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1.1 Introduction  

Sanctions play an important role in reinforcing conditionality and in underpinning 
mandatory requirements in benefit systems. Until recently they had a limited role in British 
lone parent policy but since 2001 they have underpinned attendance at mandatory Work 
Focused Interviews (WFIs). Questions about the role of sanctions are of increased 
importance with many lone parents with children aged over five making the transition into 
the Jobseekers Allowance regime where mandatory activity, job search and sanctions play 
a more significant role. Conditionality and sanctions are being further intensified and lone 
parents and other service users now have to agree an individual ‘claimant commitment’ 
which outlines their job search and employment preparation responsibilities. This 
commitment will underpin the Universal Credit regime where conditionality will apply also 
to many claimants combining benefit payments with employment.  

This briefing contains findings from a review of evaluations that considered the design, 
implementation and impact of benefit sanctions, with a particular focus on the experience 
of lone parents subject to employment related activity requirements. It combines results 
from a rapid review of recent literature on benefit sanctions with earlier findings from a 
review of lone parent work-related requirements within the benefit systems of different 
countries (Finn and Gloster, 2010).  

The body of evidence on benefit sanctions in other countries contains relevant findings, 
albeit much of the literature concerns impacts on those claiming unemployment benefits. 
Some of this evidence differentiates findings for male and female claimants but few 
studies explore parental status or any particular impact sanctions had on unemployed lone 
parents.  

The most extensive evidence on lone parent sanctions concerns the impact of welfare 
reform in the USA, where ‘Temporary Assistance for Needy Families’ (TANF) is primarily 
claimed by lone parent households. Relevant findings were also found in studies of 
reforms to social assistance systems in several European countries, and in studies from 
Australia and New Zealand, where employment requirements and benefit sanctions have 
been extended to lone parent families.  

The role of sanctions is different in each of these systems but in each country they 
underpin mandatory requirements and they impose penalties of varying severity with most 
countries, including many US states, having safeguards which mitigate the impact of 
financial penalties on children. Whilst there is evidence that mandatory requirements 
increase outcomes as, for example, with WFIs, there is little specific evidence on the 
awareness and particular role that the risk of a sanction plays in securing compliance 
(Thomas, 2007). Much of the detailed evidence on sanctions concerns the particular 
experience of the smaller group of lone parents who actually experience a sanction.  

1.2 The development of sanctions systems 

Benefit systems for the unemployed traditionally have required that recipients be available 
for work and engage in job search, with additional rules to sanction voluntary 
unemployment and limit the grounds on which jobs may be refused.  In the wake of 
increased unemployment since the 1980s many OECD countries have ‘activated’ their 
systems reinvigorating the conditional requirements of cash benefits. The precise nature 
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of national policies varies but activation measures typically combine changed employment 
related obligations and job search requirements; mandatory participation in employment 
programmes; and the implementation of revised sanctions that seek to change claimant 
behaviour. Sanction regimes have been in flux as activation requirements have been 
introduced and adapted with some Government’s extending conditionality to new groups, 
especially lone parents in ‘Anglo’ countries, and in some countries to people on disability 
benefits.  

In Australia, for example, a revised compliance and sanctions regime was introduced in 
2009 to replace an earlier regime that was perceived as too harsh. The new system 
comprised ‘connection failures’, which apply to missed appointments, and a ‘no show, no 
pay’ sanction, that applies to non-engagement with activities where a job seeker who fails 
to attend without reasonable cause will lose a day’s benefit payment for every day missed 
(Disney et al, 2010). Persistent non-compliance results in a ‘comprehensive case 
assessment’ and if a recipient is found to have been ‘wilfully and persistently’ non-
compliant, or if they have unreasonably refused a job, they may be subject to an eight-
week non-payment penalty. The non-payment period would not be applied to some 
‘vulnerable’ jobseekers and could end earlier if a jobseeker undertakes a ‘compliance 
activity’ (generally 25 hours per week for eight weeks). The changes resulted in far fewer 
sanctions but a weakening of the activation regime and requirements were revised and 
made tighter in 2011. 

In Germany, where lone parents and partners were made subject to employment 
requirements in 2005, welfare recipients are informed about the possibility of sanctions in 
the integration contract they agree and each time they are assigned to a programme. If a 
case manager, employed by a municipality or the public employment service, detects non-
compliance they may impose a sanction, which usually lasts for three months. For minor 
non-compliances, such as a failure to report to the welfare agency, benefits are cut by 10 
per cent. More severe infringements (lack of job search effort, refusal to accept a suitable 
job offer, refusal to participate in a programme) lead to a benefit reduction of 30 per cent. 
Where severe infringements are repeated within a year, a second sanction of a 60 per 
cent reduction or a third sanction of a 100 per cent reduction can be imposed. Sanctions 
are stricter for those aged under 25 whose benefit may be reduced by 100 per cent for 
the first incident of non-compliance (Schneider, 2008). 

In New Zealand a revised sanction regime was implemented in October 2012 to underpin 
the extension of actively seeking work obligations for lone parents with older children and 
work preparation requirements to lone parents with children aged under five years. The 
new regime introduced a 50 per cent reduction in the rate of main benefit for a ‘first 
failure’ allowing an individual up to four weeks to meet their obligations before benefit is 
stopped, followed by a 100 per cent suspension and cancellation for second and third 
failures respectively. For a second failure benefit is stopped until the individual meets their 
obligations and after a third failure benefit is cancelled and the individual is not entitled to 
re-apply for 13 weeks. 

1.3 Types of sanction 

Sanction regimes that underpin benefit systems are complex. Varying penalties may be 
incurred if those subject to job search requirements fail to seek work, attend 
appointments or employment programmes, or reject job offers or otherwise make 
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themselves voluntarily unemployed. Rules may limit the hours and circumstances in which 
some claimants are expected to take jobs, or otherwise allow for temporary or partial 
exemptions, with ‘good cause’ provisions applying in particular individual circumstances.  

Most sanctions are comprised of financial penalties that typically escalate in severity if a 
service user continues to miss appointments or not undertake a required activity. Where 
the sanction is designed to change behaviour financial penalties may often be suspended 
or withdrawn if the individual reengages with the service and/or undertakes specified 
actions. In some US state TANF systems individuals may be required to undertake 
employment related activities before they are allowed to requalify for cash payments, 
especially for second or third penalties.  

Another feature of sanction regimes for lone parents are requirements to cooperate with 
child support agencies. Many US states also have general ‘adult responsibility’ as well as 
work-related requirements, such as mandating participation in drug and alcohol treatment 
or parent education classes and ensuring child immunisation and school attendance. Such 
requirements have recently been introduced in Australia within a compliance regime that 
may involve financial penalties for non-attendance of children at school and/or mandatory 
‘income management’ of cash benefits by public officials (Buckmaster et al, 2012). 

Another variant involves ‘pay for performance’ where sanctions are tied to the number of 
hours of non compliance. In Wisconsin, for example, the principle is that there is no 
entitlement to assistance and cash benefits are only available to participants in exchange 
for participation in assigned activities (DWD, 2004). Those who fail to participate may be 
fully or partially sanctioned. In the latter case their cash allowance is reduced pro rata by 
the hourly minimum wage. 

1.4 Who administers sanctions? 

In most countries sanctions may only be imposed by public officials and in all the countries 
reviewed claimants are able to request reviews and challenge decisions through quasi 
judicial processes. 

In countries or US states where employment assistance services are contracted out, 
provider staff must generally report infractions or missed appointments to case managers 
in public agencies who may seek further information from the claimant before imposing a 
sanction. In Wisconsin, where contracted agency staff are allowed to impose sanctions, 
claimants have a right to request a ‘fact finding review’ with their contract agency which is 
heard by an independent person who reviews the case and gives a written decision. If 
dissatisfied the claimant may request a second review with the state Division of Hearings 
and Appeals (DWD, 2004). This is similar to other countries and US states where financial 
sanctions imposed by public welfare agencies may be appealed through administrative 
tribunals. claimants may also seek redress on some issues through the formal judicial 
system or have a right to take certain cases to an independent Ombudsman.  

Despite these safeguards anecdotal reports from advocacy and welfare rights 
organisations in those countries with more rigorous regimes point to high rates of 
administrative error with evidence that sanctions are often also imposed on service users 
who do not understand programme rules or who have good cause for their failure to 
comply.  
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Although there have been no studies of the specific impact of sanctions on Australian lone 
parents there have been two major inquiries prompted after sanction rates accelerated 
following the contracting out of employment services and activation reforms (Disney et al, 
2010; Pearce et al, 2002).The studies do not assess the employment impact of ‘breaches’ 
but they do provide detailed assessments of the design and implementation of a sanctions 
regime in the context of a contracted out employment services system. Both reports 
suggest that the complex referral, attendance and reporting requirements of parallel 
public sector and private delivery systems may have resulted in more claimants being 
subjected to sanctions. Both studies highlight design and implementation issues that 
warrant further study for lessons relevant to similar problems that are emerging in the 
delivery of the British Work Programme. 

1.5 Sanction rates 

In the US in 2006, a monthly average of 5.3 per cent of those receiving TANF were 
reported as being under sanction, and in that year about 160,000 families lost their 
entitlement through sanctions (GB, 2008, p.7-78).  Data from TANF leavers’ surveys 
suggests that between ten per cent and 20 per cent of those surveyed had experienced 
sanctions, although as some were partial sanctions this had not ended their entitlement 
(Moffitt, 2008, p.21). Other studies report higher sanction rates. The variations reflect 
different methodologies with official studies typically reporting sanction rates as a 
proportion of the current caseload, while other studies focus on the experience of 
particular cohorts of entrants over time.  Pavetti et al (2003) cite, for example, one cohort 
study which found that over the study period over half the claimants had experienced a 
sanction for work-related issues, with 60 per cent experiencing a sanction for all reasons. 

1.6 Variation and discretion 

One of the striking themes to emerge in sanctions research is the degree of variation that 
exists in sanctioning. Studies from each of the countries report variations, not only 
between areas, but across and even within local offices. Some of the differences in 
implementation may be explained by variations in claimant populations and local labour 
markets, but they also seem to be the product of legal and administrative complexity, local 
practices and the exercise of front line discretion. Some studies found variations in the 
commitment and capacity of front line staff to communicate and impose work-related 
requirements, whilst other studies report variations in the sanction rates imposed by for-
profit and not-for-profit employment service providers. 

Systematic reviews of US sanctions literature highlight the importance of variation both in 
state policies and in sanction rates across states, across locations in states and between 
different groups of claimants. A number of studies find that such variations persist even 
when controlling for   claimant characteristics (Meyer et al, 2006). Amongst the factors 
found to explain variation in sanction rates are differences in local policies and 
administrative procedures, front line workload pressure and case manager discretion, and 
local economic and political conditions. There may also be differences in how contracted 
providers impose sanctions with a multivariate analysis of sanction rates in Florida finding 
they were higher in localities serviced by for-profit agencies and lower in those serviced by 
non-profits or public sector agencies. The study found also that sanction rates were 
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highest in those areas that had the fewest welfare leavers who entered employment 
(Fording et al, 2005). 

There are marked variations in sanction rates between different US states, with the 
District of Colombia having an official sanction rate of almost 20 per cent, whereas Ohio 
had a reported sanction rate of less than one per cent (GB, 2008, p.7-78 and 7-79).  This 
reflects variation in the objectives and implementation of sanction regimes, with some 
states using sanctions to speedily remove people from entitlement while others emphasise 
the use of sanctions to drive behavioural change. A number of states and localities have 
developed pre-sanction review procedures to evaluate  claimant circumstances which may 
include phone calls, visits from welfare workers, or home visits from contracted 
community agencies, including faith groups. Other states and counties have developed 
post-sanction outreach and reengagement programmes to bring sanctioned claimants 
back into compliance (Meyer et al, 2006; Kauff et al, 2007). 

In the UK research has shown that there is also variation between districts, offices and 
advisors within offices in rates of referrals of lone parents to sanctions and in referrals 
which result in a benefit reduction (Goodwin, 2008). 

1.7 Staff and provider views of sanctions 

Providers and staff can be reluctant to sanction claimants; providers because they think 
doing so may negatively affect their relationship with the claimant, and staff because, for 
example, they are apprehensive about the impact that sanctioning lone parents would 
have on their children. 

UK evidence shows that Jobcentre Plus staff have mixed views on whether sanctions are 
an effective way of encouraging lone parent claimants to comply with the requirements of 
benefits and whether sanctions impacted on lone parents’ behaviour and acted as an 
incentive to move into work. Some staff were also apprehensive about being the first to 
sanction lone parents on JSA (Gloster et al, 2010 and Casebourne et al, 2010).  

Barnes et al (2010) have examined sanctions within the Employment Support Allowance 
(ESA) regime (which some lone parents with work limiting conditions may now be subject 
to as they lose their entitlement to Income Support). They found that amongst staff there 
were mixed views on sanctions; while some Jobcentre staff interviewed felt that these 
were more streamlined in ESA than they were for Incapacity Benefit, others argued that 
they exerted less influence over claimants. In particular sanctions could not be 
implemented before work capacity was determined, which was problematic, given the 
delays in the assessment system at the time of the research. Providers reported that they 
generally tried to minimise sanction activity as they saw this as undermining the principle 
of working with participants independently from Jobcentre Plus. They argued that 
participants tended to become less engaged with the ESA/Pathways process if they had 
been sanctioned and tended to view the provider as part of the official process (p.38). 

New Zealand first introduced part time work requirements for lone parents in 1999 but 
after critical reports and a change of Government they were withdrawn in 2001. An 
evaluation of the reforms found that front-line advisers had high caseloads and 
requirements were implemented inconsistently. There was evidence also that local officials 



 

6 

were reluctant to apply sanctions to those parents failing the work test because of the 
impact they perceived this would have on their children (MSD, 2001).  

1.8 Who gets sanctioned? 

The evidence from the countries reviewed suggests that there are distinct subgroups 
within the sanctioned population but, on average, those sanctioned face more barriers to 
employment than other claimants. Evaluators explain why those with greater 
disadvantages are more likely to experience a sanction through the interplay between the 
factors that contribute to disadvantage, such as poor literacy, and that typically such 
claimants rely on benefits for longer periods.   

Reviews of research on TANF sanctions report common findings on the characteristics of 
the claimants most likely to experience them (Meyer et al, 2006; Pavetti et al, 2003). 
Those sanctioned were more likely to be African-American, younger and less likely to have 
completed high school, and twice as likely as non-sanctioned claimants not to have 
worked in the past three years.  They were also more likely to report physical and mental 
health problems, have histories of domestic violence, and experience transport barriers. 
Those sanctioned were more likely to experience hardship and report borrowing money, 
falling behind in payments, not having enough food or being disconnected from a utility. 
Blank suggests that the most disadvantaged are more likely to be sanctioned because they 
‘face barriers to participating in welfare to work program[me]s, just as they face barriers 
to working steadily’ (2007, p.27).  Another explanatory factor is that because the most 
disadvantaged are likely to remain on TANF longer this increases the period of time during 
which they might fail to comply (Hamilton, 2002).   

Studies of welfare sanction dynamics showed that most parents were sanctioned only 
once, although about 20 per cent would experience more than one sanction and these 
were likely to be the most disadvantaged (Meyer et al, 2006). Between a third and a half 
of those sanctioned ‘cured’ the breach, that is, returned to compliance, and had their 
benefit reinstated. Some of those who did not return obtained employment; others could 
not be tracked through the administrative data commonly used in leavers studies (Loprest 
et al, 2007).   

The first Australian sanctions inquiry prompted the Government to commission a large 
scale survey with over 1,000 claimants sanctioned in 2002-03 reporting on their 
experiences (Eardley, 2008). It was found that younger people and indigenous claimants 
were more likely to be sanctioned and the impact of financial penalties fell hardest on 
those with limited social networks.  

UK research found that lone parents who face the greatest labour market disadvantage 
are also those who are most likely to be sanctioned. This included, for example, 
individuals characterised as having ‘chaotic lifestyles’ who as a consequence were likely to 
miss appointments or attend erratically (Goodwin, 2008). 

1.9 Do lone parents understand sanctions? 

Whilst lone parents in Britain are found to understand the general principle of sanctions in 
the benefit system there is less awareness of the specific details of how the sanctions 
regime operates and of how to reengage following a disallowance. When lone parents 
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miss appointments and are disentitled or sanctioned it is usually because they forgot 
about the appointment or were prevented from attending due to ill health or caring 
responsibilities (Joyce and Whiting, 2006; Goodwin, 2008; Gloster et al, 2010 and 
Casebourne et al, 2010).  

Few of the lone parents in one study, who were identified in Jobcentre Plus management 
information as having been sanctioned, identified themselves as experiencing a sanction 
(Goodwin, 2008). They thought instead that they had been subject to a benefit 
adjustment or a direct payment taken at source (see also Mitchell and Woodfield, 2007).  
Some lone parents did not appear to understand the sanctions regime and were unclear 
about how or when they could have incurred a sanction.  Many lone parents interviewed 
appeared to have no awareness in relation to the period of the sanction or the amount of 
benefit they had lost.  Furthermore, some lone parents in the study were adamant that 
they had not been sanctioned, which was contrary to the information in their benefit 
records. Clearly, if lone parents do not understand that they have been sanctioned the 
impact of sanctions on their behaviour will be limited. 

1.10  The impact of sanctions on benefit receipt and work 
behaviour 

It is difficult to assess the contribution sanctions make to overall compliance or 
employment transitions because many people may respond to the risk or possibility of 
sanctions without ever experiencing them. There is evidence, however, from a wide range 
of OECD countries that welfare exit and employment transition rates increase prior to 
claimants being required to engage in mandatory work programmes or more intensive 
assistance, so the threat of sanctions may lead to some leaving welfare and moving into 
work before ever experiencing a sanction. US experimental evaluations of welfare reforms 
have found that states which communicated, monitored and enforced sanctions secured 
greater compliance with employment requirements and lower welfare expenditure than 
those which did not. 

Studies have found that enforcing work requirements is important, but it is not clear 
whether complete or partial termination of benefits is more effective. Some findings 
suggest that the severity of sanctions may be less important than the effective 
communication of their existence and the speed of their implementation, with several 
TANF studies reporting that a swift penalty may act to ‘shock’ claimants into immediate 
compliance.  

The direct evidence on the impact of sanctions largely concerns how it affected the 
compliance, job seeking behaviour and employment rates of those who have actually 
experienced or been formally warned of a sanction. Several US studies have used high 
quality designs to analyse differences in post-welfare outcomes and found that, on 
average, those who are sanctioned out of the welfare system are less likely to enter 
employment than those who leave for other reasons. Sanctioned welfare leavers are more 
likely to experience severe hardship and some become disconnected from income and 
other support systems.  

European econometric evaluations, which rarely isolate the impact on lone parents, report 
that stricter job search and programme requirements, monitoring, and the threat or 
imposition of sanctions, increase the rate at which people leave social insurance 
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unemployment benefits and enter employment (Kluve, 2006). Detailed findings from a 
number of the studies suggest specifically that both the threat and experience of sanctions 
increases employment transitions (see, for example, Arni et al (2009) for Switzerland; 
Hofmann (2008) for Germany; Roed and Westlie (2007) for Norway; and Cockx et al 
(2011) for Belgium).1 

The various European unemployment benefit related studies find that the impact of 
sanctions and monitoring is induced because claimants reduce their reservation wages and 
increase their job search intensity. One consequence, however, is found in studies that 
follow up leavers which report that the jobs taken by those sanctioned were lower paid 
and more unstable than for other leavers. There was evidence also that some of those 
exiting unemployment benefit moved into economic inactivity or onto other benefits rather 
than into jobs (Griggs and Evans, 2010).  

There are fewer studies of the implementation of work requirements and sanctions within 
municipally delivered social assistance benefit systems. These systems provide means 
tested support for those who do not qualify for, or who have exhausted their, social 
insurance related benefits and in many European countries they provide an important 
source of support for out of work lone parents.  

Two German studies have examined the recent effects of benefit sanctions on welfare 
recipients. The first, which used propensity score matching, found no impact of sanctions 
on claimant reservation wages and over the study period they were no more likely to enter 
employment (Schneider, 2008). A subsequent, larger scale study found very different 
outcomes. This research analysed administrative and survey data from over 150 different 
municipalities assessing the differential impact on outcomes between those areas with 
stricter or less strict sanction regimes. In the stricter localities a sanction increased the 
probability of leaving the welfare system within eight months after the benefit was ‘cut by 
about 70 percentage points’, and increased ‘the probability of taking up a job subject to 
social insurance contribution(s) .. by more than 50 percentage points’ (Schneider, 2008, p. 
21).  

Other, smaller scale, studies explore the impact of sanctions and activation policies on 
social assistance recipients in several European countries but few of them assess the 
particular impact on lone parents. Two such widely cited studies analyse how sanctions 
affected the behaviour of social assistance recipients in Rotterdam. The first, which 
analysed data between 1994 and 1996 (before work requirements had been fully 
extended to lone parents) found that the job entry rate of recipients was about twice as 
high after they had experienced a sanction than it was before. The study concluded that a 
‘relatively small sanction (and the threat of an additional severe punishment in case of 
recidivism) can have a large effect on search behavio(u)r’ (van den Berg et al, 2004, p. 
239).  

                                        

1
 Experimental and other studies on US unemployment benefits have found also that the enforcement of 

work search requirements through monitoring and sanctions shortens durations of unemployment, speeds 

the return to work and has been cost effective (O’Leary and Wandner, 2005).  
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A subsequent study examined the experience of Rotterdam claimants who were 
sanctioned between 2000 and 2003 (van der Klaauw and van Ours, 2010).  This found 
that the experience of a sanction was connected with speedier transitions into 
employment, increasing the exit rate for men by about 20 per cent and for women by 
about 56 per cent, albeit men were far more likely to experience a sanction than were 
women.  Much of the impact happened within six months of entering the benefit system 
with employment transitions for all claimants decreasing significantly as durations 
increased. The analysis did not isolate the experience of lone parents but reported that 
they made up a significant portion of entrants to the system and that women, especially 
those with child care responsibilities, experienced longer benefit durations. 

Swedish, Dutch and Finnish studies of municipal activation programmes do not assess the 
specific impact of sanctions but do find variation in how requirements and sanctions are 
implemented with local politicians and social workers exercising considerable discretion 
over the design and implementation of local policies (Thoren, 2005; Knijn and van Berkel, 
2003; Sakslin and Keskitalo, 2005).  

Evaluations of activation reforms in Australia and New Zealand find that increased 
requirements, job search monitoring, sanctions and mandatory employment programmes 
increased the rate and speed with which unemployed claimants have secured 
employment. However, few of these evaluations isolated the specific effects of sanctions 
or the particular results for lone parents. One exception concerns the impact of part time 
work requirements that were extended to Australian lone parents in 2006. An evaluation 
of first year impacts found that the rate at which lone parents left benefit and/or entered 
employment had increased, and those lone parents who combined benefit receipt with 
part time work had increased their hours of employment (DEEWR, 2008). The first 
Australian inquiry into sanctions found that there was evidence of increased compliance. 
Nearly 60 per cent of those experiencing a sanction indicated that they now tried harder 
to meet requirements and attend interviews and just over 45 per cent reported that their 
hours of work had increased as a consequence of breaching. More than a third of 
respondents reported more negative consequences, such as reducing time spent on job 
search, with nearly 17 per cent simply stopping claiming benefits (often returning to 
benefits later) (Eardley, 2008).   

1.11  Safeguards for families and children 

Where employment related sanctions are imposed there are typically safeguards, most 
commonly including regulations that ameliorate their impact on children in families or on 
otherwise vulnerable claimants (such as those with mental health issues). For example, in 
the UK and Australia sanctions are mitigated if there are children in the household and 
safety net hardship payments are available. In New Zealand there is a safety net for lone 
parents and couples with dependent children who remain eligible for 50 per cent of benefit 
for second and third failures. Those sanctioned are given ‘many opportunities to comply 
and restore benefit payment’ (MSD, 2010, p.1). 

In the US the amount and duration of sanctions for non compliance are left to the 
discretion of state governments. Some states impose ‘partial’ sanctions, where usually only 
the adult portion of the welfare payment is withdrawn, and others impose ‘full family’ 
sanctions, where all cash benefit is withheld. In 2006 ten states imposed partial sanctions 
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only; 27 imposed gradual sanctions escalating from a partial to full-family sanction; and 14 
states imposed full-family sanctions immediately (Meyers et al, 2006, p.4).  

Full-family sanctions have strong impacts on benefit exits but with more negative effects 
on longer-term outcomes (Griggs and Evans 2010). The combination of high TANF 
sanction rates with time limits and tighter eligibility rules is associated with the growth in 
the number of families characterised as ‘disconnected’ from the US system. There are 
varied estimates, linked to different definitions of ‘disconnection’, with the most recent 
pre-recession study finding the proportion of lone mothers with no welfare or work income 
reported in the previous year doubled from ten per cent in 1990 to just under 20 per cent 
in 2008 (Loprest, 2011).   

1.12 Financial hardship 

Evidence from Britain shows how sanctions lead to financial hardship for lone parents and 
their families. One quantitative study reporting that 68% of those sanctioned stated that 
they had experienced financial hardship as a consequence (SSAC, 2006, p.67). The effect 
varies depending on the extent to which those sanctioned had access to hardship funds or 
alternative forms of financial support. Sanctions had most impact on individuals who were 
themselves parents, on those who were living alone without access to informal sources of 
support, or those who were dealing with difficult personal issues, such as debt, 
homelessness or drug dependency.  

Other research has shown that where lone parents were aware of being sanctioned, the 
receipt of a sanction resulted in some financial, emotional and physical impacts for lone 
parents.  The financial impacts included difficulties in paying utility bills and rent, as well 
as meeting extra expenditures such as pocket money for children (Goodwin, 2008).  
Emotional impacts appeared to be related to the financial pressures which increased stress 
and anxiety levels for some claimants (see also Finn et al, 2008).  For some, the emotional 
impact exacerbated existing health issues (Joyce and Whiting, 2006).   

Recent research has also shown that lone parents found losing benefits stressful (although 
most only lost benefit for a short period of time) and some found re-engagement difficult. 
There was much less awareness amongst claimants of what to do to get their benefit 
reinstated if they had been disallowed or sanctioned (Gloster et al, 2010; Casebourne et 
al, 2010).  

Findings from the first Australian sanctions inquiry showed that many of those sanctioned 
could not draw on friends and family for financial support and those hit hardest had 
trouble paying bills, with some experiencing utility cut offs, and some experiencing 
transport problems because they were unable to pay for fares or petrol (Eardley, 2008).   

1.13 Appealing sanctions 

Griggs and Evans (2010) in a review of sanctions literature found that where it was 
investigated researchers found low levels of claimant awareness concerning the details of 
sanction appeal processes.  

Lens (2009) examined TANF appeal rates and outcomes in three states, finding low appeal 
rates, except in New York City, but high success rates. In related qualitative research Lens 
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explored why service users in New York City had challenged decisions and what 
perceptions they had of the ‘fair hearings’ they attended. The research found that the 
claimants’ decisions to contest agency sanctions or disallowances were influenced by how 
front line staff treated them, their individual reactions to powerlessness and stigma and 
the relative strengths of their social networks. The claimants interviewed perceived that 
the basic ingredients of fairness, including respect and an opportunity to be heard without 
prejudgment, were missing in their interactions with front line staff and that if the process 
had been perceived as fair it was more likely to increase service user cooperation and 
compliance. Although some claimants had difficulty navigating the appeals process the 
participants who had filed appeals perceived their ‘fair hearings’ as a valuable tool, albeit 
one that needed improvements. Lens noted also that the ‘fair hearing’ process performed 
an important function in that they could reveal organisational problems as well as allowing 
adjudicators to correct agency errors. 
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