact, the typology we obtain from cluster-
ing individual sequences reveals that there are many strategies lone mothers adopt
when they have to cope with a new family composition. The variety of employment
(and welfare) behaviours over the life course during the specific temporal window
of “post-lone-parenthood” is consistent with previous findings adopting similar ana-
lytical strategies (Haux 2013; Zagel 2013; Stewart 2009). Furthermore, according
to previous findings (Eamon and Wu 2011), more than 50% of the lone mothers in
our sample have a strong labour market attachment, being and remaining in full- or
part-time work for the whole time span considered. Another 12% either return after
unemployment or increase the labour supply within the first 2 years after the transi-
tion to lone parenthood has occurred. In other words, the debate on the economic
cost of lone parents actually concerns only a part of those who experience lone
parenthood at some point during their life course. In our case, 15% of the lone moth-
ers in the sample experienced long-lasting exclusion from the labour market, as they
were either unemployed/inactive (cluster “6.Outsiders”) or receiving the minimum
wage (cluster “7.Subsidized””). However, a not negligible 10% does not receive wel-
fare support in the absence of employment for all 4 years considered (cluster “8.
Marginalized”). The persistence in such configurations reveals the presence of dis-
advantages in place even before lone parenthood, which we unfortunately cannot
account for due to the lack of information — for example — on education or migration
status in register data.

Nevertheless, we found the individual and household characteristics we consid-
ered as possible “barriers” to employment are differently associated to the patterns
we identified. In this case, the within-group variety appears to be crucial in defining
more vulnerable profiles: young lone mothers seem less able to engage in paid work
and thus experience relatively long periods as recipients of welfare measures, while
having had the time to build their careers before lone motherhood seems to keep
older lone mothers remain strongly attached to employment. In other words, the age
at which they have children and/or experience lone motherhood is crucial in under-
standing their future exclusion from the labour market. In the new social risks
framework (Bonoli 2005; Vandecasteele 2011), policies should address exactly
such situations in which long-term disadvantages that emerge when the timing of
life transitions in certain domains matches with traditional factors of inequalities
such as lower education.

Finally, in the Flemish case it is the number of children below 17 in the house-
hold rather than the presence of very small children that defines different probabili-
ties of pursuing a certain labour market strategy. Specifically, the bigger the family
size, the higher the probability of having a strong labour market attachment through
full-time jobs, and the lower the likelihood of being unemployed/inactive and
receiving welfare benefits.
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Besides the strength represented by the use of longitudinal register data on labour
market participation and by the possibility to make a fine-grained distinction
between types of welfare support and employment arrangements, some limitations
of this work have to be considered. First, a specific group of lone mothers falls out
of our scope because the initial sample of our study comprised only women who
either were married or were cohabiting before lone parenthood. Women who live at
their parents’ house or are lone mothers by choice remain out of sight in this analy-
sis. It follows that we might underestimate the incidence of trajectories character-
ized by unemployment and welfare dependency because the frailest women (lone
mothers at first birth and very young lone mothers) are not in our sample. We believe
this bias is limited in this case because Belgium scores very low (0.6%) on fertility
rate of women between 15 and 19 (World Bank 2015). The rate of teen pregnancies
is also low and stable around 9% (De Wilde 2008). As shown elsewhere in this
book, many other issues also concern lone parenthood at this young age besides
labour market strategies.

This data limitation applies to another crucial issue: the Belgian register data
currently do not report individuals’ educational level. When analysing employment
trajectories, education represents a potential confounder when estimating the prob-
ability of being more or less attached to the labour market, and this is particularly
true for women (DiPrete and Buchmann 2013).

Further research should face these limitations, but we believe that our contribu-
tion adds to the recent body of evidence on lone mothers’ strategies on the labour
market. Together with Berrington (2014), Haux (2013), Whitworth (2013), and
Zagel (2013), our single-country case study again shows the complexity and diver-
sity of lone parenthood, more specifically among lone mothers. Survey data often
limit researchers’ ability to dip deep into this complexity, while registers are cur-
rently limited to a single-country approach. Future collaborative studies may focus
on combining the power of registers in a comparative endeavour that aims to com-
bine labour market strategies and income positions cross nationally and disentangle
the subtle influences of welfare states on these strategies. This is important since we
have shown in this chapter that a majority of lone mothers are active on the labour
market. It is the small group of frail lone mothers that warrants our attention because
they are most likely to struggle with poverty and perpetuate their disadvantaged
position in their future life courses.
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