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CHILDCARE CONVERSATION REPORT  
GLASGOW (MARYHILL) 

 
 
 
This short report outlines the key messages from Save the Children’s ‘Childcare 
Conversation’ in Maryhill, Glasgow on 15 March 2012. The conversation was held in 
partnership with One Parent Families Scotland. There were 7 parents in attendance.  All 
were unemployed single mothers.  One member of staff from One Parent Families 
Scotland was in attendance and two from Save the Children.  A Parliamentary 
Researcher for a local MP also attended.  
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About Save the Children’s ‘Childcare Conversations’ 
Save the Children is campaigning for ‘childcare for all’ parents in Scotland. We are 
organising a number of conversations across Scotland to find out about parents’ 
experiences of and views of childcare; the key issues that enable or prevent parents to 
access affordable, high quality childcare; how childcare, or lack of, impacts on parents’ 
ability to work, train or study and family incomes and what action parents believe would 
help them to access more affordable, flexible and accessible childcare. We are inviting 
local politicians to attend conversations in their area so that they can discuss and hear 
directly from parents about childcare in their area. Our aim is to gather key messages 
and identify common themes to enable us to more effectively influence Scottish 
Government and local government action on childcare.  
 
1. Key themes 
 
Throughout the discussion a number of key themes emerged. These were: 
 

 Childcare & Job hunting  
 
As all of the parents in the group were unemployed single mothers, the key theme that 
emerged from the conversation was the difficulty of finding work without access to 
affordable childcare.   
 
The parents pointed out that looking for work could take a great deal of time in itself, 
and help with childcare was needed for this stage of the employment process as much as 
it was for the job itself.  For instance, attending interviews could be difficult if there was 
no affordable childcare available.   
 
This was a particular problem for one mother whose child would soon turn 5.  She will 
go on to Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) but will still struggle to attend interviews etc 
outside of the school day without childcare.  For instance one job she applied for had an 
interview time of 6 am and she was unable to attend as she could not arrange childcare.  
She and one other parent pointed out that under JSA all claimants are treated the same, 
and there is no recognition for the extra challenges posed by single motherhood.     
 

“How can we find the money for childcare to look for work in the first place? Unless we 
have that childcare we couldn’t take a job, coz how could we pay upfront.  
 
“You don’t get childcare until you in a job anyway, I haven’t got as far as a job so I 
haven’t even looked into it.” 

 
 

A related problem the type of experience that helped getting a job – for instance 
through volunteering – was felt to be very difficult, if not impossible, to gain due to a 
lack of childcare.  The group had met with Rape Crisis Scotland the previous week to 
discuss volunteer opportunities, but the parents felt they would not be able to take this 
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opportunity up due to lack of childcare. “I want to volunteer… but I’d have to pay for 
childcare – they say do you not have family.” 
 
 For those being moved on to JSA, there is no recognition of single motherhood – all 
claimants are treated the same.   
   
Also, they felt that parents in work were too often given priority over unemployed 
parents in current childcare provision.  For instance, nursery places were sometimes 
prioritised based on whether the parent(s) worked.  This made it even harder for 
unemployed parents, especially single parents, to seek work. 
 
The parents felt very strongly that more support should be provided for childcare for 
single parents looking for work and that existing childcare should be made available to 
unemployed parents looking for work and employed parents on the same basis.     
 

 Affordability of childcare 
 
Although none of the parents involved in the group were currently working, many had 
undertaken an assessment of what their financial situation would be should they find 
work.  All of the parents who had undertaken this assessment would have been worse 
off in work than on benefits assuming they would work part-time for the minimum 
wage, which they felt was realistic.  The main reason for this was the high cost of 
childcare.    
 

“I would like to return to return to work but the government is making it impossible for 
single mums to go to work. I have had it all worked out for me. I’d need to pay nursery 
for one and after school care for the other. If I was on minimum wage I couldn’t afford 
it. My friend works and she earns more [than minimum wage], and all her wage is for 
childcare, she just lives off the tax credits- and she earns above minimum wage.” 
 
“I can’t get back to work because I honestly couldn’t afford to. I wouldn’t make enough 
to pay the 30 percent you now have to pay towards childcare. But id like to.” 

 
All the parents with children of the appropriate age used their free nursery provision.  
Many of the parents said they would use crèche facilities wherever possible but this was 
less to do with childcare and more to give them a short break from the demands of 
parenting.  One mother said she “would go anywhere that had a crèche”.   
 
 
There was frustration at the lack of link up between support policies, for example that 
to get working tax credit you need to work at least 16 hours a week, but nursery 
provision is only 15 hours a week.  
 

“I’ve got a 2 year old at nursery 15hrs a week but that’s one hour less than you need 
to work to get any of the working tax credit.” 
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Finally, Child Tax credits also offer financial help to single parents, but as one parent 
points out “Tax credits aren’t up front but the nursery expect you to pay up front.”. 
 

“We want a solution to the problem of not being able to afford the childcare before tax 
credits come in to play.” 

 
The council nurseries that the parents had used were reported to be £50 pounds a day 
or £25 for a half day. Parents said that their benefits meant that they had around £65 
left over a week for essentials, so this level of cost was a barrier to them.  
 

 Returning to education 
 
Some of the parents had tried to undertake further study to give them further 
qualifications and potentially enable them to get higher paid employment than otherwise 
possible. Part time study was viewed as an appealing way for parents to learn and gain 
qualifications, whilst supporting their child. In addition, studying part time does not affect 
benefits entitlement. Studying full time was viewed as too risky, as it would mean coming 
of existing benefits and applying for other support.  
 

“If you want to study full time you have to come off benefits and apply for all these 
different grants and things. Then its their decision whether you get it or not. I’m not 
sure its worth the risk” 

 
However concern was raised that once children are over 5, even if a single parent is 
studying part time, they are still expected to find work under JSA provisions.  
 
 A number of other parents reported the stress and uncertainty of securing childcare to 
enable further study and inconsistency in policies. 

 
“some provide it[childcare] but you ever know…and getting the funding is a real 
stress” 
 
 “I tried to get back to college about a month ago – it was just barrier after barrier. 
They told me I had to secure childcare first and then apply for the course, before I 
knew whether or not I was accepted” 

 
“I’m doing a part-time course coz I got funding. When I applied they told me you would 
get childcare, but then when I started they told me that because of cuts they weren’t 
providing childcare for part-time courses, only full time, but the course funding was only 
provided for the  part-time courses.” 

 
One parent recalled how with her first child there had been a lot more support 
available. “When my daughter was 2 I was in full time study, but then there was funding, 
bursaries, and a nursery on site.” She felt that with out that support it was no longer 
possible for single mothers to continue full time education.  
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However one parent reported that the pressures of being a single parent coupled with 
the limited provision of nursery hours and the expectations of the course put her at risk 
of becoming unwell and she had to drop out.  
 

“Id like to study but that isn’t feasible…I was doing a course with the Open University I 
had to stop it because I didn’t realise how much time it would take how much my son 
takes and how much time I’d actually get with my son being at nursery.” 

 
 Stigma 

 
A very strong theme that emerged during the conversation was the stigmatisation of 
single mothers.  Many felt very strongly that they were treated as second class citizens 
and assumptions were made that being a single mum was easy and that single mums 
received overly generous benefits.  Although this is not directly related to childcare, it 
was worrying that the parents felt that even those services designed to help them into 
work, particularly Job Centres, also shared this view.  More generally, the sense that 
they were being stigmatised and that the challenges they faced in finding work were not 
better understood seemed to be very demoralising for the parents we spoke to and it is 
possible that this has a detrimental impact on their mental health, which in turn may 
make it even harder to find employment.   

 
“I’ve noticed a big difference phoning up and saying I’m a single mum, than last year 
when I was married… peoples responses are really negative even people that are 
meant to help you” 
 
“People say and think all sorts just ‘coz your on your own. Those that are meant to help 
us, the job centre and that.” 
 
“You tell the job centre that [you can’t get childcare to go to an interview] and they tell 
you that you shouldn’t have had wee-uns.” 

 
 Benefits of work 

 
For most of the parents, the main benefit of work was not financial.  The parents did 
not think it realistic that they would get a well paid job that would significantly improve 
their income, especially after taking into account childcare costs.  Instead, the main 
benefit of working was emotional and social well being.  The parents talked of a job – 
even on a supermarket till, as one put it – being a break from the demands of 
motherhood and an enjoyable experience.  The social aspect of working was 
emphasised, and the interaction with other adults was felt to be a real advantage of 
working.  One mother also said she did not want her children growing up thinking it 
was normal not to work.     
 
Also, some of the parents talked of a lack of identity if their only role was as a mother, 
and a job gave them a sense of identity outside of motherhood.  One parent talked 
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about the ‘normality’ of working and how she missed the small things such as having 
lunch with work colleagues that she used to enjoy before becoming a full-time mother.   

 
“Its this laissez faire policy thought process-where they claim you have got everyone 
behind you, and that you just don’t want to go to work. Do you not think that we would 
love to have an identity?” 

 
 Availability of childcare 

 
Generally, availability was less of a problem than cost in accessing childcare.  Most felt 
that there were childcare facilities, mainly nursery, available close to where they lived.  
The number of nursery hours (Glasgow provides 15 hours free nursery for 3 and 4 year 
olds a week) was thought to be fairly good, although one parent said an extra hour 
would make a difference in finding a part-time job.   
 
There were some small problems with availability that emerged during the 
conversations: 
 
In terms of nursery, some parents said that council nurseries were oversubscribed.  
Also, it was pointed out that free nursery provision only starts the following term from 
when a child turns 3, so sometimes a large gap in provision depending when a child is 
born.  For instance one parent said their child turned 3 in September, but could not get 
free nursery until the following January, meaning she either had to pay in the meantime 
or her child would not attend nursery for that time.   
 
Most parents would choose the nearest nursery, not the one they felt was highest 
quality.  One parent said she had no choice in the matter due to bus fares but others 
felt they did have a choice in what childcare to use.   
 

 Flexibility of childcare 
 
There were some issues with flexibility.  Free nursery hours in Glasgow can only be 
taken in the morning or afternoon, not a mixture of the two over the week. 
 

We want more flexibility. It would be great if we could bunch together our nursery 
placements over full days [instead of  half days] 

 
None of the nurseries that parents used provided childcare over lunchtime, so even if a 
parent chose to pay for an extra session to supplement the free hours, there is a gap 
between the two. 
 
One parent said that there was more flexibility in the system a few years ago than there 
is now, although did not give details.    
 

 Quality of childcare 
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In the main, parents felt that the quality of the childcare they used (again, mainly 
nursery) was of a good standard.  There was some concern over the fact most of the 
staff were very young.   
 
Also, there had been instances of nurseries being short staffed, and this even causing the 
service withdrawn temporarily in some extreme instances.  It was pointed out that this 
would be very difficult to deal with for parents who were working.   
 

 Out of school care 
 
The main problem with out of school childcare was cost.  Parents told us it can be 
expensive, and that it often involves trips and other extra-curricular activities which add 
to the cost.   
 
Another specific issue with out of school care was the lack of provision for over 12s.   
 

 Informal childcare 
 
For most of the parents present, ‘informal childcare’ – either through friends or family – 
was not a viable solution.  For those parents that did have family nearby, for instance, 
they usually worked themselves so could not provide regular childcare.   
 

“Everyone says do you not have family? The job centre, everyone” 
 
“Why should they[family] be looking after your kids? Why should they have to? 
I’ve got family but they all work” 

 
Some parents raised the issue of a lack of monetary recognition for family members 
who provided childcare. 
 

 Choice 
 
A final theme that emerged was that of a lack of choice for single mothers.  Some of the 
parents felt that their options for working (or indeed staying at home if they so wished) 
was far less than that of married couples. Terms like “Catch 22”,  “stuck” and “lose – lose 
situation” were frequently used by the group to describe their own situations.  
 
2. Action to improve childcare 
 
The group identified a number of ways in which they felt would help them access 
affordable, suitable childcare: 
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 Extend state provided childcare (over enabling more private providers). 
Investment from Government is needed (previously delivered through Childcare 
Strategy, Sure Start and Changing Children’s Services Funds).  

 Make childcare more affordable to parents. Ring fence funding for more 
childcare places so that childcare is affordable to parents 

 Shift in approach - recognition of the specific barriers facing single parents within 
the system and services and practical support to overcome these  

 “The chance to access childcare in order to look for work – we need to know we have 
the provision in order to know that we can work”. Job centre could offer childcare to 
parents attending job interviews and wanting to volunteer 

 One off grant for childcare when a parent gets offered work to help them pay 
childcare costs before first pay packet   

 Addressing lack of out of school care services for 5-14 year olds, especially 
during the summer holidays 

 Consider paying family members to look after children, and having provision for 
this within the tax credits system 

 
Other suggestions from the group included: 

 More flexibility - Nursery placements over full days and not half days  
 cheaper holiday care 
 Respite just to get a break for a couple of hours a week 
 Access to funds for childcare before your child starts nursery! More money toward 

childcare for single parents. 
 A solution to the problem of not being able to afford the childcare before tax credits 

come in to play. 
 
Save the Children 
March 2012  


