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INTRODUCTION

The Government's two top priority outcomes for social welfare services in the 1993/94 year are:

· That policies for Social Welfare contribute to a fair and just society and promote self-sufficiency and responsibility of individuals and their families/whänau: and

· That income maintenance policies and practices do not contribute to continuing dependency of those who are capable of becoming self-sufficient.

Breaking the dependency cycle is therefore a very high priority for the Department and a number of new initiatives have recently been undertaken aimed at facilitating the "welfare to work" process. One of the more significant of these is the COMPASS programme designed to help existing sole parent beneficiaries to become self-sufficient. This paper backgrounds the reasons for this initiative, its objectives and likely outcomes.

the target group

By 1991 a quarter of all families with children were one parent families. The increase has been particularly rapid in the Māori population with 44% of all Māori families with children being one parent families. This compares to 32% of Pacific Islands families and 18% of European families.

Over the 1976–91 period, the trend had been for an increased rate of benefit take-up amongst sole parents, and a decreased rate of paid employment. In 1991 only 21% of sole parents were in full-time paid employment (compared with 27% in 1986). Partnered mothers on the other hand, increased their rate of paid employment between 1976 and 1991 despite a general rise in unemployment.

The three factors most strongly associated with the employment rate of sole parents were gender, educational background and age of youngest child. Different combinations of these variables resulted in a wide range of full-time employment rates, from 3% to 73%.

The number of sole parents receiving the domestic purposes benefit more than trebled between 1976 and 1991, from 27,688 to 97,420. The average annual increase was 9%. As a proportion of all sole parents recorded by the Census, the beneficiary population also expanded. In 1976, 60% of sole parents were receiving either the Domestic Purposes or Widows Benefit. In 1986, approximately 77% were receiving a benefit, and by 1991 this proportion had risen to 85%.

Gender – Approximately 84% of sole parents are women.

Ethnicity – Approximately 10% of the total Māori population receive the Domestic Purposes Benefit (DPB) compared with 5% of the Pacific Islands population and 2% of the European population. Approximately 60% of domestic purposes beneficiaries identify as European, 33% as Māori, and 6% as Pacific Islands/Polynesian.

Age – Approximately 43% of domestic purposes and widows beneficiaries with children are aged under 30. Thirty-eight per cent are aged 30-39, 15% aged 40-49 and 4% aged 50 or more.

Duration on benefit – The median duration of domestic purposes beneficiaries is two years and eight months. However, the longer a beneficiary remains on benefit, the longer they could be expected to remain on benefit in the future. The median duration of benefits still in force after one year is just over four years.

Qualifications – Approximately 52% of all domestic purposes beneficiaries have no qualifications and a further 16% have school certificate only. Of women currently employed only 26% have no qualifications and a further 16% have school certificate only. Analysis of the labour market conditions between 1986 and 1992 show that people without qualifications comprised 34% of the labour force in 1986 falling to 24% in 1992.

Labour market opportunities – Labour market forecasts for the next few years suggest a period of slow but steady employment growth. Forecasts for employment growth range between 20,000 to 25,000 in 1993/94, and 23,000 to 30,000 in 1994/95.

Analysis of recent market trends shows increasing employment opportunities for qualified individuals and markedly falling employment opportunities for those with low qualifications. The general trend over recent years towards more part-time employment is expected to continue although it is not certain that the growth in part-time employment will continue to outstrip that of full-time employment.

barriers to entering the workforce

Research undertaken in 1980, by Dr C.R. Wylie, for the first time documented the isolation of sole parents and the difficulties they face in breaking the dependency cycle. Dr Wylie concluded:

On the whole, the women [receiving the DPB] are at a disadvantage when it comes to re-entering the workforce. Their skills do not command good wages. Their childcare responsibilities and their attitude towards childcare coupled with their lack of good and widely available public childcare steer them towards part-time work in often vulnerable occupations, particularly with the coming technological changes. Employers are influenced by the negative stereotype, unless they know the woman personally, they associate women heading one parent families with unreliability, time off for sick children and so on. Like other aspects of the stereotype of the "solo mother", this appears to have little foundation in reality. Yet particularly with regard to employers' attitudes and the women's own confidence, the stereotype can be damaging, and provide one more obstacle on the tricky road back to work …Confidence is crucial in the return to work. As with many married mothers who have been at home for some time engaged in childcare, the difference between the sphere and the work sphere gradually widens into a gap which may seem unbridgeable in the absence of advice, encouragement and some involvement in matters beyond the home…. Without some form of training or encouragement the employment outlook for many of the women is not bright (pp 55-57).

INITIATIVES FROM WYLIE STUDY

The Wylie study found a direct link between skill, training and employment. Domestic purposes beneficiaries are significantly less qualified than women currently employed and women in receipt of unemployment benefit. The Training Incentive Allowance, which was established in 1983 in response to the Wylie report, provided for the first time direct financial assistance with job training expenses. It consisted of a standard rate which could be topped up by a hardship allowance at varying rates depending on whether the recipient was attending a tertiary institution or other training institution.

A 1989 evaluation of the Training Incentive Allowance (Harland et al.) found that over half of former allowance recipients found either part-time or full-time employment and that prior to receiving the allowance most recipients were not well qualified. Currently about 10,000 beneficiaries receive the allowance at an average payment of about $1,000 a year. It is available to domestic purposes, widows and invalids beneficiaries but is predominantly accessed by domestic purposes beneficiaries (95%).

The Training Incentive Allowance is a worthwhile and effective measure and undoubtedly helps significant numbers of sole parents to obtain job-related qualifications. However, it is targeted at the self-motivated – those who recognise the value of obtaining job skills and who have the motivation, knowledge and ability to overcome the barriers referred to earlier. It does not reach sole parents who lack information about what is available, who have little or no self-confidence, who lack work experience and job skills, or who may be daunted by problems of childcare.

The Stepping Out Programme was an attempt in the 1980s to address the issue of providing sole parent beneficiaries with information and personal assistance to achieve self-sufficiency. The programme was run on a pilot basis in three districts, Takapuna, Tauranga, and Wellington, for a twelve month period commencing in March 1987.

The programme was targeted at domestic purposes and widows beneficiaries under age 50 without dependent children or whose youngest child was at least 10, and who had been on the benefit for at least 2 years. Long-term unemployment beneficiaries were also included.

The aim was to provide the target beneficiaries with comprehensive information about available social services, training opportunities and assistance, and employment opportunities in their area. Information kits were sent to all members of the target group in each pilot district. The Takapuna pilot included a key difference from the other two districts. In that district two field workers were employed to undertake personal visits to offer more direct assistance to participants.

With the advantage of hindsight and the experience of the Australian JET scheme (see below), too much was expected of the Stepping Out programme in too short a time. The Department and Government were looking for quick results, that is, a significant reduction in the number of sole parents receiving benefit.

This did not happen. Nor, given the rapid rise in unemployment during the late 1980s and the length of time many sole parents need to move from benefit dependency to self-sufficiency, could it reasonably have been expected to happen. The evaluation of the pilot scheme (Rochford and Pawakapan: 1990) showed, not surprisingly, that only a handful of sole parents had moved off benefit as a result of the programme. The evaluation report commented:

Whether the Stepping Out programme is considered to have been a success or not depends on what level of outcomes are considered to justify the resources put into the scheme. Most members of the target groups had a positive attitude to Stepping Out, including those who said that they had not been personally helped by it. It could be argued that even if Stepping Out led to only a small minority entering paid employment or further education, but was perceived positively by the majority, then it would still be justified as long as the savings on benefit payments outweighed the cost of the scheme. However it could also be argued that such resources would be better deployed on more effective policies. It should also be noted that the evidence on the rate of moving off benefit through the agency of the scheme reported in this paper suggests that the scheme may have fallen short of paying for itself (p. 29).

In the event, the decision was to discontinue the programme on the grounds that it was not achieving its objective of reducing Social Welfare expenditure by moving sole parents off benefit. Again with hindsight, this may have been a premature decision and one which took four years to reverse.

more recent research findings

Dr Wylie's 1980 findings were confirmed by a study undertaken in 1993 (Levine et al.). This research confirmed that:

· the main reasons more sole parents do not participate in the workforce are lack of qualifications, lack of career-oriented work experience and childcare responsibilities;

· most beneficiaries would prefer to work, but are unsure of their options, that is:

· there is widespread confusion and lack of knowledge about the forms of assistance available to low income families from the Inland Revenue Department and the New Zealand Income Support Service;
· many sole parent beneficiaries are unaware that they can register with the New Zealand Employment Service in order to qualify for training and employment programmes, without having to transfer to Unemployment Benefit and risk loss of benefit if they don't accept a job;
· there is a low level of self-confidence among beneficiaries as a result of being away from the work force for some time.

The report concluded:

A childcare/training/job facilitation package along the lines of the Australian JET scheme (which has already met with substantial success) was suggested to the lone parents in the study and received overwhelming support. Such a programme, properly resourced, would address many of the needs raised by the lone parents themselves. These include individual career counselling, and suitable access (in terms of hours, locality and targeting) to childcare, education, training and employment opportunities. Given the services already available through NZES (e.g. the Wahine Ahuru job facilitation programme, TOPS and Jobplus), this may involve closer co-ordination between the organisation and DSW (p. 61).

It was the findings of this study which led to the establishment of the COMPASS programme – a sort of "Stepping Out" revisited. The aim of the programme is to meet the need identified in the research, that is to help sole parents to become self-sufficient by providing them with individual career counselling and help to access childcare, education, training and employment opportunities.

compass

The COMPASS scheme is loosely modelled on the Australian Jobs, Education, Training Scheme (JET) which has been running since 1989. It is a facilitative approach designed to encourage sole parents into the work force either directly or through education and training. The goals of the programme are to:

· assist sole parent beneficiaries into employment and to become financially self-supporting through the labour market;

· improve the financial circumstances of sole parent families by increasing their capacity to earn and become financially self-sufficient;

· assist sole parents to take steps that will increase their employability through education and training, and maximise their entitlement to existing income support measures such as the Child Care Subsidy and the Training Incentive Allowance.

· reduce Government expenditure by reducing the numbers of sole parents dependent on income support and their duration on benefit;

COMPASS coordinators assist sole parent beneficiaries by:

· helping them map out and implement plans that will assist them to reach their training and work related goals;

· providing them with information about local employment, education, and training opportunities and childcare facilities;

· telling them about the advantages of voluntarily registering with the New Zealand Employment Service (NZES), and approaching NZES for employment advice;

· providing them with information about benefit abatement provisions, tax liabilities, the Guaranteed Minimum Family Income scheme, childcare subsidies, Training Incentive Allowance, etc.

The COMPASS coordinators fulfil primarily a brokerage type of role and they work in close co-operation with local NZES officers. They have extensive knowledge of the employment, education, education and training services and opportunities available within their particular district. They can advise sole parents on where they can go to gain detailed information on a range of issues and how to make best use of the information provided. The aim is to develop a personal development plan with each sole parent and to help them achieve the goals in the plan.

The Pilot Schemes

COMPASS is being piloted in four New Zealand Income Support Service Offices. The pilots commenced on 1 March 1994 and will run for one year.

To determine suitable offices in which to run the pilots, district offices of NZISS were divided into high, medium, and low categories of percentage of sole parent beneficiaries in the total district population. Other factors were then taken into account, including the percentage of population on Unemployment Benefit, percentage of Māori and Pacific Islands population, availability of educational facilities, and the level of labour market activity in the area.

The offices in which the pilots are being run, and the reason for their selection are:

· Takapuna: Urban – relatively low proportion of unemployment (4.09%) and sole parent beneficiaries (1.77%), large educational institutions nearby, and a relatively buoyant economy;

· Gisborne: Rural – high proportion of unemployment (11.58%) and sole parent beneficiaries (5.03%), a tertiary institution, slowly improving economy and a high proportion of Māori (37%);

· Porirua: Urban – medium proportion of unemployment (6.2%) and sole parent beneficiaries (3.2%), fairly high Māori (12.%) and Pacific Islands (10%) populations, a tertiary education institution and static economy;

· Sydenham: Rural/Urban – relatively low proportion of unemployment (5.56%) and sole parent beneficiaries (2.28%), has educational institutions nearby, more buoyant economy, South Island.

Each office has one COMPASS co-ordinator reporting to the local district manager. There is also a national co-ordinator.

The Purpose of the Pilot

The objective of piloting the scheme is to test the effectiveness of the facilitative approach. The following factors will be taken into account:

· the cost effectiveness of the intervention strategy;

· the cost of the intervention compared to actual and potential savings in income support expenditure on sole parents
· the likely impact of extending the programme into other district offices of New Zealand Income Support Service (NZISS) with respect to:

· increasing the total number of sole parent beneficiaries moving into employment, education and training;
· reducing the amount spent on income support for sole parents;
· the level of support for the approach from sole parent beneficiaries, NZISS advisors and other organisations:

· the increase in demand for services provided by the New Zealand Employment Service, educational institutions and training courses; and

· any enhancements to the operations and targeting of the programme which have been identified.

Eligible Sole Parents

Participation in COMPAS is entirely voluntary and open to all sole parents within the pilot NZISS districts. However, the following group of sole parents are specifically targeted:

· domestic purposes and widows beneficiaries:

· who have been on benefit for at least 12 months: and

· whose youngest child is aged 5 or older.

The main advantages of this approach to targeting is that it allows a range of sole parents to enter the programme and facilitates identification of the groups most effectively helped by the facilitation process. It also prioritises some of the more disadvantaged groups to ensure a balanced take-up.

Specific initiatives have been put in place at local levels to encourage participation. These include working with local church groups and community groups, including Iwi groups and the Māori Women's Welfare League. The aim is to build up trust so that these groups will encourage people to participate.

Evaluation of the Pilot

The pilot will be monitored on an ongoing basis throughout its years of operation. There will be a progress report after six months (October 1994) and a full evaluation after twelve months.

The scheme will be evaluated against the five factors outlined earlier:

· cost effectiveness;

· impact of extending the programme;

· support for the programme;

· increased demand for services;

· desired enhancements to the programme.

The effectiveness of the pilot programme in assisting sole parent beneficiaries to take the first steps towards self-sufficiency, such as attending confidence-building courses, like the Wahine Ahuru programme etc. will also be included in the evaluation.

The evaluation has been contracted to an outside agency. The methodology will include a control group. Outcomes in the four pilot districts will be compared with workforce participation activities (e.g., employment, training and education) in districts without COMPASS co-ordinators.

australian jet programme

As explained, the COMPASS scheme is largely based on the Australian Jobs, Education, Training programme (JET) which has been operating throughout Australia since 1989.

There are, however, some important differences between the Australian approach and COMPASS. For example, three Government departments are involved in JET – the Department of Social Security (DSS), the Department of Employment, Education and Training (DEET) and the Department of Health, Housing, Local Government, and Community, and Community Services (DHHLGCS). Each of these departments is separately funded for JET and each employs JET personnel who, together as a team, work with individual sole parents in the particular district. The JET officer is located in DSS, the childcare worker in DHHLGCS, and the training/education officer in DEET.

Additional childcare and training funding is available to assist Australian sole parents to participate in the scheme. No such additional funding is available to New Zealand and COMPASS co-ordinators, who have to rely on existing programmes like the Childcare Subsidy and the Training Incentive Allowance to help sole parents meet training and education related costs.

Nevertheless the objective of the two schemes, JET and COMPASS, is the same – to offer practical help and advice to sole parent beneficiaries aimed at facilitating their move to self-sufficiency.

Several evaluations of JET have been undertaken since the scheme started in 1989, the most recent one being done by the Australian National Audit Office. All evaluations have been positive and five years into the scheme enthusiasm remains high amongst sole parents, officials, voluntary groups and Ministers. However, it is important to note that only now, five years into the scheme, is it starting to break even financially. Although not yet confirmed, the costs of JET in 1993/94 of $54.8 million are for the first time likely to be exceeded by savings in expenditure on Australia's sole parent pensions.

conclusion

COMPASS directly addresses the difficulties sole parent beneficiaries face in trying to become self-sufficient. Lack of work experience, qualifications, and self-confidence loom high as barriers to breaking the dependency cycle, as do the problems of childcare and discrimination in the workforce.

It is only a very modest start – four COMPASS coordinators spread over four New Zealand Income Support Offices. But early indications are encouraging. The scheme has been welcomed by sole parents and community groups alike and the co-ordinators are having difficulty coping with the demand for their services.

It would be quite wrong to regard COMPASS as a short-term measure designed to reduce expenditure on sole parent benefits. This would be to repeat the same mistake made with its predecessor – the Stepping Out programme – and would doom the scheme to failure with unreal expectations.

Breaking the dependency cycle can be a slow and gradual process involving a continuum of confidence building, training/education, part-time work, and then full-time work. There is no reason to believe that the New Zealand experience will be any different in this regard from that of Australia where the JET scheme has taken five years to break even financially. But cost-wise the longer term prognosis is sound, provided of course that the evaluation of the pilot schemes is positive and that the programme is eventually extended across the country to all sole parent beneficiaries. Certainly the more buoyant labour market will help.

And, in the short term, COMPASS offers real opportunities for sole parents to start the process of breaking their dependency on the benefit. "Success" in the 12 months pilot period must not be measured in terms of whether savings in benefit expenditure exceeded costs, but rather in terms of whether sufficient numbers of sole parents have expressed interest in the scheme and have started on the, perhaps, long road towards self –sufficiency.
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