
Cindy Barden knew she had to go into hiding in 
the days after her violent ex-partner showed 
up at her daughter’s school.

With half a tank of petrol in the car and just $12 
in her pocket, the single mother fled to a safe 
place. She thought they’d be back home in a 
week, but it took two months for the police 
to catch the man and they were able to go 
home. 

Cindy says the most harrowing part of the 
experience was at the police station, where 
her 11 year-old-daughter, too scared to 
leave her side, had to listen to the worst 
parts of her mother’s story in the interview 
room. But from this traumatic experience 
emerged an idea called Lil Bug Love, a kit 
for children who have no alternative but 
to go with their parent into a police 
station, which grew from idea to 
fledged social enterprise with the 
help of Global Sisters.

With a little help  
single mothers can  
change the world

“Global Sisters has shown me that I can generate an 
income and still fix other people’s kids. Global Sisters 

gives you permission to start your idea, and the 
encouragement to go you can do this.”
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The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 has only exacerbated 
these problems. A recent paper by WGEA on the 
gendered impact of COVID-19 on women found that 
school closures and a lack of support from extended 
family meant single mothers had even less ability 
to work, which put them at an even greater risk 
of poverty. And while overall Australians’ financial 
wellbeing improved in 2020, single mothers were one 
group which did not share in those gains.

Set against a backdrop of constantly rising living and 
housing costs, increasing job casualisation, a lack 
of family-friendly jobs, and continually changing 
and inequitable government policies, the dual 
responsibilities of care and work are extra currents 
pulling single mothers down into a cycle of poverty.

And yet Cindy, and women like her, are proof that 
with a bit of help, single mothers can emerge as 
entrepreneurial powerhouses - if they are given the 
right tools and support. 

Domestic violence is just one of the issues single 
mothers like Cindy face. The challenges for women 
who are sole parents are both emotional and 
financial, as they try to give their children the best 
life possible while putting food on the table.

An uncertain future

While more than half of single mothers 
with dependent children are in paid work, 

they are likely to be employed in low 
skilled, low paid, and unstable jobs. They 

must also contend with a

GENDER PAY GAP

A variance calulated by Workplace Gender Equality 
Agency (WGEA) based on a women’s full-time average 

weekly earnings being lower than that of a man.

14% gender 
pay gap

Single parents are overwhelmingly female.

compared to just 18% headed by a man.

GENDERED POVERTY

According to a 2020 study by the Australian Council of 
Social Service and the University of NSW. 

37% of single  
mother-led families 
live in poverty

IMMEDIATE & LONG-TERM  
FINANCIAL WELLBEING

Findings by the national survey by the Council of Single 
Mothers and their Children (CSMC) in 2020.

70% say it’s difficult 
to meet everyday 
expenses

Over

The daily economic struggle means single 
mothers’ biggest worry is managing their 

immediate financial status. Single mothers’ 
are also concerned about their long-term 
financial security and wellbeing. Almost 
half of single mothers across all income 

brackets have no savings and

According to the stats, the outlook for 
single mothers generally is grim with 

the main issues being:

https://www.wgea.gov.au/publications/gendered-impact-of-covid-19
https://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/australian-unpaid-care-work-and-the-labour-market.pdf
https://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/australian-unpaid-care-work-and-the-labour-market.pdf
http://povertyandinequality.acoss.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Poverty-in-Australia-2020-Part-2-%E2%80%93-Who-is-affected_Final.pdf
http://povertyandinequality.acoss.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Poverty-in-Australia-2020-Part-2-%E2%80%93-Who-is-affected_Final.pdf
https://www.csmc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/One-in-Eight-Families_CSMC-National-Survey-Dec-2019.pdf
https://www.csmc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/One-in-Eight-Families_CSMC-National-Survey-Dec-2019.pdf


Beating the odds

“Just being able to be in control of where you’re heading, how much work 
you want to put in, how much money you want to earn – the aim is to one 

day be able to make a living off my business and to parent with choice.”

Corina Muir was facing the seemingly impossible 
challenge of work versus caregiving when her 
daughter was born, but like many single mothers she 
also had to contend with other complicating factors. 
In her case, it was racism. 

Corina is a Yorta Yorta woman from Echuca, and 
well before her daughter was born she felt her future 
was being shaped by intergenerational factors she 
couldn’t control.

Corina needed to free herself of a job to be able to 
give her daughter the support she needed in her early 
years. She had the beginnings of a locally-made 
children’s clothing business, but didn’t know how to 
launch it.

“That as an Aboriginal woman, my future was 
destined to be a stay-at-home mum, controlled 
by our government and government payments 
and to not have my own freedom and follow my 
dreams.”

“There are lots of reasons why the traditional 
nine-to-five model doesn’t fit an Aboriginal 
woman. There’s deep-seated racism in all of our 
systems and I’ve faced it in all of my workplaces. 
But, in particular, being a full-time single 
mum and working at the same time is almost 
impossible if I want to actually support my child.”

“My mum was like ‘have you heard of Global 
Sisters?’ We went from there.”

Global Sisters worked with Corina to help her 
understand her finances in order to be financially 
ready for investment that would help her to scale 
the business, Amber Days. Corina participated in 
the Global Sisters business education program, 
Sister School, which allowed her to market test and 
launch the company. The 2019 Sister Pitch event 
opened doors to investment, networks and pro bono 
support at a critical time, as Amber Days started to 
get enquiries from overseas fashion labels and was 
featured in British Vogue.

“Financial independence is incredibly important 
but I’d be lying if I said I was there right now.”



The welfare to work myth for single mothers

The government’s Welfare to Work program has 
consistently failed to achieve its stated goals for 
single mothers - that is to increase workforce 
participation, decrease financial insecurity, improve 
wellbeing, and ultimately to get women off welfare 
entirely, a study by Global Sisters found in 2020. 
It tends to place single mothers in low-paid and 
precarious jobs that overlook their experience, 
education and long term goals, and ignore their 
caregiving responsibilities.

Corina’s problem was the same as for many single mothers: access to a quality income, be that via a job or their 
own business. But current governmental support programs and the accompanying policies make it difficult for 
women to achieve either.

This was cut back to $150 at the end of 
March 2021. Many single mothers told the 
ABC the main difference the extra money 
made was to their food budget, allowing 
them to buy fresh food. It also enabled 
women to leave violent partners and pay 
basic bills.

Access to the Single Parenting Payment was 
cut in 2006 from when a parent’s youngest 

child turned 16 to the day they turn eight. 

2006

In 2020, the government added a $550/
fortnight COVID-19 supplement to the 

Newstart allowance.

2020

In 2013, the amount was reduced to the 
lower paying Newstart Allowance, and 
a series of continually expanding list of 
mutual obligations were imposed.

2013

2021

If the Welfare to Work program doesn’t enable single 
mothers to find good quality jobs, it also doesn’t 
encourage them to create their own business. 
Entrepreneurship is not considered a part of mutual 
job-seeking obligation requirements, employment 
services staff are not trained or equipped to provide 
necessary support, and the up-and-down nature 
of business income and time commitments are not 
accommodated within the strictures of the parenting 
payment rules.

59% of single parents with 
dependent children who rely 
on government assistance 
as their main source of 
income live in poverty

24%Increase since 2013

Findings from a report by academic Emily Wolfinger

https://globalsisters.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Australian-Single-Mums-Literature-Review.pdf
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-03-31/single-mothers-share-impact-of-coronavirus-supplement-payments/100038650


Let women work!

“Single mothers want a stable, 
sufficient and sustainable 

income that facilitates raising 
their child or children to the 

best of their ability.”

Other recommendations in the survey included 
additional sick leave to care for sick children, better 
support for single mothers to study and return to 
better paid work, and affordable childcare for shift 
workers and people who work to a roster.

Where policy could really assist single mothers 
however is in supporting entrepreneurial activities, 
said Wolfinger in the Global Sisters report.

“Many want to enter paid employment when they 
feel their children are old enough. Some however, like 
many partnered mothers, are not keen to put their 
child into childcare when the child is young and the 
economic return is slight or nil.”

Suggestions for improving the world of work for 
single mothers included giving businesses incentives 
for creating jobs that include flexible work options 
and positions within school hours or job sharing. The 
Australian Government proved this kind of incentive 
is possible when it launched a COVID-19 wage subsidy 
for businesses that hire young apprentices in October 
2020.

Quote from CMSM survey

But single mothers want to work - they have the highest workforce participation 
among income support recipients - and they know what changes are needed to 

give them greater financial security.

A Single Parent Enterprise Incentive 
Scheme (SPEIS) could be an innovative 
way to offer single mothers a fixed 
allowance for a set period of time to 
get a business off the ground, and a

for eligible SPEIS participants to help 
with the costs of setting up a business.

$5kself-employment 
subsidy of up to

https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/businesses-to-be-given-1-2-billion-in-wage-subsidies-to-create-70-000-apprenticeships-20210308-p578s9.html


Investing in single mums

Women like Cindy and Corina show that believing in single mothers and their ability to both work and care for their 
children, can lead to businesses that not only set them up for the future but also contribute to Australia’s economy.

Global Sisters are offering single mothers the tools, support 
and confidence needed to start and run a business. 

www.globalsisters.org

What they need is flexible work that can be done 
around their caregiving responsibilities and provides 
a stable and sustainable income for their family, and 
accessible and affordable childcare. 

The way to get there is by investing in single mothers 
- by providing business education and enterprise 
development.

With a brand new minister for women  
and a focus on women’s economic wellbeing 
in the upcoming federal Budget, there is 
renewed hope - and considerable expectation 
- that single mothers may finally get some 
government backing and support. If they do, 
the building blocks for self employment for 
single mothers are in place.

http://www.globalsisters.org

