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Preface

I am extremely pleased to be able to introduce Family Trends. It comes some years 
after the Institute’s first study by Helen Barrett, UK Family Trends 1994–2004, which 
was conducted for the International Year of the Family 2004.

This new study has not been prompted by any such single event, but rather by an 
awareness that there have been considerable changes in the direction and momentum 
of family policy in recent years, and that there is now speculation as to its future. It is 
at this juncture that the Institute has considered that it would be useful to take stock 
and to conduct an overview of the family as it now stands in the UK.

Trends of course do not evolve in convenient annual or decade chunks and in order 
to enhance understanding of the context of family change we have taken a longer 
perspective in this publication – some 60 years. Covering demographics, migration 
and relationships, through to wellbeing and the recession, the study is intended to 
provide policymakers with a panoramic view as they seek to tackle one of the most 
fraught and habitually controversial areas of public policy – the family.

Family policy is a significant function of government and has been so historically. 
As the core social unit of society, behaviour within and between families, and the 
degree to which they flourish or the converse, have always been matters of concern 
for secular and religious instruments of government. Families are the stuff of human 
relationships and drama, with all the antagonism and succour that that implies. As 
such they require regulation for the protection of the vulnerable and the common 
good; they also need support. government action should encompass these functions, 
but further than this, it needs to be responsive, recognising that families are the litmus 
test of change in morality and social mores. While governments do indeed have to 
regulate conduct, they also have to sense shifts in moral expression; they have to 
operate themselves as part of a process of change, and a high degree of sensitivity 
and knowledge of that process is critical if beneficial judgements are to be made. 

Whatever verdict there may be on this balancing feat by the current government, it 
cannot be disputed that there has been enormous intellectual and financial investment 
in the development of family policy. There has been activity of such an order that it 
would be fair to say that one of the defining features of this administration has been its 
concern for personal relationships – parenting, adult couples and neighbour relations.
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What the future has in store is uncertain, but points of interest and preoccupations 
are emerging in commentaries and debates on family issues. Significantly, the fertility 
rate has become a focus of attention; for example it was the theme for the 2009 
Council of Europe Conference of Ministers and it features in publications such as 
The power of numbers: why Europe needs to get younger (Ehrman 2009). While 
the UK fertility rate is one of the highest in Europe, there are arguments in favour 
of maintaining current population levels, not least because of growing concerns as 
to how an ageing population can be financed. Issues of race and religion inevitably 
find their way into population debates and there will be a need to be alert to obvious 
dangers here. Broadly speaking, however, the population debate may come to inform 
the way in which work–life balance and childcare issues are addressed; the need to 
provide a congenial environment for having children will be high on the agenda.

A further interesting issue is the degree to which the socially liberal society that has 
embraced same-sex partners with the introduction of the Civil Partnership Act 2004 may 
continue. There are no contra-indicators, although the issues of marriage, cohabitation 
and single parents may provide an ongoing source of tension in public policy. 

What does appear to be the case is that the high level of government concern with 
personal relationships is set to continue. For example, there is cross-party commitment 
to providing increased support for adult couple relationships. While in parenting there 
may be changes in emphasis possibly from early years to teens, by and large the 
state’s substantial role in the upbringing of children is also likely to remain. 

The recession may have an impact on the level of services provided, and a sensible point 
of debate here will be the relatively critical nature of different service requirements. 
One of the major areas of assessment emerging is the division of the economic cake 
across the generations. While children have been the focus of attention, there appears 
to be a growing tendency to focus more on the family and the interplay of need and 
support across the life span. The current parliamentary Inquiry into intergenerational 
fairness and employment is an example of these shifting preoccupations. 

Whatever the course of public debate, it is essential that there should be as much 
evidence of the reality of family life available as possible so that the conversation is 
an informed one. In particular, policymakers’ grasp of the whole picture is critical in 
developing a comprehensive, balanced family policy. This study of family trends is 
intended to contribute to that awareness and body of knowledge. It draws together 
and distils information from a wide range of sources, and is intended to be a key 
resource in a complex and intellectually challenging area of policy thought.

Clem Henricson 
Director of Research and Policy

PREFACE
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Introduction

The 1960s and 1970s marked a turning point throughout western Europe in the pace 
of change in almost every demographic series, particularly those concerning fertility, 
extramarital childbearing, marriage, cohabitation, divorce and family structure. Haskey 
(2001) has pointed out that these changes have amounted to a structural shift in 
societal norms and individuals’ demographic behaviour, and have been termed ‘the 
second demographic transition’. Chapter 1 examines these demographic changes, 
particularly since the 1970s. 

The shift in societal norms can be attributed to the western world entering a ‘late 
modern’ epoch, characterised by ‘individualisation’ and ‘de-traditionalisation’ (Beck 
1992). This has been identified as the product of post-war welfare reforms, universal 
education and economic prosperity. This epoch is allied to the ‘project of self’, which 
emphasises individual self-fulfilment and personal development, and replaces relational 
social aims (Duncan and Phillips 2008). Consequently, this report also examines how 
attitudes towards various family structures such as marriage or cohabitation have 
changed. 

Arguably the centrepoint for the majority of UK families, mothers and motherhood is 
the focus in Chapter 2. The majority of mothers now have three central roles within 
the family: bringing up children, supporting their child’s education and some choosing 
to work. This chapter investigates trends in how motherhood is experienced, in terms 
of which mothers choose to work and when, and how they balance their work and 
home life. A significant minority of mothers choose not to work, and their experiences 
of being a full-time mother are explored.

This work also reflects the growth in research relevant to the family; this is nowhere 
better illustrated than in the case of the research on fatherhood. Lamb and Lewis 
(2004, p.288) state: “There is impressive evidence that mothers and fathers may 
have different effects on child development.” Chapter 3 examines the contribution of 
fathers to the development of their children. 

Chapter 4 examines the kind of issues that parents and families face at various 
stages of their children’s development, and how parenting might have changed over 
recent decades with respect to these issues. The issues examined include: how 
parents control their children; how parents and children perceive risks that are likely 
to influence parenting; whether children are growing up ‘too fast’; teenage pregnancy; 
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the impact of technology on parenting, both established (such as TV) and more recent 
(such as mobile phones and the internet); and the issues faced by young adults in 
their attempts to establish independence.

Chapter 5 concerns a more general issue that is likely to confront families: that of 
economic recession. It looks at international and UK research concerning the impact 
of recessions both historically and in terms of the contemporary situation. 

The present volume also endeavours to take into account the views and attitudes of 
children to the various situations and events which affect them directly, whether this 
is in terms of children’s views about step-parents, or about issues such as parental 
control. 

The various data sources used in the present work are referenced, and a description of 
each appears in the Appendix, with the exception of publicly available data maintained 
by the Office for National Statistics, where the appropriate dataset is referenced 
within the text.

FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITUTE

INTRODUCTION
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Major demographic trends
Stephen A. Hunt

1
Key statistics

These statistics are cited from independent research, ranging from small, 
qualitative studies to large-scale representative surveys.

 The total fertility rate has declined from a peak of 2.95 per woman to 1.95 
per woman from 1964 to 2008.

 The average household size fell from 3.1 people to 2.4 from 1961 to 2006.

 The percentage of the UK population born outside the UK has approximately 
doubled over the period 1951 to 2001.

 Marriage remains the most common form of partnership for both men and 
women: 52 per cent of men and 50 per cent of women were married in 
2006.

 The proportion of children born outside marriage increased from under 10 
per cent in 1971 to 45 per cent in 2008 in England and Wales.

 Registration of all births outside marriage to a single parent fell from 60 per 
cent to 17 per cent between 1964 and 2004.

 Fewer adults agree with the statement: “People who want children ought to 
get married” – the agreement rate fell from 70 per cent in 1989 to 54 per 
cent in 2000.

 The percentage of adults living in one-person households increased from 6 
per cent in 1971 to 12 per cent in 2008.

 The percentage of children living in a couple relationship fell from 92 per 
cent in 1972 to 77 per cent in 2008.
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Introduction

This chapter aims to outline the demographic profile of the UK and show the changes 
that it has undergone, particularly those that relate to families, in the latter part of the 
20th and early 21st centuries.

Throughout the chapter data are used from the UK censuses taken from 1951 to 
2001 and the statistical projections derived from them: these datasets are maintained 
largely by the Office for National Statistics (ONS). In addition, data are used from 
British, UK and Europe-wide population surveys, although these were undertaken 
mostly from the 1980s onwards. Specifically, this chapter examines changes in rates 
of fertility and immigration, both of which affect the size of the population and its 
composition: for example, in terms of age structure and ethnic make-up. This provides 
the context in which to look at changes in rates of activities critical to the family, such 
as marriage, cohabitation and divorce, and to examine how these have influenced 
family composition. The chapter also examines whether attitudes to these activities, 
various family forms and behaviours have changed.

The chapter is structured around five questions, each of which is addressed in turn.

1.1 How have fertility rates and family sizes changed?

1.2 How has the make-up of the UK population changed?

1.3 How have family forms changed?

1.4 How have attitudes to family forms changed?

1.5 In what kind of family do dependent children live?
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1.1 How have fertility rates and family sizes changed?
This section examines the size and composition of the UK population and the 
components that determine these, specifically fertility rates and net immigration.

General population: census data and projections

The population of the UK has shown a steady increase since 1951, as shown in 
Table 1.1, an increase mirrored in each of the constituent countries with the exception 
of Scotland, where a declining population has been observed, specifically since the 
mid-1970s. However, the population of Scotland is predicted to increase, but it is still 
expected to maintain lower life-expectancy and fertility rates than the rest of the UK 
(ONS 2008a).

Table 1.1: Population of the UK, 1951–2001 with estimates until 2031*
Source: ONS (2000, 2003a, 2008a).1 

1951 1961 1971 1981 1991 2001 2006 2011 2021 2031

England 41.2 43.6 46.4 46.8 47.9 49.5 50.8 52.7 56.8 60.4

Wales 2.6 2.6 2.7 2.8 2.9 2.9 3.0 3.0 3.2 3.3

Scotland 5.1 5.2 5.2 5.2 5.1 5.1 5.1 5.2 5.3 5.4

Northern 
Ireland

1.4 1.4 1.5 1.5 1.6 1.7 1.7 1.8 1.9 2.0

UK 50.2 52.8 55.9 56.4 57.4 59.1 60.6 62.8 67.2 71.1

* Figures in millions. Data for 1951 are census enumerated; mid-year estimates from 1961 
to 2006; 2006-based projections for 2011 to 2031.

Projections estimate that the UK population will grow by approximately 10 million 
between 2006 and 2031. Of this growth, 47 per cent is likely to be the result of net 
immigration: that is, the difference between people arriving in and leaving the UK 
(Bray 2008).

Birth rates

The birth rate has exceeded the death rate every year since 1951 to 2008, with the 
exception of 1976 (Jefferies 2005). While natural change (the difference between 

1 All ONS statistics in this publication are under Crown Copyright and reproduced with 
kind permission under the terms of the Click-Use Licence.
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birth and death rates) was the principal source of the UK’s population increase over 
the period 1951 to 2001, between mid 2001 and mid 2007 net migration became 
the main driver of population change, for example accounting for over 70 per cent 
of the total population change between mid 2001 and mid 2002. The trend has 
reversed again and between mid 2007 and mid 2008, natural change has accounted 
for 54 per cent of total population growth. The increase in natural change is mainly 
attributable to a growth in the number of births, although a decrease in the numbers 
of deaths has also played a part (ONS 2009a). 

The immediate post-war years saw a progressive increase in the UK’s total fertility 
rate,2 reaching a peak of 2.95 per woman in 1964. Between 1964 and 2001 the 
trend was downward, with the fertility rate at its lowest at 1.63 in 2001 (Dunnell 
2007). However, during the early years of the 21st century there has been a marked 
upswing which has seen the rate steadily increasing, reaching 1.92 in 2007 and 1.95 
in 2008, at least according to provisional figures; this is the highest level since 1973, 
when the figure stood at 2.00 (ONS 2009b).

There are specific trends associated with UK fertility rates. First, age-specific trends 
are observable. The last 25 years have seen fertility rates for women of younger ages 
decreasing, while they have been increasing for women of older ages, specifically those 
in their thirties and forties. This period has seen greater female participation in full-
time employment and higher education, both of which are linked with delayed fertility. 
Indeed, women with higher educational qualifications are not only more likely to delay 
childbirth, but also more likely to remain childless (Rendall and Smallwood 2003). (This 
is examined in more detail in Chapter 2.) However, since 2001, the fertility rates for 
younger women, particularly those aged between 25 and 29 years, have increased. 
Possible reasons cited include: improved maternity leave, taxation and benefits for 
those with children and increased levels of international migration (Dunnell 2007).

There is a distinct impact of immigration associated with fertility rates: in 1998, 14 per 
cent of all UK births were to mothers born outside the UK; by 2008 the (provisional) 
figure had risen to approximately 24 per cent, and in 2007 the figure stood at 23 per 
cent (ONS 2009b). It is plausible that the expansion of the European Union (EU) to 
include 25 countries in total in 2004 contributed to this increase: births to mothers 
born in the EU but outside the UK and Republic of Ireland had increased by 87 per 
cent over the period 2001–06, and by 2006 accounted for 4 per cent of all UK births.

2 Total fertility rate (TFR) is defined as: “The average number of children a group of 
women would have if they experienced the age-specific fertility rates for a particular 
year throughout their childbearing life … a TFR of 1.84 in 2006 means that a group of 
women would have an average of 1.84 children each during their lifetime based solely on 
2006’s age-specific fertility rates” (Dunnell 2007, p.16).
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Different rates of ageing in general and particular populations 
within the UK

The decline in fertility rates over the period 1964–2001 and general improvements 
in mortality since 1945 have resulted in population ageing, one of the most profound 
changes in the UK’s demographic profile. Figure 1.1 shows the increase in those 
aged 65 and over as a percentage of the UK population, including projections from 
2001 onwards.

Figure 1.1: Growth of the UK elderly population as a percentage of the total 
UK population, 1951–2001, with estimates until 2031*
Source: Office of Health Economics (2009)

* Projections from 2001 are based on mid-year estimates.

People aged 65 or older accounted for 11 per cent of the UK population in 1951. 
This had risen to 16 per cent by 2001 and by 2031 it is predicted to rise to 23 
per cent. The increasing concentration of the UK population in older age groups 
has consequences for the profile of the population as a whole. Figure 1.2 shows 
a clear trend throughout the late 20th century and projected into the 21st century 
that, in tandem with the growing elderly population, the UK population under 16 is 
contracting and is predicted to decline further.
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Figure 1.2: UK dependent population by age, 1971–2021*
Source: ONS (2009c)

* Population estimates for 2001 and 2002 include provisional results from the Manchester 
matching exercise; all post-2001 estimates are predications based on 2001 data.

By 2007, the percentage of the UK population of pensionable age had become 
greater than that of teenagers for the first time since records began. gray (2005) 
states that between 1981 and 2001, the chances of a young child having a maternal 
grandmother under 70 years of age increased from 46 per cent to 56 per cent, 
due to increased life-expectancy and the youthful age at which current grandparents 
became first-time mothers in the 1970s (average age somewhere between 26 and 
27 years).

ONS Omnibus Survey data analysed by the School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 
found that 90 per cent of those aged 60 or over were grandparents (ONS 2003b). 
The effect on family forms of the ageing population, combined with decreasing family 
size, is to increase the prevalence of families with several generations alive at the 
same time, but with fewer aunts and uncles, etc., producing a so-called ‘beanpole’ 
effect with fewer family members in each ‘tier’ or generation of a family. grandparents 
acting as surrogate parents has been estimated at only about 1 per cent (Clarke and 
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Cairns 2001). The percentage of UK households with resident grandparents has 
been estimated at 2.22 per cent over the period 1994–96 (Koslowski 2009).

However, the trend towards an ageing population is not uniform across the population: 
for example, age structures vary across ethnic groups, which are shown in Figure 1.3.

Figure 1.3: UK population by ethnicity and age, 2001–02*
Source: ONS (2002a)

* Population living in private households. ‘Other Black’ sample size too small to allow ‘65 and 
over’ percentage to be calculated reliably.

Figure 1.3 indicates that in 2002, 16 per cent (the white group) had the greatest 
proportion of people aged 65 and over; in comparison, other ethnic groups have 
much younger age structures. The Bangladeshi group has double the proportion of 
children under 16 years of age (38 per cent) compared to the white group. Much of 
the difference in the ethnic groups’ age distributions can be attributed to the point at 
which they arrived in the UK. Immigrant populations tend to be composed of those of 
working age and their children, hence the relatively high proportion of people aged 65 
or over among residents of Caribbean origin, who first began to arrive in the 1950s. 
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Household and family size

Household size has shown a distinct trend since 1961,3 with an increase in the 
proportion of households with small occupancy numbers and a corresponding fall 
in the proportion of those with larger occupancy numbers. This has resulted in the 
average household size falling from 3.1 in 1961 to 2.4 in 2006. Figure 1.4 shows the 
change in more detail.

Figure 1.4: Households by size, Great Britain only, 1961–2006
Source: ONS (2008b, 2009d) 

The decrease in the average household size since 1961 is partly the result of the 
increase in single-person households and due to changes in family size. As Table 1.2 
indicates, there has been a discernible trend since 1961 towards generally smaller 
families. The proportion of couples with three or more children had halved by 2001, 
while the proportion of lone parents with dependent children had increased 3.5 times 
by 2007.

3 Prior to 1961, censuses did not distinguish adequately between households and families.
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Table 1.2: Households by type of household and family in percentages, Great 
Britain only, 1961–2007
Source: ONS (2002b, 2008b)

Household composition 1961 1971 1981 1991 2001 2007

One person:
under state pension 
age
over state pension 
age

4

7

6

12

8

14

11

16

14

15

14

14

One-family households:
couple

no children
1–2 dependent 
children
3 or more 
dependent
non-dependent 
children only

lone parent: 
dependent children
non-dependent 
children only

26

30

8

10

2

4

27

26

9

8

3

4

26

25

6

8

5

4

28

20

5

8

6

4

29

19

4

6

7

3

28

18

4

7

7

3

Two or more unrelated 
adults – 4 5 3 3 3

Multi-family households 3 1 1 1 1 1

All households 16.3 18.6 20.6 22.4 23.8 24.2

The ONS estimates that family sizes peaked for women born in 1934 at 2.46 children 
– the 1960s ‘baby boom’ – for women born in 1920 the figure was 2.07. Since 
the 1960s family size has declined: it is projected that for women born in the mid-
1980s, the figure will be approximately 1.74 children. The explanation for the trend 
since the mid-1960s is fewer women having large families and an increase in women 
remaining childless (ONS 2004a). As noted earlier, one result of reduced family size 
is that people will have fewer relatives such as uncles and aunts; the consequences 
of this for parenting, and particularly the role that grandparents play in childcare, are 
considered later.
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As with the population age profile, the trend towards smaller families is not uniform 
across ethnic groups. Penn and Lambert (2002) argue that preferences concerning 
family size vary across ethnic communities. They found that more than 50 per cent of 
Indian and more than 60 per cent of Pakistani respondents said that they preferred to 
have three or more children, compared with only one-third of other British respondents. 
Differences in household size by ethnicity, which are not identical to family size but 
give some indication of their likely differences, appear in Figure 1.5.

Figure 1.5: UK household size by ethnic group, 2002
Source: ONS (2009e) 

Bangladeshi and Pakistani families tended to be larger than those of all other ethnic 
groups. Of these families, 40 per cent had three or more dependent children in 2001; 
this was the case for only 28 per cent of black African families, 20 per cent of Indian 
families and 17 per cent of white families in great Britain (ONS 2005a).
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1.2 How has the make-up of the UK population changed?
The data on ethnic group membership are relatively limited. Questions relating to 
ethnic group membership were used first in the 1991 census, with revisions in 2001 
to include a ‘mixed ethnicity’ category. Before 1991, respondents were asked only 
their country of birth. Figure 1.6 shows that the percentage of the UK population born 
outside the UK has increased steadily since 1951 and approximately doubled over 
the period 1951–2001 (Rendall and Salt 2005).

Figure 1.6: Percentage of population born outside the UK, 1951–2001
Source: Rendall and Salt (2005)

Clearly, country of birth has a limited utility as a measure of ‘ethnicity’, particularly 
when second-generation children of original immigrants are born. The introduction of 
the census ‘ethnicity’ question allows further detail concerning members of the UK 
population identified as being born outside the UK, and this is presented in Figure 1.7.
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Figure 1.7: Distribution of population born outside the UK, 2001
Source: Rendall and Salt (2005)

The white ethnic group, which is by far the largest, is composed principally of individuals 
from Europe, North America or Oceana. This is a group which typically experiences a 
high degree of ‘replacement’ – the numbers remain relatively stable but the individual 
members are being continually replaced: 50 per cent leave within four years (Rendall 
and Salt 2005).

The data in Table 1.3 give some indication of the ethnic composition of the UK – 
currently, if not historically – in terms of both the proportion of the UK population 
accounted for by minority ethnic groups and the ethnic diversity of the current UK 
population.
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Table 1.3: Population by ethnic group, 2001
Source: ONS (2009f)

Ethnicity

2001

UK England Wales Scotland
Northern 
Ireland

White 92.1 90.9 97.9 98.0 99.3

Mixed 1.2 1.3 0.6 0.3 0.2

Indian 1.8 2.1 0.3 0.3 0.1

Pakistani 1.3 1.4 0.3 0.6 0.0

Bangladeshi 0.5 0.6 0.2 0.0 0.0

Other Asian 0.4 0.5 0.1 0.1 0.0

Caribbean 1.0 1.1 0.1 0.0 0.0

African 0.8 1.0 0.1 0.1 0.0

Other Black 0.2 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0

Chinese 0.4 0.5 0.2 0.3 0.3

Other 0.4 0.4 0.2 0.2 0.1

As Table 1.3 indicates, approximately 8 per cent of the UK population identify 
themselves as belonging to a minority ethnic group. The remainder of this section 
examines current attitudes to minority ethnic groups and the issue of immigration.

Attitudes to ethnicity and immigration

Using data from successive waves of the British Social Attitudes Survey (most years 
between 1983 and 1996), Ford (2008) argues that prejudice towards minority ethnic 
groups – specifically of white Britons towards black and Asian Britons – is in decline. 
The actual questions from the survey concerned respondents’ estimates of general 
and personal tolerance of a black or Asian boss at work, and of a member of the 
respondent’s family marrying a member of a minority ethnic group.

The decline in prejudice is explained not in terms of individuals revising their own 
attitudes, which appear to be stubbornly held in the manner of core values, but 
rather the effective replacement of one generation with another, with the younger 
generation being markedly less prejudiced than their predecessors (Ford 2008). 
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This intergenerational difference itself is explained in terms of the social context in 
which each generation spent their formative years: the younger the individual, the 
more likely they were to have grown up in an ethnically diverse community. given the 
generational basis of the trend, Ford (2008) predicts that the diminution of prejudice 
throughout the British population is likely to continue.

Immigration, the driving force behind recent growth in the UK population and likely 
to influence its future composition, is also an issue which is often embroiled in 
controversy (ONS 2008c). Figure 1.8 indicates the levels of immigration to the UK 
since 1991 by point of origin. It is worth noting the steep rise of EU immigrants from 
between 2003 and 2004, corresponding to the period when the EU was enlarged 
from 15 to 25 nations, although figures for the first quarter of 2009 indicated that 
the number of East Europeans seeking work in the UK had fallen by 47 per cent, a 
presumed response to the prevailing economic conditions (Travis 2009).

Figure 1.8: Estimated levels of migration, by citizenship,* 1996–2006
Source: ONS (2008a) 

* Old Commonwealth: Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa. New 
Commonwealth is the rest of the Commonwealth. Up to and including 2003, estimates are 
for the EU 15. From 2004 onwards, estimates are for the EU 25.
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Table 1.4 shows attitudes to future levels of immigration and records a 9 per cent 
increase in respondents claiming that immigration should be reduced between 1995 
and 2003.

Table 1.4: Attitudes to immigration, 1995–2003
Source: McLaren and Johnson (2007)

1995 2003

The number of immigrants to Britain nowadays should:

Be increased a lot or little 3 5

Remain as it is 26 15

Be reduced a little 24 23

Be reduced a lot 41 51

N 970 793

Dustmann and Preston (2007) examined the data from the question featured in 
Table 1.4 over successive waves of the British Social Attitudes Survey (from 1983 
to 1990, excluding 1989). They identify two “channels of concern” as important in 
explaining opposition to further immigration: the additional demands that immigration 
is perceived to place on the welfare system; and the possible dilution or eradication 
of the indigenous culture, with the attendant problem of social tensions resulting 
from large cultural differences between groups. Labour market concerns, such as 
increased competition for jobs, were not found to be important.

In addition, McLaren and Johnson (2007) used the data from the question in Table 1.4, 
specifically from the 2003 wave of the survey, and identified attitudes to immigration 
as largely hostile. They found that this hostility stemmed from concerns about 
immigrants threatening “in group resources”, particularly the jobs of British workers 
in general, rather than individual respondents feeling that their own interests were 
directly threatened. McLaren and Johnson (2007) also found hostility associated 
with the perceived threat that immigration posed to ‘national symbols’, non-economic 
elements such as values, customs and traditions and, to a lesser extent, a possible 
increase in crime.

Research concerning Northern Irish attitudes to immigration, derived from the 
European Social Survey, found no evidence of economic self-interest; rather that 
experience of social marginalisation or oppression and social contact with persons 
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from minority ethnic groups predicted greater tolerance for immigration (Hayes and 
Dowds 2006).

Using 2003 British Social Attitudes Survey data and summarising their own research 
findings on British national identity and attitudes towards immigration, Heath and 
Tilley state:

“On the whole Britain is not particularly welcoming to immigrants … 
However, once immigrants have arrived the British public appear to 
be rather more tolerant. Most people do not have strong views on 
questions of assimilation and multiculturalism and most are in favour 
of laws outlawing discrimination.” (2005, p.131)

Heath and Tilley (2005) tentatively suggest that hostile attitudes might give way 
to greater tolerance, as younger people move through their life cycle and as older 
generations pass away. However, the financial crisis of 2008 and global recession 
of 2009 (International Monetary Fund 2009) may yet see the appearance (or 
reappearance) of economic self-interest as a source of hostility to immigration.

Effects of internal migration

Internal migration, essentially people and families moving house, is a far less 
contentious issue than international migration, but it may have profound implications 
for the family. geographic proximity among family members might appear to be a 
requisite for family cohesion. The relationships between family members, particularly 
between parents and children experiencing geographic dispersion, might be at risk of 
dilution or even dissolution. However, the relocation of one or more family members is 
not something that all families experience to the same degree: some social groups are 
more likely to experience greater levels of family member mobility than others. Often, 
mobility is related to employment and some minority ethnic groups: in particular, those 
that maintain family ties across countries or continents also experience higher levels 
of mobility, although consideration of this lies outside the scope of this publication.

Mobility in relation to the pursuit of employment opportunities is experienced often by 
those with higher educational qualifications, and particularly young people. The main 
advantages to be gained from employment-initiated mobility are increased income 
and career advancement, although there is evidence of couples experiencing some 
disadvantages from such mobility. This is particularly the case with respect to dual-
earner families, where moving to improve one partner’s job effectively means that 
the other has to abandon theirs. More generally, in using longitudinal data featuring 
retrospective accounts from individuals in Austria, Boyle et al. (2006) found that 
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couples that moved frequently faced a higher likelihood of separation or divorce. The 
authors identified the risks to a couple as stemming from greater stress introduced 
into the union by moving, and hence greater instability in the relationship.

green and Canny (2003) explored some of the consequences of family relocation, 
focusing on the disruption that moving introduces into the lives of those involved and 
the differing impacts that these moves have at different life stages. They found that 
while younger parents were willing to endure the inconvenience, older parents found 
the disruption more demanding. Furthermore, while parents were concerned about 
any disruption to the education of any school-age children, adolescents or young 
people were concerned about disruption to their relationships with their peers, and 
older people were concerned about losing contact with established social networks.

However, despite these concerns, the impact of mobility on actual wellbeing is 
not always straightforward. The impact of mobility on children was examined by 
Verropoulou et al. (2002). Using National Child Development Study data, they did 
not find any detrimental effect of moving house or geographic location on children’s 
wellbeing. Apparently, the association between children’s development and families’ 
living arrangements were mediated by human, financial and social capital.

Moreover, there is evidence that once the move is made, geographical distance 
between family members does not invariably lead to family dissolution. Using the 
ONS Omnibus Survey, grundy et al. (1999) looked at four generations of the same 
families and the extent to which they were in touch with each other. Of those who 
had a parent or (eldest) child separated geographically from them, half made contact 
at least once a week, and although the distances concerned were small, half of 
these lived within half an hour’s journey. There was also evidence of a high degree 
of reciprocity between parents and children: two-thirds of mothers and nearly half of 
fathers both provided and received help.

US-based research is consistent with these findings, that despite the geographical 
distance, parents and their adult children maintain contact and exchange social support 
(Lye 1996). Further research has indicated that intergenerational family support 
occurs on the basis of need rather than distance or closeness, and as such does not 
depend on co-residency or even geographical proximity (Bengston 2001; Silverstein 
and Bengston 1997). Riley and Riley (1993) conceive of family relationships in terms 
of a ‘latent kin matrix’. Relationships effectively lie dormant in extended families when 
there is no necessity for support, but become activated when they are needed, such 
as when a family member is in crisis.
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The greater dispersion of family members may be responsible for some changes in 
family dynamics, particularly the frequency of contact, but does not in itself operate 
so as to dissolve families’ bonds

1.3 How have family forms changed?
This section considers a number of different trends related to the composition of the 
family: marriage, divorce and cohabitation.

The composition of the UK population by marital status has changed steadily 
throughout the latter period of the 20th century: the proportion of single to married 
individuals has increased, as has the proportion of divorced individuals (see Figures 
1.9a and 1.9b for England and Wales). By 2031, in great Britain, the numbers of 
single – more specifically ‘never married’ – are projected to become greater than the 
married. The number of ‘married’ and ‘never married’ women in particular is predicted 
to reach approximate parity by 2031 (ONS 2009g).

Figure 1.9a: Marital status of male adults aged 16 and over, England and 
Wales, 1971–2007
Source: ONS (2009h)
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Figure 1.9b: Marital status of female adults aged 16 and over, England and 
Wales, 1971–2007
Source: ONS (2009h)

Marriage remains the most common form of partnership for both men and women; in 
great Britain in 2006, 52 per cent of men and 50 per cent of women were married. 
However, marriage in the UK is less common now than it has ever been: by 2005 
the annual marriage rate was the lowest since 1862, the year that the statistics were 
first compiled (ONS 2008d). Although the marriage rate has fluctuated, the general 
trend is downwards. For example, first marriages have dropped by almost 10 per cent 
between 1976 and 2006, as shown in Figure 1.10.
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Figure 1.10: Frequency of marriage, divorce and remarriage, UK, 1956–2006
Source: ONS (2008d)

As the rate of marriage has decreased, the age at which both men and women get 
married has increased. Additionally, there has been an associated increase in the age 
at which individuals are divorced. This is shown in Figure 1.11.
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Figure 1.11: Average age (in years) at marriage and divorce, England and 
Wales, 1971–2007
Source: ONS (2004b, 2009i) 

As Figure 1.10 indicates, the divorce rate rose steadily throughout the latter part of 
the 20th century, stabilised in the mid-1980s and then showed a distinct decline; in 
2007, it reached its lowest level since 1981. The divorce rate in 2006 was 12.2 per 
1,000 married population; in 2007, the provisional divorce rate in England and Wales 
fell to 11.9.

Econometric analysis has identified two principal predictors of divorce, both of which 
effectively lead individuals to reconsider their commitment to the union: age – the 
younger the individual is at first marriage, the greater the risk of marital dissolution; 
and unexpected changes in marital economic circumstance (Becker et al. 1977; 
Weiss and Willis 2007).

In analysing cross-sectional general Household Survey data from 1989 to 2000, 
Chan and Halpin (2008) were able to separate the sample into marriage cohorts 
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divided by decade from the 1950s to the 1990s, and examine whether the risk factors 
associated with divorce have changed over time.

They found that the negative influence of premarital cohabitation had reduced over 
time, as had the similarly negative influence of marriage to a divorcee. Both these 
changes might be simply a result of the increasing prevalence of cohabitation and 
divorce, effectively diluting their impact. Furthermore, Chan and Halpin (2008) found 
that women with higher educational attainment, specifically graduates, were less 
likely to divorce in the more recent marriage cohorts, which marked not just a change 
but a reversal: these women had been the most likely to divorce in the 1960s, while 
those most likely to divorce in the most recent marriage cohort were identified as 
women without any educational qualifications. This reversal is possibly the result of 
divorce becoming easier to realise both socially and financially, and so becoming 
less dependent on resources, access to which is typically signalled by educational 
attainment.

Further, Chan and Halpin (2008) found the presence of children in a marriage ceased 
to operate as a disincentive to divorce, as had been the case with earlier marriage 
cohorts. Of the couples most recently married, those with children were more likely 
to divorce than equivalent couples without children, and the destabilising influence 
of children increased with the number of children in a family. Further analysis of the 
destabilising effect of children found that premarital births predicted a greater rate 
of dissolution. However, increasingly those experiencing premarital births tend to be 
women with low or no educational attainment, which is also associated with higher 
rates of divorce. It is the children of these mothers who are more likely to experience 
parental divorce.

In analysing data covering the subsequent decade, specifically successive waves of 
the British Household Panel Study gathered over the 1990s, Boheim and Ermisch 
(2001) found both age and unexpected improvements or reversals in family finances 
to be predictive of union dissolution, including both married and cohabiting couples. 
Additionally, improvements in employed women’s income were found to be associated 
with increased risk of dissolution, whereas similar increases for men resulted in greater 
union stability. They also identified the destabilising influence of children: specifically, 
that the likelihood of union dissolution increases with the number of children, which 
is consistent with Chan and Halpin (2008). Furthermore, they found that cohabiting 
couples were twice as likely to separate as married couples, indicating that while the 
negative influence of cohabitation on union stability may be waning, it is still strong.

The following section examines the prevalence of, and issues specifically associated 
with, cohabitation.



FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITUTE 23

MAJOR DEMOgRAPHIC TRENDS

Births outside marriage

The years since the Second World War have shown a huge increase in the proportion 
of children being born outside marriage: for the UK, the average in 1951 stood at 4.2 
per cent; by 1998, it had reached 38 per cent. The change in proportion for England 
and Wales rose from under 10 per cent in 1971 to approximately 45 per cent by 
2008. However, this trend is not unique to the UK – as Figure 1.12 indicates, it is 
Europe-wide.

Figure 1.12: Births outside marriage, European countries, 1997–2007*
Source: Eurostat (2009a)

* Data for France 1997 imputed 1998 value; data for Belgium 2002 imputed 1999 value; 
data for France, UK, Ireland and Spain 2007 imputed 2006 values.

The data across the European countries for the period 1997 to 2007, presented 
in Figure 1.12, show a consistent increase in the proportion of children being born 
outside marriage in all countries, with the exception of Sweden, which historically 
has the highest rate – more than 50 per cent since 1997. It is also worth noting that 
countries which have experienced the steepest rates of increase (typically, although 
not exclusively, those in southern Europe), are now all, with the exception of greece, 
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at levels found a decade previously only in northern European countries. Since 
the trend of increased births outside marriage is a Europe-wide phenomenon, any 
consequences associated with it are also likely to be found Europe-wide. However, 
countrywide aggregations may not represent trends in family life accurately for 
specific minority ethnic groups: for example, it is likely that far fewer children than 
the national average are born outside marriage to those of Pakistani or Bangladeshi 
heritage, although the same overall upward trend still might be evident.

In the UK, births outside marriage have been typically attributed to single mothers 
rather than cohabiting couples. In 1964, 60 per cent of all births outside marriage 
were registered to a single parent; however, by 2004 this had fallen to 17 per cent, the 
remainder being registered jointly. Figure 1.13 shows this UK trend from 1964 to 2004.

Figure 1.13: Proportion of children born outside marriage by registration, 
1964–2004
Source: ONS (2009j) 

The pattern of registration of births outside marriage since 1986 is shown in Figure 
1.14. An important distinction is introduced between jointly registered births for 
parents who live at different addresses and those who share the same address, 
whom (it is reasonable to assume) are cohabiting. This inference indicates the 
difficulty associated with estimating levels of cohabitation. Cohabitation is an informal 
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arrangement and, unlike the legal union of marriage, is not subject to official record, 
therefore estimating its prevalence is more difficult. Furthermore, Haskey (2001) 
makes the point that, due to attendant social stigma, it was often difficult for voluntary 
surveys, such as the innovative Family Formation Survey conducted in 1976,4 to 
obtain accurate estimates of cohabitation, as cohabiting respondents, perhaps in an 
act of evasion, often claimed to be married. However, long running surveys provide the 
best means of estimating both incidence of cohabitation and attitudes in the general 
population towards it.

Figure 1.14: Patterns of birth registration for births outside marriage, England 
and Wales,* 1986–2008
Source: ONS (2009k)

* Estimates for 2008 are average of three quartiles’ prediction.

4 The Family Formation Survey of 1976 was not only one of the first social surveys to include 
items concerning cohabitation specifically, but was also constructed to address the issue of 
respondent reluctance to answer questions about cohabitation. It included a number of ingenious 
supplementary questions which allowed more accurate estimates to be drawn (Haskey 2001).
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Figure 1.14 indicates that the proportion of jointly registered births to cohabiting 
couples in 2008 stood at approximately 30 per cent, with the remainder, approximately 
15 per cent, being solely registered.

Despite the difficulties associated with making precise estimates of the prevalence of 
cohabitation – Murphy (2000) points out that historically, these have been profound 
– there is little doubt that its prevalence in the population has shown a dramatic 
increase.

Wilson (2009) estimates that in 1992, 6 per cent of the population of England and 
Wales aged 16 or more were cohabiting; by 2007, this had risen to 10 per cent. 
Haskey (2001) estimates that by 2021, the figure will have reached 22 per cent. 
Non-married women aged 18 to 49, for which there are 1976 data from the Family 
Formation Survey, showed a rise from 9 per cent to 33 per cent by 2007 as estimated 
using general Household Survey data (Ali et al. 2009; Haskey 2001).

There is also evidence that cohabitation has not only increased but undergone a 
qualitative shift in recent years. While the prevalence of cohabitation increased 
throughout the 1970s and much of the 1980s, its characteristics, such as duration and 
ages of the participants, remained relatively unchanged. However, latterly the average 
length of cohabitation has increased. The median duration of current cohabitation for 
women aged 18 to 49 increased from 20.3 months in 1979 to 23.3 months in 1989, 
but by 1995 it had increased to 33.9 months (Murphy 2000).

Whatever the motivation for its initiation or expectations of its participants, 
cohabitation can be either transitory or permanent. One important facet of the former 
is cohabitation as a precursor to marriage; in the case of the latter, cohabitation 
becomes a replacement or alternative to marriage itself.

Cohabitation as a precursor to marriage has established itself as a standard part of 
the process of marriage itself: the prevalence of cohabitation before first marriage 
has risen from little more than 2 per cent at the end of the 1950s to 77 per cent 
by 1996 and the figures for cohabiting prior to second marriage are even higher 
(Haskey 2001).

In addition, cohabitation as an alternative to marriage has increased. Rates of marriage 
have decreased to a record low in 2005. Moreover, evidence from the British Social 
Attitudes Survey indicated that the proportion of cohabiting relationships ending in 
marriage has shown a reduction, down from 59 per cent in 2000 to 56 per cent 
in 2006, while cohabitation rates, as cited above, have shown an increase and are 
expected go on climbing (Barlow et al. 2008).
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Summarising analyses of British Household Panel Study data, Ermisch (2001) 
estimated the break-up rate for cohabiting relationships into which children are born 
at 65 per cent. Children of cohabiting parents are twice as likely to see them separate 
as children of married couples. Combined with the growing prevalence of cohabitation, 
this means that there is an increasing population of children who are more likely to 
experience new parental partnerships, live with a lone parent or a step-family than 
hitherto has been the case (Haskey 2001).

A consequence of the greater fragility of cohabiting relationships is that children born 
to cohabiting couples spend on average 4.7 years living with one parent, compared to 
1.6 years for those born to married couples. Analysis of British Household Panel Study 
data for individuals born in the 1970s indicated long-term negative consequences 
for those children who grew up in lone-parent families, particularly if this occurred 
during the pre-school period. These children tended to have poorer educational 
attainment and poorer employment and health outcomes as young adults (Ermisch 
and Francesconi 2001). Therefore, the children of cohabiting parents are more likely 
to be socially disadvantaged than those of married couples (Ermisch 2001).

There is also evidence that children of cohabiting couples may be subject to 
disadvantage, not just because of the increased likelihood of relationship dissolution, 
but due to the features inherent in cohabiting relationships. Using data from the 
Millennium Cohort Study, Kiernan and Smith (2003) found evidence of distinct 
differences within the childrearing environment provided by cohabiting and married 
unions. Compared to married women, women in cohabiting relationships were 
more likely to be socially disadvantaged. Additionally, compared to married women, 
cohabiting women were also more likely to smoke and less likely to breastfeed or 
attend ante-natal classes. However, in some respects the childrearing environment 
in cohabiting relationships was equivalent to that found in married relationships: for 
example, the male partner was likely to be as involved in childcare as the husbands of 
married women. Furthermore, both married and cohabiting women scored higher on 
all health and social indices than lone mothers (Kiernan and Pickett 2006).

The following section examines attitudes to marriage, divorce and cohabitation.

1.4 How have attitudes to family forms changed?
The British Social Attitudes Survey has been tracking attitudes towards marriage 
and related social and sexual behaviour over several decades. The results of two 
questions asked in selective years since 1984, concerning approval of premarital 
and extramarital sex, are shown in Figure 1.15. These show a distinct increase in 
tolerance or acceptance of premarital sex over time, which has clear implications 
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concerning attitudes to cohabitation, but a practically unchanged level of disapproval 
of extramarital sex, which has remained high throughout (Duncan and Phillips 2008). 
This disjunction is important as it indicates a change in a particular attitude, rather 
than a general change in, or perhaps collapse of, moral attitudes, which would predict 
an increase in approval of, or indifference to, both types of behaviour.

Figure 1.15: Attitudes to premarital and extramarital sex, 1984–2006
Source: Duncan and Phillips (2008)

Further indication of changes in attitude towards cohabitation are identifiable in 
the responses to the question: “People who want children ought to get married”, 
which was included in the 1989 and 2000 versions of the survey. The agreement 
rate for the question dropped from 70 per cent in 1989 to 54 per cent in 2000. 
Further examination of the responses to this question shows generational divisions, 
specifically that tolerance decreases as age increases, but over time all age groups 
are less intolerant (see Figure 1.16).
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There are clear reductions in the numbers agreeing for each age group, although the 
numbers in the groups are quite low.

More recently, the 2006 British Social Attitudes Survey specifically examined whether 
cohabitation was perceived as equivalent to marriage (Duncan and Phillips 2008). 
The responses to the four questions used to examine this are presented in Table 1.5.

Figure 1.16: Agreement with the proposition: “People who want children 
ought to get married” by age, 1989 and 2000
Source: Barlow et al. (2001) 
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Table 1.5: The equivalence of unmarried cohabitation and marriage, 2006
Source: Duncan and Phillips (2008)

Response

Agree Neither Disagree

There is little difference socially between being 
married and living together 66 12 19

A wedding is more about a celebration than 
lifelong commitment 53 16 28

Living with a partner shows just as much 
commitment as getting married 48 13 35

Married couples make better parents than 
unmarried ones 28 28 40

There was a clear majority agreeing that there is little difference socially between 
marriage and cohabitation, and a majority expressing scepticism about the ‘traditional’ 
significance of marriage. Further, half of the respondents felt that cohabitation showed 
as much commitment as marriage. The greatest resistance to cohabitation – that is, 
those holding more traditional views concerning marriage – was found among those 
who were older, practised religion, were from a professional background or were 
married themselves.

Interestingly, an identifiable ‘knowledge gap’ exists concerning cohabitation: there is 
a widespread misapprehension that the simple act of cohabitation bestows similar or 
comparable legal rights on couples or common law spouses as marriage: 53 per cent 
of cohabiting couples wrongly believed that ‘common law marriage’ exists, and only 
39 per cent of people knew that it does not (Barlow et al. 2008).

The dilution of the perceived significance of marriage is mirrored by a current 
acceptance of divorce as a standard social practice. The 2006 British Social 
Attitudes Survey explored the different conditions under which divorce might be 
considered an acceptable option (see Table 1.6). Attitudes to divorce show not just 
an acknowledgement of its utility in extremis, as addressed by the first statement, but 
an almost equal approval of its pragmatic application – that is, divorce as a lifestyle 
choice, as addressed by the second statement: “Divorce can be a positive first step 
towards a new life” (Barlow et al. 2008).
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Table 1.6: The normality of divorce, 2006
Source: Barlow et al. (2008)

Response

Agree Neither Disagree

If either partner is at all violent, then divorce is 
the only option 64 18 14

Divorce can be a positive first step towards a 
new life 63 26 7

It is not divorce that harms children, but conflict 
between their parents 78 12 7

The third statement in Table 1.6 addresses the possible negative effects on children 
of divorce itself rather than a troubled relationship: the responses indicate that there 
is little support for the view that divorce is damaging; rather it is the context which 
results in divorce.

Nevertheless, the introduction of parenting issues reveals an interesting distinction 
in people’s attitudes. When presented with the statement: “It should be harder than it 
is now for couples with children under 16 to get divorced”, 30 per cent agreed and a 
further 26 per cent were undecided. Furthermore, in terms of responses to questions 
dealing with lone parenting, only 42 per cent agreed that lone parents are as good as 
two parents at bringing up children (Barlow et al. 2008).

The doubts concerning lone parenting are mirrored perhaps in more positive attitudes 
to two-parent but non-traditional family forms, such as ‘reconstituted’ families: families 
featuring step-parents and step-children. Of the respondents, 78 per cent thought 
that a family featuring a stepfather could bring up children under 12 just as well as 
families containing both biological parents (Barlow et al. 2008).

In summary, while it is not seen as irrelevant, marriage is perceived as a version of a 
union between co-residential couples, with cohabitation widely seen as its equivalent. 
Furthermore, ‘reconstituted’ family units, themselves often the outcome of prior failed 
marriages, are seen as equally valid environments in which to bring up children, 
perhaps being the consequence of a more generally tolerant attitude to divorce. 
However, each of these unions embodies the typically heterosexual, co-residential 
couple. These can be contrasted with further alternatives, particularly in terms of 
people’s attitudes, specifically towards individuals living alone, couples that ‘live apart 
together’ (LATs) and same-sex couples.
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Alternative family forms

Single-person households

About 6 per cent of adults aged 16 or over were in one-person households in 1971, 
but by 2007 this figure had risen to 12 per cent (ONS 2008b). While frequently 
associated with the elderly, solo living also owes its rise to an increased prevalence 
among those aged 25 to 44 years, precisely the age group most likely to be married 
and/or parents, within which age group the rise was from 2 per cent in 1971 to 12 per 
cent in 2005 (Roseneil 2006). In 2006, the British Social Attitudes Survey examined 
attitudes to solo living. The responses to the following two statements indicated that 
attitudes towards living alone were largely positive.

 You do not need a partner to be happy and fulfilled in life.

 People who choose to live alone just aren’t good at relationships with others.

Almost 70 per cent agreed with the first statement and 60 per cent disagreed with 
the second (Barlow et al. 2008).

Couples living apart 

A recently identified, if not recently occurring, social phenomenon involves those 
who are in a relationship but not co-residential. Haskey (2005) estimates that there 
are about 4 million individuals in great Britain who can be classified as belonging 
to LATs – that is, non-married and non-cohabiting individuals with partners. These 
individuals tend to be young (16 to 24) and living with their parents, LATs typically 
being the product of circumstance rather than choice. However, using British Social 
Attitudes Survey data, Barlow et al. (2008) found distinct approval of non-residential 
partnering: 54 per cent agreed that “A couple do not need to live together to have 
a strong relationship” and only 25 per cent disagreed, although attitudes were less 
positive when single living was presented as lone parenting.

Same-sex partnerships

The 2001 census found, throughout most of Britain, fewer than 0.3 per cent of co-
resident couples identified themselves as same sex, although this figure is likely to 
have been subject to underreporting because it was based on self-definition. The 
figure also excludes those in a relationship but living apart (Duncan and Smith 
2006). Until 2005, same-sex partnerships were entirely informal and so estimating 
their prevalence presents the same difficulties as estimating levels of cohabitation 
generally. However, civil partnerships were introduced in 2005; by the end of 2008 
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the ONS estimated that there had been a total of 33,956 (ONS 2009l). There is a 
fairly even split between the proportion of men and women forming civil partnerships: 
men made up 53 per cent in 2008, and 55 per cent in 2007. The total number of 
civil partnerships in the UK for 2008 was 7,169, a drop of 18 per cent from 2007. 
Approximately half of the current total of civil partnerships were formed in the first 
year that they were introduced. In 2008, 180 civil partnership dissolutions were 
granted (ONS 2009l).

Attitudes towards same-sex partnerships show a marked degree of tolerance or 
acceptance when the relationship is presented as between two consenting adults. 
Of the 2006 British Social Attitudes Survey respondents, 58 per cent agreed that 
“Civil partnerships should have the same rights as married couples”. Furthermore, 63 
per cent agreed with the statement “A same-sex couple can be just as committed to 
each other as a man and a woman”. However, much greater disapproval was apparent 
when a same-sex partnership was presented as primarily parental. Only 36 per cent 
agreed with the statement that “A lesbian couple are just as capable of being good 
parents as a man and a woman”, and only 31 per cent agreed that a male or gay 
couple are just as capable of being good parents (Duncan and Phillips 2008). The 
issue of dependent children and the kind of family that they are likely to be brought 
up in is the subject of the next section.

1.5 In what kind of family do dependent children live?
The changes in the rate of marriage, divorce and cohabitation have resulted in changes 
in the kind of environment in which children grow up. Of dependent children,5 92 per 
cent lived in a couple relationship in 1972; by 2008 this had dropped to 77 per cent. 
Much of this change can be explained in terms of the increase in lone parents. One 
in four dependent children lived in a lone-parent family in 2008, an increase from 1 in 
14 in 1972. These changes over time are depicted in Figure 1.17.

5 Dependent children are those living with their parent(s) and aged under 16 or up to 18 if in full-
time education, excluding all children who have a spouse, partner or child living in the household. 



FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITUTE34

FAMILY TRENDS

Figure 1.17: Dependent children by family type, UK, 1972–2008*
Source: ONS (2009m, 2009n)

* Years 1991, 2002 data taken at spring. These estimates are not seasonally adjusted and 
have not been adjusted to take account of the census 2001 results. Also excludes cases 
where the dependent child is a family unit: for example, a foster child.

More specifically, by 2008 64 per cent of children were living in families with married 
couples, 13 per cent with cohabiting couples and 23 per cent with a lone parent 
(ONS 2009n). Married couple families were generally larger than other family types, 
with an average of 1.8 children in 2006, compared with 1.6 in cohabiting couples, 1.7 
in lone-mother families and 1.4 in lone-father families. In the following section the 
result of divorce will be examined (ONS 2007). 

Lone parents and families after divorce or separation

Lone parenthood

Of all households, 11 per cent were comprised of a lone parent and their dependent 
children by the second quarter (April–June) of 2008; in 1971, this figure stood at  
4 per cent. Between 1997 and 2008 the proportion of dependent children living 
with lone mothers increased from 19 to 22 per cent. The proportion of those  
living with lone fathers has remained at around 2 per cent. (The issue of lone 
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fatherhood is considered separately in Chapter 3.) The prevalence of lone parents by 
ethnicity is shown in Figure 1.18.

Figure 1.18: Lone parents with dependent children by ethnicity, 2008*
Source: ONS (2009o)

* Dependent children aged under 16 or 16–18 if never married and are in full-time education.  
For further specification of ethnic groups, see ONS (2006, Appendix, part 1). For data collected 
in the second quarter and not seasonally adjusted, see ONS (2006, Appendix, part 4).

The economic consequences relating to ethnicity and lone parenthood are considered 
in the section below, ‘Families in poverty’. generally, 37 per cent of lone-parent families 
live in households below the poverty line: that is, with a combined income 60 per cent 
below the median income (Yeo 2007). These low income levels are partly the result 
of relatively high rates of unemployment among lone parents. During the period April–
June 2008 the employment rate for lone parents with dependent children stood at 
56.3 per cent: this was a fall of 0.5 per cent from a year earlier, but an increase of 3.4 
per cent from five years earlier (ONS 2008e).

Research cited earlier indicates that lone mothers are likely to fair worse on social 
and health indices than comparable individuals who are either married or cohabiting 
(Kiernan and Pickett 2006); furthermore, the children of lone parents are more likely 
to be disadvantaged in terms of lower educational attainment, and poorer labour 
market and health outcomes as young adults (Ermisch 2001).
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Step-families

Historical data concerning step-families, a family unit that by definition must include 
children, are severely limited. For example, information on step-families was not 
gathered by the national census until 2001. The results of that census indicated that 
there were 0.7 million step-families with dependent children living in households in 
the UK or 10 per cent of all families with dependent children, 0.4 million of which 
were married couple step-families and 0.3 million were cohabiting (ONS 2005b).

Typically, step-families tend to be larger and the children older than in other family 
forms. The 2001 census results indicated that 27 per cent of step-families had three 
or more children, compared with 18 per cent of non-step-families. Furthermore, 38 per 
cent of cohabiting couples with dependent children were step-families, as opposed 
to only 8 per cent of married couple families with dependent children. However, step-
families composed of married couples were more likely to have natural children in the 
family as well as step-children than cohabiting couple step-families: a figure of 57 per 
cent, as opposed to 35 per cent (ONS 2005b).

Questions concerning step-families have featured in the general Household Survey 
since 1991. Table 1.7 presents data from this survey, including the most recent 
available (McConnell and Wilson 2007).

Table 1.7: Step-families with dependent children,* Great Britain, 1991–2006
Source: McConnell and Wilson (2007); ONS (2004b)

Family type

Year

1991–
02

1996–
97

2000–
01

2001–
02 2006

Children from the woman’s 
previous marriage or cohabitation 86 84 88 83 84

Children from the man’s previous 
marriage or cohabitation 6 12 9 9 10

Children from both partners’ 
previous marriage or cohabitation 6 4 3 8 6

Lone parent with children from 
a former partner’s previous 
marriage 1 – – – –

* Family head aged 16 to 59.
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Table 1.7 indicates that the majority of children under 16 who were living in step-
families during the period under review had been born within their mothers’ previous 
relationship. The data indicate very little change, it always having been relatively 
uncommon for children to live either with their parents’ new partner’s children or with 
their biological father.

There is evidence that step-families are more stressful environments than first families 
(Pryor and Rodgers 2001). Feijten et al. (2009) found that step-parents and their 
partners are at greater risk of having poor mental health than their equivalents in first 
families. These risks are compounded if the step-parents constitute a couple who are 
step-parents to each other’s children. Using National Child Development Study data 
– a longitudinal dataset – Feijten et al. (2009) were able to explain this partly in terms 
of a prior disposition to poor mental health on the part of individuals who eventually 
became step-parents. This prior disposition was accounted for in terms of a greater 
proneness to behavioural problems at age 16. The authors surmise that the stresses 
peculiar to step-parenting have a particular effect on those who had behavioural 
problems in adolescence. Those step-parents who did not have such adolescent 
behavioural problems are only at greater risk of mental health problems if they are 
also the partner of a step-parent or are lone parents. Additionally, having non-resident 
children, being younger, not working or working part time and having an adolescent 
step-child in the household all added to the risk of mental health problems, although 
these also increased the risk for parents in non-step-families.

Children’s views of step-families

Dunn and Deater-Deckard (2001) found that children expressed a greater sense 
of closeness to birth parents than step-parents. Dunn and Deater-Deckard (2001) 
applied an innovative method, ‘four-field maps’, to elicit younger children’s (four- to 
seven- or eight-year-olds) perceptions of their families. The maps are concentric 
circles with the child placed at the centre: the child locates the rest of their family or 
acquaintances nearer or further away, depending on their sense of emotional distance. 
From a sample of 258 children, the results indicated that 57 per cent of children in 
stepfather families placed their stepfather in an outer circle (not emotionally close), 
compared to 29 per cent of children in two-parent non-step-families, and 38 per 
cent of children in stepmother families’ placements of their fathers. Children in step-
families were also less likely to group their current parents as being close to each 
other than children related to both parents. The results for older children aged eight 
years old and over who were interviewed were similar: furthermore, parental estimates 
of closeness were consistent with the children’s.
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However, serious issues such as conflict and hostility were not linked to family 
form. These tended to be subject to individual differences in terms of adjustment6 
problems, so children with poor relationships with their father or mother tended to 
have behavioural or psychological issues, such as aggression or anxiety.

Families in poverty

The material wealth of families is not distributed evenly, and this is clearly apparent 
with respect to ethnicity: Figure 1.19 indicates that there are clear differences in the 
proportion of each ethnic group in the lowest income group.

Figure 1.19: Percentage of those in the lowest income group by ethnicity of 
head of household, after housing costs,7 Great Britain, 2006–07*
Source: Department for Work and Pensions (2009a)

* Equivalised household disposable income after deduction of housing costs has been used 
to rank individuals into quintile groups.

6 Adjustment includes externalising or behavioural measures such as conduct disorder or aggression 
and internalising or psychological measures such as anxiety and depression. The instrument used 
in the study was the Child Behavior Checklist, cited by Dunn and Deater-Deckard (2001).

7 The different ‘Mixed’ ethnic groups have some things in common. The populations are generally 
young, the majority of people were born in the UK and many have one white parent.
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In analysing data from the government’s Households Below Average Income dataset, 
which is derived from the Family Resources Survey, Kenway and Palmer (2007) found 
that 32 per cent of couples from minority ethnic groups with children were identified 
as experiencing low income levels, compared with only 16 per cent of white British 
couples with children.

Kenway and Palmer (2007) argue that differences between ethnic groups’ poverty 
levels can be explained partially in terms of differences in household family and age 
structure and employment status. For example, lone parents and those of working 
age living alone are much more likely to experience low income levels and, across 
ethnic groups, the rate of lone parents experiencing low income levels is similar: 58 
per cent of lone parents from minority ethnic groups were identified as experiencing 
low income levels, compared to 46 per cent white British.

The detrimental economic effects associated with lone parents and those of working 
age who live alone are likely to be more pronounced for black African and Caribbean 
families, as they have a greater prevalence among black African and Caribbean 
households: 15 to 20 per cent of black African and Caribbean households are lone 
parents, and 25 to 30 per cent are of working age who live alone.

However, family structure does not explain the low income levels experienced by the 
Pakistani or Bangladeshi group. In the case of this group, the levels of lone parents 
and those of working age who live alone are similar to white British. However, the 
Pakistani or Bangladeshi group is quite distinct in terms of age structure: 40 per cent 
of Bangladeshis and 35 per cent of Pakistanis in the UK are children, and only 5 per 
cent are of pensionable age. This contrasts with white British, where 20 per cent are 
children and 20 per cent are of pensionable age. Yet despite these differences, age 
structure actually explains very little of the difference in income distribution. A more 
important factor is the high proportion of Pakistani or Bangladeshi households that 
are workless – approximately 30 to 35 per cent – which is double the rate for white 
British households. Moreover, Kenway and Palmer (2007) claim that differences in 
pay rates by ethnicity provide an additional explanatory factor concerning differences 
in income levels.
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Key statistics
These statistics are cited from independent research, ranging from small 
qualitative studies to large-scale representative surveys.

 The average age for women to have their first child increased from 23.7 
years to 27.5 years between 1971 and 2007.

 The number of babies born following in-vitro fertilisation (IVF) and Intra-
Cytoplasmic Sperm Injection (ICSI) treatment more than quadrupled between 
1992 and 2006.

 Mothers now spend more time with their children and are more involved in 
their education than three decades ago.

 Mothers’ employment has tripled since 1951.

 Many more mothers with higher qualifications work than mothers with lower 
qualifications. The employment gap between mothers with high educational 
qualifications and those with no educational qualifications rose from 13 per 
cent to 50 per cent between 1981 and 2008.

 The percentage increase in employment was largest for lone mothers at 
39 per cent, compared to 15 per cent for married and cohabiting mothers 
between 1992 and 2008.

 The employment rate of lone mothers drops sharply after the second 
child, while married and cohabiting mothers are more likely to drop out of 
employment after the third child.

 White mothers have had the greatest increase in employment rates compared 
to other ethnic groups since the 1980s.                                           c

Mothers, childcare and 
the work–life balance
Martina Klett-Davies and Eleni Skaliotis

2
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 Black mothers are more likely to be in full-time employment than other ethnic 
groups.

 The percentage of women managers has quadrupled since 1990.

 The gap between women’s and men’s pay reduced by a quarter between 
1994 and 2006, but remains an issue, particularly for part-time workers.

 The number of three- and four-year-olds in schools and school-based 
nurseries has tripled since 1970.

 grandparents were cited as the most common source of informal childcare 
by about one-third of working mothers in 2006.

 Of working mothers with children under five, 54 per cent chose formal 
childcare in 2006.

 Children are more likely to attend formal care settings if they have a parent 
in the top education, occupation and family income groups.

Introduction
Becoming a mother always has been a profound moment of personal change. This 
chapter looks at how the experience of motherhood has changed over time for 
working and non-working mothers. Over the last four decades family composition 
has altered considerably, with family living arrangements and personal relationships 
becoming more complex and varied. Chapter 1 highlighted that mothers are more 
likely to cohabit, separate or divorce. Besides the nuclear family – two parents living 
with their children – there are more lone mothers and ‘patchwork’ families with step-
parents and step-children due to divorce or remarriage. Although the general trend of 
marriage is declining, in 2006 52 per cent of men and 50 per cent of women were 
married in great Britain (Chapter 1).

Key changes

Since the 1970s, women’s lives have undergone major changes which have had an 
effect on the age at which women give birth, as well as the birth rate. The average 
age for women to have their first child in England and Wales was 23.7 years in 1971, 
26.1 years in 1997 and 27.5 years by 2007 (ONS 2009p). Three key contributing 
factors can be identified.
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First, the availability of the contraceptive pill since the mid-1960s and the legalisation 
of abortion enabled women to gain more control over their fertility so that, if they 
chose to do so, they could delay child-rearing and limit the number of children that 
they conceived (Barrett 2004). Deliberate planning of pregnancies has been the 
case especially for older mothers. According to the Millennium Cohort Study, 87 per 
cent of mothers aged 18 and under indicated that their pregnancy was a surprise, in 
comparison to only 23 per cent of mothers aged 31 and over, who were more likely 
to have planned it (Joshi 2008).

Second, the number of women participating in higher education increased dramatically, 
particularly from 1970 onwards. This was helped by the creation of the new universities 
of the 1960s, which offered innovative broad-based curricula that proved particularly 
attractive to women students (Dyhouse 2008). These more highly educated women 
tended to delay having their first child longer than the previous generation, or those 
without the same levels of education. One study found that in the early 1990s, the 
mean age at first birth among British mothers who were highly educated was five 
years older than that of mothers with low education. The authors suggest that mothers 
with higher qualifications are delaying childbirth due to increased participation in the 
labour force (gustaffon et al. 2002 cited by Sigle-Rushton 2008; Joshi 2008).

Third, a rising number of women were able to enter the labour market (Dyhouse 2008). 
Changes occurred in the workplace, the kinds of work available and conditions of 
employment. The government tried to make paid employment a more equal place for 
women and men through the Equal Pay Act 1970, the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 
and the abolition of the ‘married women’s option’ in 1975, which ended the unequal 
treatment of women in the social security system (Hantrais 1994; Sainsbury 1996).

Paid employment and the welfare state

During the last four decades, the British welfare state has transformed itself. While the 
post-war welfare state was designed on the assumption that men went out to work 
and women stayed at home, the welfare system in the UK – as in other European 
Union (EU) countries – has moved towards an ‘adult worker model’, where men and 
women expect, and are expected, to be paid workers (Lewis and giullari 2005). The 
UK social policy agenda of the Labour government considers the adult worker model 
as the best way out of poverty for mothers and their children.

In line with the UK policy context, European employment policy has promoted paid 
employment for mothers. The Lisbon Strategy set targets for increasing the employment 
rate of women to 60 per cent by 2010. By 2008, the UK had surpassed the target 
already, with 73 per cent of women without dependent children in employment, and 
68 per cent of mothers in employment. In comparison, there has been less change in 
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other European countries (European Trade Union Confederation 2006; ONS 2008f). 
For example, Italy and greece had female participation rates of 47 per cent and 49 
per cent respectively in 2008 (Eurostat 2009b).

Inequality

Smart (2007) has argued prominently that motherhood is the remaking of inequality 
and privilege, creating both gender divisions and inequalities that women without 
children do not experience to the same degree, and that impact particularly on those 
in circumstances of disadvantage. This chapter will investigate this thesis by drawing 
attention to the intersection of motherhood, gender, socio-economic background, 
education and age.

Hawkes (2008) gives supporting evidence from the Millennium Cohort Study that 
shows how motherhood perpetuates inequality. For example, children born to younger 
parents are more likely to be exposed to the disadvantages from their mothers’ 
background, which includes the disadvantages incurred by living in a more deprived 
area. Those who enter motherhood later are less likely to have experienced the 
separation of their own parents, have experienced life in care, have left school without 
educational qualifications or be from a minority ethnic group (Hawkes 2008).

Infertility

Arguably, the way that infertility has become treatable is another major trend in 
motherhood. Louise Brown, the first ‘test-tube baby’, was born in the UK in 1978, and 
now babies born following IVF or ICSI account for slightly more than 1.5 per cent of 
all babies born in the UK each year. About one in six couples are affected by infertility 
and the number of babies born following these two treatments more than quadrupled 
between 1992 and 2006 (Human Fertilisation Embryology Authority 2007).1 Two-
thirds of cycles are conducted privately, but at an average cost of about £2,000 per 
cycle, this is not an affordable option for all couples (Henderson 2008).

This chapter will address the following questions:

2.1 How is motherhood experienced?

2.2 Which mothers work?

2.3 What kinds of jobs do mothers have?

2.4 How many hours do mothers work and when do they work?

1 In this timeframe the number of IVF and ICSI babies increased from 3,113 to 12,589 in 
the UK.
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2.5 What are the reasons for mothers to move back into employment?

2.6 Have employment conditions improved?

2.7 What do mothers feel about their ability to balance work and family life?

2.8 What are mothers’ experiences of being a full-time mother?

2.9 What are the trends in childcare?

2.1 How is motherhood experienced?
There is a cultural assumption that women want to become mothers, and this shapes 
the experience of all women, whether they become mothers or remain childless 
(Phoenix et al. 1991). Even at the beginning of the 21st century, women continue to 
be defined in terms of their biological function, their ability to give birth. Motherhood is 
socially constructed as valued and important, particularly if it happens within the ‘right’ 
circumstances and age. Such powerful ideologies override individual experiences and 
fail to accommodate the diverse experiences of mothering. Academics have argued 
that through these social constructions, the old myth of motherhood perpetuates and 
retains its sacred aura (Miller 2005). By looking into the characteristics of women 
who remain childless and their reasons for not having children, we can gain insight 
into how women anticipate the experience of motherhood.

Childlessness

Despite the enduring cultural assumption that women want to become mothers, the 
proportion of childless women by the age of 35 has more than doubled (Berrington 
2004). One in 10 women born in 1945 remained childless, compared to around one 
in five born in 1960. National population projections estimate that this figure will 
increase to about 22 per cent of women born in 1990, although certain subgroups 
are likely to experience a sharper increase in childlessness (Berrington 2004).

We can distinguish between women who do not have children and are voluntarily 
childless (i.e. childless by choice), those who are involuntarily childless (due to infertility 
or lack of opportunity) and those who are a mixture of both. A qualitative study 
found that while many voluntarily childless women were involved with other children 
in their families, e.g. nieces and nephews, or were caring for their elderly parents, 
the respondents felt that it would be undesirable, difficult or impossible to make 
parenthood part of their own lives. The study also established that although highly 
qualified women are more likely to remain childless, careers were not a particular 
priority. Indeed, early retirement emerged as a popular goal among many of those 
interviewed (McAllister and Clarke 1998).
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A recent quantitative study found that cohabiting women were less likely than 
married women to become mothers. Also, compared to mothers, childless women 
were significantly more likely to be qualified to degree level or above (26.8 per cent 
and 19.2 per cent, respectively). In addition, childless women were more often in paid 
employment (up to 90 per cent) as well as employed in professional and managerial 
or technical occupations (Portanti and Whitworth 2009). This could indicate a new 
trend, with some childless women today prioritising their career over combining a 
career with being a mother.

Trends in the experience of motherhood

Motherhood is a complex experience that differs from individual to individual and is 
associated with a range of negative and positive aspects. What do we know about 
motherhood now, as an experience that makes it different from the experience of 
motherhood in previous decades?

Thomson et al. (2008) interviewed women who gave birth in the 1950s and 1970s. 
The mothers in the older cohort felt that motherhood then was taken for granted 
more and that they did not rely on experts as much as new mothers do now. These 
earlier cohort mothers also mentioned that they did not have as many material goods 
or choices in how to live their lives. They lamented the increased materialism of the 
2000s and the pressure on young mothers today to combine paid work with parenting 
young children.

Moreover, motherhood has become more ‘professionalised’ and more demands 
are placed on parents now. Motherhood has been claimed by ‘experts’ in terms 
of a response to children’s needs (Lawler 1999). For example, new mothers are 
encouraged by many authorities and experts to breastfeed on demand for as long as 
possible, and to submit their daily schedule to that of their newborns.

The explosion in parenting programmes – such as Supernanny, Nanny 911 and Wife 
Swap – combined with a bewildering array of books, magazines and gurus offering 
advice, suggests that parents are working harder than ever to become ‘professional’ 
parents who know more about what good child-rearing is. For some parents this 
means greater focus on both their children’s education and leisure time. For example, 
one British study found that in affluent two-children families, parents are coordinating 
an average of 8 to 10 extracurricular activities a week for their offspring (Bunting 
2004). Increasingly, parents are making time to spend with their children and often 
marriage is being transformed from being partnership-centred to being children-
centred (Nave-Herz 1992).



FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITUTE46

FAMILY TRENDS

2.2 Which mothers work?
While the employment rate of all women has increased over the last six decades, 
for mothers it has increased at a particularly high rate, more than tripling between 
1951 and 2008. In 1951 around one in six mothers were employed; in 2008, around 
four in six were employed (Joshi 1985, cited by Hansen et al. 2006; ONS 2008f).2 
Figure 2.1 shows that between 1951 and 1991 there was a fairly constant increase 
in mothers’ employment of approximately 11 per cent per decade. Only as the rate of 
mothers’ employment neared the rate of employment of women without dependent 
children did the increase in the rate of mothers’ employment slow down (ONS 2008f). 
In fact, during the 1990s, including the 1991–92 recession, mothers’ employment 
grew by only 2 per cent, while it grew by 4 per cent between 2001 and 2008 when 
Britain experienced an economic upturn.

Figure 2.1: Mothers’ employment rate, 1951–2008
Source: Census and Labour Force Survey, 1951–81. Census data from Joshi (1985, cited 
by Hansen et al. 2006); 1981 Labour Force Survey data from Harrop and Moss (1994); 
1991–2001 Labour Force Survey data from Twomey (2002); 2008 Labour Force Survey 
data from ONS (2008f)

While the average employment rate for all mothers has increased, there are certain 
groups of mothers that are more likely to be employed than others. In the 2000s, 
mothers are more likely to be employed if they:

2 Women with dependent children under 16 and children aged 16 to 18 who have never 
married and are in full-time education. Employment rates for men aged 16 to 64 and 
women aged 16–59.
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 are married or cohabiting mothers

 own a property

 have fewer children

 have older children

 have higher academic qualifications

 are white.

The following sections will explain the trends in more detail.

Marital status

In the late 1970s, the employment rates of married mothers and lone parents were 
broadly similar, at 52 per cent for lone parents and marginally higher for married 
mothers. However, while the employment rate for married mothers grew steadily from 
1984, so that by the mid-1990s it was broadly similar to women without dependent 
children, the employment rate of lone parents fell in the 1980s and then stagnated 
until the late 1990s, when it began to increase again (gregg and Harkness 2003).

Figure 2.2 illustrates the employment rate of married or cohabiting mothers and 
fathers, lone parents and working-age people without dependent children since 1992 
(data which looked separately at lone mothers and lone fathers were not available 
for this timespan). There has been great change in employment rates during this 
period, with the greatest increases among lone mothers. The percentage increase for 
working-age people without dependent children over the 16-year period was 3 per 
cent; the equivalent was 15 per cent for married or cohabiting mothers, and 39 per 
cent for lone mothers.

Married fathers were most likely to be in paid employment (91 per cent) in 2008. 
The next largest working group was married and cohabiting mothers, 72 per cent 
of whom were working in 2008. This means that employment rates for married and 
cohabiting mothers are now very close to the rates for working-age people who have 
no dependent children (74 per cent).

Despite rapid increases in the number of lone parents in employment, they are the 
least likely to be in paid employment (56 per cent). However, the gap between married 
or cohabiting mothers and lone mothers is narrowing, from 24 per cent in 1997 to 
15 per cent in 2008. The effect may stem from increased government pressure on 
lone parents to return to work. In addition to the policies mentioned earlier, the New 
Deal for lone parents, which was launched in 1997, introduced a range of measures 
to help mothers into work, including a guaranteed job interview for every lone parent 
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who was looking for and ready to start work, a childcare fund pilot as financial support 
for childcare, and an in-work emergency discretionary fund to help lone parents 
overcome any financial barriers which might prevent them from remaining in a new 
job (Department for Work and Pensions 2009b).

Figure 2.2: Employment by marital and parental status, 1992–2008
Source: Labour Force Survey (spring percentages). 1992–2006 data from ONS (2009q); 
2006–2008 data from ONS (2009r)

Housing tenure

Analysis of the seventh wave (2005) of the Family and Children’s Study has indicated 
that families were most likely to be in work if they owned their house or flat. Of all 
couple families, 80 per cent were owner-occupiers, with 79 per cent of mothers in 
couple families working. Only 32 per cent of lone parents were owner-occupiers, but 
among these mothers the employment rate was 91 per cent. Employment rates were 
greatly reduced for mothers in social housing. Of married or cohabiting mothers in 
social housing, 40 per cent worked, compared to 44 per cent of lone mothers living 
in social housing (Hales et al. 2007).
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Number of dependent children in family

Labour Force Survey statistics over the last three decades have shown consistently 
that as the number of children in a family increases, the employment rate of mothers 
decreases (Harrop and Moss 1994; Kent 2009; Walling 2005).3

Figure 2.3 illustrates the clear correlation between mothers’ employment and number 
of children for both married or cohabiting and lone mothers. Based on data from 
2007, the employment rate drops sharply with the third child for all mothers. For 
married or cohabiting mothers with two children, the employment rate was 73 per 
cent. It dropped to 58 per cent for mothers with three children and to only 40 per 
cent for mothers with four or more children. It is possible to see that the difference in 
employment rates for mothers was greatest between having three and four children 
for married or cohabiting mothers (58 per cent and 40 per cent respectively), and two 
and three children for lone mothers (54 per cent and 37 per cent respectively).

Figure 2.3: Mothers’ employment by marital status and number of children, 2007
Source: Labour Force Survey (Kent 2009)

3 Analysis of the Labour Force Survey from 1981, 1989, 2004 and 2007.

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0
One child Two children Three children Four + children

Married/cohabiting mothers

Lone mothers



FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITUTE50

FAMILY TRENDS

The biggest differences were seen between those with one child and those with what 
is now considered to be a large family of four or more children, especially in families 
headed by a lone parent. For example, in 2007, almost twice as many couple mothers 
with one child were employed as couple mothers with at least four children (77 per 
cent and 40 per cent respectively). The corresponding percentages for lone mothers 
were 62 per cent and 23 per cent.

Age of dependent children in family

Figure 2.4 illustrates that the employment rate for mothers with children of all ages 
has increased over time. Mothers with a child aged under five consistently have the 
lowest rates of employment, particularly lone mothers (35 per cent, compared to 63 
per cent of couple mothers in 2008). In fact, lone mothers with children under the 
age of five are the least likely to be in paid employment. The largest employment gap 
between couple and lone mothers according to the age group of their youngest child 
is for mothers with children under five. These mothers may choose to be with their 
children or find it difficult to be the only earner in the household, and to command 
a high enough wage to pay for flexible childcare. Only when lone mothers’ children 
reach compulsory school age does their employment rate increase markedly. For 
example, in 2008 the difference between lone and couple mothers’ employment with 
children under five was 28 per cent, whereas the difference between lone and couple 
mothers’ employment with children aged 11 to 18 was 11 per cent.

As Figure 2.4 demonstrates, as the age of the youngest child increases, the difference 
in rates between lone mothers and partnered mothers decreases, so that for mothers 
whose youngest dependent child is aged 16 to 18, 76 per cent of lone mothers 
worked in 2008, only 6 per cent lower than for mothers with a partner (82 per cent).

Since the mid-1990s, the biggest increase in employment has been seen for lone 
mothers with children under 11, particularly aged five to 10 years. The employment 
rate for partnered mothers with children under five has seen the most significant 
increase, while it has plateaued for partnered mothers with older children.
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Figure 2.4: Rate of women’s employment by age of youngest child, 1996–2008*
Source: Labour Force Survey. 1996–2004 data from Walling (2005); 2008 data from ONS 
(2008g)
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* Figures in 2008 are for children aged 11 to 15 and not 11 to 18 years. The employment 
rate of mothers with children aged 16 to 18 in full-time education was 82 per cent for 
couple mothers and 76 per cent for lone mothers.

Kent (2009) asserts that data on age of the youngest child are linked to data on the 
number of dependent children, as the more children mothers have, the more likely it 
will be that one is in the youngest group.

Mothers’ qualifications

As mentioned previously, mothers with higher educational qualifications tend to have a 
higher employment rate than other mothers. Analysis of Labour Force Survey statistics 
between 1981 and 1994 has indicated that not only did the employment rate vary by 
qualifications, but also that the increase in the employment rate over the period was 
largest for the most educated mothers (Brannen et al. 1997; Harrop and Moss 1994). 
For example, between 1981 and 1989 the employment rate for mothers with higher 
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education or degrees increased by 21 per cent to 78 per cent. On the other hand, the 
employment rate for mothers without any qualifications increased by only 5 per cent 
to 49 per cent (Table 2.1). In other words, the increase in the employment rate during 
the 1980s was four times larger for mothers with higher qualifications.

Table 2.1: Mothers’ employment by highest qualification, 1981–2008*
Source: Labour Force Survey. 1980s data from Harrop and Moss (1994); 1993 data from 
Sly (1994)4

1981 1989 1993 1997 2001 2008

Degree or equivalent
57 78 79

80 82 83

Higher education 84 83 82

gCE A Level or equivalent 43 59

59

67 72 75

gCSE grades A–C or 
equivalent

45 59 65 69 69

Other qualifications 44 54 59 60 55

No qualification 44 49 42 42 41 33

* Figures given in percentages.

On the one hand, the employment rate of mothers with the highest qualifications 
continued to rise in the 1990s to 83 per cent in 2008, while the employment rate of 
mothers with no qualifications decreased by 25 per cent between 1981 and 2008 
to 33 per cent. On the other hand, the employment rate for mothers with higher 
qualifications or a degree increased by approximately 26 per cent over the same time 
period. Thus, the employment rate gap between mothers with higher education and 
mothers with no qualifications has increased from 13 per cent to an incredible 50 per 
cent in the last 17 years.

Alongside an increasing demand for highly skilled employees, women are now more 
likely to gain higher educational qualifications. Between 1970–71 and 2006–07 the 
proportion of female higher education students increased from 33 per cent to 57 per 
cent, and there has been a higher proportion of female higher education students 
than males each year since 1995–96 (ONS 2009p). The Leitch Review of Skills 
(HM Treasury 2005), reported that the proportion of employment requiring at least a 
Level 4 qualification (degree) rose from 23 per cent to 30 per cent between 1994 

4 Data for 1997–2008 obtained via personal communication with ONS Household, Labour 
Market and Social Well-being Division, 23 June 2009.
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and 2004, and the proportion of employment requiring no qualifications fell from 
approximately 18 per cent to 11 per cent over the same 10-year period. The Leitch 
Review analysis suggests that by 2020, 42 per cent of jobs will be filled by those with 
at least a Level 4 qualification, and potentially only 2 per cent of jobs will be filled by 
those with no qualifications (HM Treasury 2005).

Interestingly, in 2007, lone mothers with a degree were slightly more likely to be 
in employment than couple mothers with a degree. Kent (2009) reports Annual 
Population Survey data from 2007, which showed that 83 per cent of lone mothers 
with a degree were in employment, compared to 81 per cent of couple mothers. 
Annual Population Survey data has shown that the gap between mothers with the 
highest and lowest education levels has risen to 43 per cent for couple mothers and 
57 per cent for lone mothers in 2007, compared to Labour Force Survey data in 1981 
that showed a difference of 13 per cent for all mothers.

Mothers’ ethnicity

In 1981, Harrop and Moss (1994) reported that black African and Caribbean mothers 
had the highest employment rate at 56 per cent, compared to 47 per cent of white 
mothers and 31 per cent of South-Asian mothers. However, eight years later the rate 
of employment had grown for white and South-Asian mothers, but contracted by 2 
per cent for black mothers.

Figure 2.5 illustrates the data spanning 30 years from the Labour Force Survey. 
After a slight contraction in the employment rate for black mothers in the 1980s, the 
employment rate increased to 59 per cent in 2008. White mothers saw the biggest 
increase in employment of 24 per cent to 71 per cent in 2008. Asian (all Asian and 
South-Asian) mothers saw a modest increase of 7 per cent over the period to 38 per 
cent in 2008.
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Figure 2.5: Mothers’ employment by ethnicity, 1981–2008*
Source: Labour Force Survey; 1980s data from Harrop and Moss (1994)5

* In 1981 and 1989 the Labour Force Survey defined black people of African and Caribbean 
descent and Asian people of Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi descent.

Over the same period, the percentage of employed white mothers working full time 
has increased from 34 per cent to 43 per cent (Figure 2.6). However, as Figure 2.6 
clearly illustrates, the majority of employed black mothers work full time and always 
have done so (73 per cent in 1981 and 69 per cent in 2008). In 2008, employed 
black mothers were more than 1.5 times more likely to be working full time than 
employed white mothers. Employed Asian mothers are now less likely to be working 
full time than two decades ago (77 per cent in 1981 and 55 per cent in 2008).6

5 Data for 2000s obtained via personal communication with ONS Household, Labour 
Market and Social Well-being Division, 16 June 2009.

6 Small sample sizes for ‘Mixed race’ and ‘Other including Chinese’ prevented reliable 
estimates for detailed analysis on full-time employment. Data were unavailable for these 
groups in 1981 and 1989.
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Figure 2.6: Percentage of employed mothers working full time by ethnicity, 
1981–2008*
Source: Labour Force Survey; 1980s data from Harrop and Moss (1994)7 

* In 1981 and 1989 the Labour Force Survey defined black people of African and Caribbean 
descent and South Asian people of Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi descent.

Dale et al. (2008) pooled data from the Quarterly Labour Force Survey to form an 
early time cohort (1992–96) and a later cohort (2001–05), in order to investigate 
the economic activity of different ethnic groups. They also found major differences 
between ethnic groups over the life stages.

Black Caribbean women had higher rates of economic activity across the lifecourse 
than white women, and were more likely to remain economically active when they had 
children. It is argued that “in a culture where paid work is the ‘norm’ we see only limited 
reduction in activity for black mothers with the presence of children and across levels 
of qualification” (Dale et al. 2008, p.92). A 2003 study carried out by One Parent 
Families (cited in Barrett 2004) suggested that black lone mothers emphasised the 

7 Data for 2000s obtained via personal communication with ONS Household, Labour 
Market and Social Well-being Division, 16 June 2009.
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importance of providing good, strong maternal role models for their children, and in 
particular saw employment as the best way to provide for their children.

Levels of economic activity among Pakistani and Bangladeshi women fell substantially 
once they had a partner, and again when they had children (Lindley and Dale 2004). 
The findings of the Labour Force Survey “provide strong support for the ideal of 
children and maternal care of children among Pakistani and Bangladeshi mothers” 
(Dale et al. 2008, p.93). Since the Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities tend to 
be among the most recent immigrants, Lindley and Dale (2004) suggest that as 
this community evolves, these patterns may be expected to change. In fact, among 
younger and highly qualified women there is evidence of change, with a delay in 
marriage and childbearing (Dale et al. 2008).

In summary, qualifications and dependent children have an effect on women’s 
employment for all groups, but have the largest effect for Pakistani and Bangladeshi 
women, and the smallest for black Caribbean women (Dale et al. 2008).

2.3 What kinds of jobs do mothers have?
It is not always easy to obtain information about the exact nature of work undertaken 
by mothers, as data are collected and presented often on the basis of gender rather 
than parental status. Therefore, while information is available about the kind of work 
undertaken by women compared to men (Table 2.2), more precise details about the 
kinds of jobs that parents take on compared to non-parents are not currently available.

The Labour Force Survey offers us information from 1978 on the sectors in which 
men and women are employed. In 1978, the three key sectors that women worked in 
were education, health and public administration; distribution, hotels and restaurants; 
and manufacturing. Manufacturing has been in decline since the late 1970s; instead, 
the financial and business sector has grown rapidly in the last three decades and 
has become the third largest industry to employ women. Education, health and public 
administration has remained the sector which employs the most women, with almost 
two-fifths of women working in this sector in 2008. Very few women work in energy 
and water supply, agriculture, construction and transport and communication.

In addition, the decline of the manufacturing industry and growth of financial services 
has had an impact on male employment choices in the last 30 years. Thus, while there 
has been a slight decline in women working in distribution, hotels and restaurants, 
there has been an increase in men working in this industry during this time period.
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Table 2.2: Employee jobs by gender and industry, UK, 1978–2008*
Source: ONS (2009s),8 seasonally adjusted

 Females Males

 1978 1988 1998 2008 1978 1988 1998 2008

Education, 
health and public 
administration 32 34 34 38 13 15 13 14

Distribution, 
hotels and 
restaurants 26 26 26 24 16 18 20 21

Manufacturing 20 14 10 5 31 23 21 14

Finance and 
business services 11 15 18 20 10 14 18 22

Other services 6 7 6 7 3 4 5 6

Transport and 
communication 2 2 3 3 9 9 8 8

Construction 1 2 2 2 11 12 10 12

Agriculture and 
fishing 1 1 1 1 3 3 3 2

Mining, electricity, 
gas and water 1 1 0 0 4 2 1 1

All employee jobs 
(in millions) 10.8 12.4 13.5 14.8 16.1 15.6 15.3 16.9

* Figures given as a percentage.

Moreover, the difference in men’s and women’s occupation choices is reflected in 
their higher education choices. In 2006, new entrant females dominated the social 
sciences, business and law category and education and the health and welfare 
category, while new entrant males heavily dominated the engineering, manufacturing 
and construction category and the science category (Higher Education Authority 
2008).

8 Data for 2000s obtained via personal communication with ONS Household, Labour 
Market and Social Well-being Division, 16 June 2009.
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Occupational status

Dex et al. (2006) used two data sources, the Women and Employment Survey and 
National Childhood Development Survey, to examine how women’s occupational status 
and mobility have changed between 1980 and 2000. Their analysis showed that 
downward occupational mobility after the birth of a first child has declined, compared 
to earlier generations in the Women and Employment Survey: that is, women are now 
less likely to return to lower status jobs after their first child is born. However, Dex et 
al. (2008) found that downward occupational mobility varied by occupation, and was 
higher for mothers who had a longer duration out of employment after having children 
and for those who returned to a part-time job.

The Chartered Management Institute (2009) reported a steep increase in women 
managers over a 12-year period from its survey of more than 22,000 managers. In 
1990, 8 per cent of managers were women, compared to 29 per cent in 2002. Data 
from the Labour Force Survey indicated a slightly higher rate of 32 per cent female 
managers in 2002, and has shown that the proportion of women as managers has 
increased fairly slowly since, to 34.5 per cent in 2008 (Figure 2.7).

Figure 2.7: Proportion of female managers, UK, 1990–08
Source: 1990–2002 data from Chartered Management Institute (2009), 2002–08 data 
from ONS (2009t), spring quarter, not seasonally adjusted
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Full-time working mothers are more likely to have higher status jobs than part-time 
working mothers. In 1981, only 3 per cent of part-time working mothers indicated 
they had a high-status professional or managerial job, compared to 11 per cent of 
mothers working full time (Harrop and Moss 1994). In the following eight years, the 
percentage of working mothers in managerial or professional positions nearly doubled 
to 5.5 per cent for part-time working mothers and 21 per cent for full-time working 
mothers.
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2.4 How many hours do mothers work and when do they 
work?

The full-time breadwinner and female part-time worker have become the most 
common arrangements in the UK (Lewis et al. 2008). Couple mothers are most likely 
to work part time (41 per cent), compared to 31 per cent working full time (Table 2.3). 
However, lone mothers are split fairly evenly between part-time and full-time work – 
27 per cent and 28 per cent respectively. Since 1996, it has been clear that the rise 
in mothers’ employment stems from an increase in couple mothers working full time 
and lone mothers entering full- and part-time employment.

Table 2.3: Full-time and part-time employment for mothers, 1996–2008*
Source: Labour Force Survey. Walling (2005) for 1996–2004; ONS (2008g) for 2008 from 
second quarter

Full time Part time

Married or 
cohabiting 
mothers

Lone mothers*
Married or 
cohabiting 
mothers

Lone mothers*

1996 25 22 42 22

2000 28 25 42 26

2004 28 28 42 26

2008 31 27 41 28

* Figures given as a percentage. Data for 1996–2004 is for all lone parents, including 
fathers.

The percentage of UK residents working more than a 48-hour week decreased from 
22 per cent in 1999 to 18 per cent in 2008 (ONS 2000, 2009p). A representative 
survey found that 30 per cent of fathers and 6 per cent of mothers work more than the 
48-hour week, above the limit of the Working Time Directive: 12 per cent of fathers and 
3 per cent of mothers work more than 60 hours a week (La Valle et al. 2002).

When do mothers work?

The pattern of work varies greatly among employed parents. While professional parents 
are more likely to work long hours, parents who regularly work at weekends are more 
likely to have no qualifications and be on a lower income (Barnes and Bryson 2004; 
Brannen et al. 1997; Lyonette and Clark 2009). La Valle et al.’s (2002) survey found 
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that more than one-half of mothers and four-fifths of fathers frequently worked at 
atypical times of day, outside nine to five. In addition, one-quarter of mothers and just 
under one-third of fathers worked once a month or more on Sundays. Couple parents 
where at least one of the parents reported frequently working atypical hours were 
dissatisfied with the amount of time that they or their partner spent with their children 
(24 per cent and 33 per cent respectively). However, some families, particularly two-
parent families, viewed atypical work as beneficial, as it enables parents to spend more 
time with their children and enjoy more time for themselves, as well as decreasing their 
reliance on formal childcare. However, it is a consequence of both parents frequently 
working atypical hours that many report being dissatisfied with their time spent as a 
couple (41 per cent).

Recent research by the Relationships Foundation finds that parents working atypical 
hours are more vulnerable to psychological distress and lower self-esteem, which can 
have an impact on children. In particular, Sunday working appears to affect time spent 
with children more than other atypical work. Finally, parental satisfaction regarding 
time spent with children is lower for parents working atypical hours than it is for 
parents working standard hours, even when those working hours are relatively low 
(Lyonette and Clark 2009).

2.5  What are the reasons for mothers to move back into 
employment?

This section will discuss how mothers negotiate the relationship between motherhood 
and paid work. One often-cited reason for moving back into paid work is economic 
necessity: this may mean being able to pay the household bills and the mortgage, 
or being able to afford holidays and little extras (Thomson et al. 2008). For Dex 
(2003a), women’s increased participation in the labour force is viewed very much as 
a consequence of the decline in men’s wages and the growing insecurity of men’s 
earnings throughout the 1990s, which has affected not only traditional male sector 
occupations such as manufacturing, but also professional and managerial positions.

Preferences

Hakim (2000) distinguishes between types of mothers and their attitudinal preferences 
to paid work: there is the full-time work-oriented mother, the stay-at-home-oriented 
mother and the part-time work-oriented mother. Kan (2007) responded to Hakim’s 
‘preference theory’ by using work–life history data from the British Household Panel 
Survey (1991–2001), in order to examine the work trajectories of married or cohabiting 
women. The author found both supportive and opposing evidence for Hakim’s theory. 
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In support of Hakim’s argument, Kan (2007) found that women with work-centred 
attitudes were more likely to engage in full-time work over a long period, and the 
presence of dependent children for these mothers was less of an influence on the 
likelihood of full-time work. However, contrary to Hakim’s theory, Kan (2007) found 
that gender role preference can be changed according to employment experience 
and may not remain fixed over time.

McRae (2003) has critiqued Hakim’s preference theory by conceptualising two 
kinds of constraint that women are facing in their balance of employment and family. 
Normative constraints include women’s own identities as well as gender relations 
in the family, while structural constraints encompass job availability and the cost 
and availability of childcare. Social class is a key underlying factor, which explains 
why some women have greater choices and can overcome constraints more easily 
(McRae 2003).

Duncan (2005) interviewed 50 mothers and also found class-based differences. 
However, the divisions are more subtle social identities rather than just structural 
divisions between working-class and middle-class mothers. Most strikingly, the 
suburban middle-class wives in the sample showed a strong primarily mother identity 
and had almost identical understandings as those of the poor ‘peripheral’ working-
class group, despite huge class differences in income, status, education and housing. 
Therefore, Duncan (2005) suggests that mothers’ situations are down to neither 
purely preference nor structural constraints. Instead, the reasons for how mothers 
combine caring and employment are socially and culturally created. More precisely, 
negotiations are influenced by their social context, such as their own biographical 
experience, relationships with their partner, neighbourhood and friends, and family 
history and background. In this way they become ‘social moralities’ (Duncan 2005).

However, economic necessity – or at least mothers’ perception of necessity – cannot 
be sidelined, and the time at which women return to work or take up work has been 
changing over the last three decades. For example, in 1996 two-thirds of mothers 
were taking up or returning to work within a year of their child’s birth, compared to 
only one-quarter in 1979 (Callender et al. 1997). In 2005, a nationally representative 
survey of more than 2,500 mothers found that nearly half of mothers took exactly 
six months’ paid maternity leave, and a further 14 per cent took their full 52-week 
entitlement. The duration of maternity pay was the single most important factor 
explaining the duration of maternity leave (Smeaton and Marsh 2006).

Hence, economic factors must be a larger part of ‘social moralities’ than the credit 
which Duncan (2005) gives them. Additionally, the economic recession which began 
in 2008 is having an effect. A recent Yougov survey of 1,148 adults revealed that 70 
per cent of mothers were re-entering the job market earlier than originally intended 
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because of money concerns, such as a shortfall in the family budget and fears about 
household income (Pykett 2009) (see Chapter 5 for the impact of recession on 
families).

Choosing part-time employment

A recent British study asked more directly why mothers were either not in paid 
employment, or were in ‘mini-jobs’ for fewer than 16 hours a week. The predominant 
answer given was that the mother wanted to spend time with her child (or children), 
and it was felt to be the right decision for the sake of the child (or children). This was 
mentioned by 54 per cent of couple mothers doing mini-jobs and 53 per cent of those 
not working at all (Hales et al. 2007). Lone mothers also felt that their child’s need for 
their mother’s presence was still the dominant barrier to work, but were slightly less 
likely to mention it (40 per cent of those working in mini-jobs or not working at all). 
Among those not working at all, three of the main constraints were the same as those 
cited by non-working couple mothers: their own illness (17 per cent), a child’s illness 
(7 per cent) and the cost of childcare (14 per cent) (Hales et al. 2007).

For many mothers the preferred employment option is part-time working. According 
to the Labour Force Survey in 2004, the reasons given most frequently by women 
for working part time relate to their family or domestic situation (Equal Opportunities 
Commission 2005c). In total, 53 per cent of female part-time employees said that 
they wanted to spend more time with their family, had domestic commitments which 
prevented them from working full time, or felt that there were insufficient childcare 
facilities available. By contrast, only 6 per cent of male part-time employees stated 
that their reason for working part time related to their family or domestic situation. 
Instead, the most common response, accounting for 40 per cent of male part-time 
employees, was that they worked part time because they were a student or at school. 
Although more than four-fifths (81 per cent) of part-time employees were women, 
almost all (97 per cent) of those citing family or domestic reasons were women.

Motivations for being in paid employment

Survey results have suggested that women differ in their motivations for paid 
employment. Hinds and Jarvis (2000) found that women were more likely to say 
that their main reason for working was related to social or personal preference (e.g. 
to earn money of their own, to earn money to buy extras, for the company of other 
people, for a change from their children or housework). In this study, almost one-third 
of women (30 per cent) gave these kinds of reasons as their main ones for working, 
as opposed to only 8 per cent of men.
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According to the British Social Attitudes Survey, working women and men have 
different main motivations to be in paid employment (Figure 2.8). While the majority 
of men report working for basic essentials (59 per cent in 2007), women were split 
fairly evenly between working for basic essentials and working for social or personal 
preference, with a slight divergence in 1984 and 2007. Figure 2.8 indicates that there 
is no clear upward or downward trend over time for women, although there is a slight 
downward trend for the percentage of men who say that their main motivation to work 
is to earn money for basic essentials. This is likely to reflect the increase of women 
working in recent years.

Figure 2.8: Main motivation for working, 1984–2007*
Source: British Social Attitudes Information System (2009)

* Social/personal preference includes: to earn money to buy extras, to earn money of my 
own, for the company of other people, I enjoy working, to follow my career, for a change from 
my children or housework.

2.6 Have employment conditions improved?
Since the 1970s, a number of developments have taken place which have been 
designed to improve employment conditions for men and women in the UK. These 
include changes in conditions of pay, length of working hours, the availability of 
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parental and maternity leave entitlements and the right to request flexible working. 
Clearly, working mothers have benefited from some of these policies, although they 
remain disadvantaged in the labour market.

As the number of women in paid employment is increasing, they can become financially 
independent in the workplace and are no longer assumed to be economically 
dependent on a male breadwinner (Klett-Davies 2007).

The right to request flexible working

The British welfare state has been very active in supporting women’s employment. 
The right to request flexible working was introduced in 2003 for working parents 
with children aged up to six and the right was extended to include working parents 
with children aged up to 16 in 2009. The Women and Work Commission (2009) 
estimates that 10.5 million people can now make this request. It reports research by 
the Chartered Institute of Personnel Development showing that businesses that use 
flexible working successfully are at a recruitment advantage, due to factors such as 
higher employee retention.

However, the right to flexible working does not translate automatically into the uptake 
of this law. An online survey found that some parents were unaware of the right to ask 
for flexible working (20 per cent) (government Equalities Office 2009). Two-thirds 
of parents (66 per cent) expressed some concern about making a request to work 
flexibly to their current employer, and that this concern might prevent them from doing 
so. Around one-third (32 per cent) thought that if they made such a request, it might 
mark them out as being uncommitted to their job, and slightly fewer than one-quarter 
(23 per cent) thought that such a request might affect their promotion prospects 
(government Equalities Office 2009). This is despite the fact that slightly more than 
half (51 per cent) of working parents feel that their relationship with their children 
would improve if they could work flexibly. Mothers who work full time are more likely 
than fathers who work full time to agree that their job prevents them from spending 
the amount of time that they would like to spend with their children (72 per cent and 
59 per cent respectively) (government Equalities Office 2009).

One rare study which consulted children who had lone working mothers found that 
many younger children wanted to have more time with their mothers. They wanted 
their mothers to be in employment, but only to work during school hours and term time 
(Miller and Ridge 2008).

The right to request flexible working has not promoted equality. In practice, even for 
those who qualify to apply for flexible work arrangements, their ability to achieve the 
flexibility that they want rests on their bargaining power (Dean 2008). Those with the 
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skills to negotiate the working patterns that suit their lives outside of work are likely 
to be those who have the most desirable skills for employers – that is, they are more 
likely to be highly skilled professionals in higher paid occupations.

It is also significant that notions of flexible working are highly gendered. Fewer men 
than women make requests to work flexibly, fewer have their requests granted, and 
fewer who take their cases to tribunals are successful (Working Families 2006). A 
report from the Equal Opportunities Commission (2005a) found that fewer fathers 
than mothers are aware that they have a right to ask for flexible working. A working 
culture that contains an implicit notion that flexible working is aimed primarily at women 
with caring responsibilities will only reinforce the expectation that it is women who 
should take on caring roles. It also reinforces that it is women’s career opportunities 
that are curtailed and their pension contributions that are disrupted (Lewis, gambles 
and Rapoport 2007). Social policies might encourage fathers to take parental leave, 
and managers are often sympathetic to this in principle, but workplace strategies to 
facilitate and encourage men actually to take leave can be lacking (Lewis, gambles 
and Rapoport 2007).

The homecare allowance of paying parents to stay at home with their young children 
has been put forward as a possible policy initiative by the Conservative Party (Hall 
2004). However, evidence from other countries such as Finland and germany shows 
that cash payments in the form of parental leave promotes female labour market exit, 
rather than leading to the reallocation of domestic labour and childcare towards men 
(Lewis and giullari 2005; Klett-Davies 2007).

Maternity leave

Maternity leave entitlements have greatly improved over time. As mentioned previously, 
British women can take up to 52 weeks’ maternity leave, with statutory maternity pay 
for up to 39 weeks. If entitled, a woman can receive 90 per cent of her average weekly 
earnings for the first six weeks, then up to £117.18 per week for the remaining 33 
weeks. The last 13 weeks, if taken, are unpaid. Many employers’ provisions go beyond 
the statutory minimum, providing either more pay or extra-statutory maternity leave. 
On top of maternity and paternity leave, each parent is entitled to 13 weeks’ unpaid 
leave per child up to their fifth birthday, with a maximum of four weeks’ leave to be 
taken in any one calendar year (O’Brien and Moss 2008).

Of the 21 European countries compared in Moss and Korintus’s (2008, cited by 
James and Henricson 2009) international review of leave policies, the UK is the only 
country providing fewer than two months of earnings-related leave. However, many 
countries such as Ireland have ceilings on earnings-related payments, and therefore 
these ceilings should be taken into account when making comparisons.
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Most countries allow leave to be taken by mothers or fathers after the first few 
months. The UK and Hungary currently reserve the first year of leave for mothers, 
although the UK is intending to make the second six months of maternity leave 
transferable to fathers (James and Henricson 2009). In addition, there is a goal of 
extending maternity pay to one year by 2010 (Department for Business Enterprise 
and Regulatory Reform 2009).

Gender pay gap

The gender pay gap has been narrowing in the last 30 years, partly due to an increase 
in women’s educational qualifications and partly due to legislation, although it has not 
been eliminated yet. The Equal Pay Act was introduced in 1970 and implemented 
in 1975, and in 2004 the prime minister set up the Women and Work Commission 
(Yeandle 2006). In addition, the Equalities Bill 2009 will require businesses with more 
than 250 employees to report information on the differences in pay between male 
and female employees (Women and Work Commission 2009).

The TUC (2008) has highlighted two key reasons why action should be taken on 
gender pay gaps besides their injustice: first, there are links between women’s low 
pay and poverty (both adult and child); second, undervaluing women’s work leads to 
economic inefficiency. It is estimated that the underutilisation of women’s skills costs 
the economy £11 billion a year.

Historically, the gender pay gap has been less for full-time workers and has narrowed 
more than for part-timers over the last three decades (Table 2.4). The percentage 
change in the gender pay gap was 41 per cent for full-time workers and 14 per cent for 
part-time workers between 1975 and 2007, despite part-time workers experiencing 
a larger gap. For full-time workers the actual gap decreased from 29 per cent to 17 
per cent. In contrast, part-time workers’ pay gap decreased slightly from 42 per cent 
to 36 per cent over the same time period.

Table 2.4: Mean gender pay gap in per cent, 1975–2007
Source: New Earnings Survey and Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings; 1975 data taken 
from Department of Employment (1975, cited by Equal Opportunities Commission, 2005b); 
1997 and 2008 data from TUC (2008) using the Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings

1975 1997 2007
Percentage 

change

Full-time workers 29 21 17 -41

Part-time workers 42 42 36 -14
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Analysis using the New Earnings Survey has shown that when comparing the hourly 
earnings of men and women, the gender pay gap becomes visible at a later age. 
While in 1975 the gap was visible at 18 years, in 2006 it was visible at 34 years 
(ONS 2009p). This could be explained by the increase in women’s qualifications and 
delayed childbearing.

The gender pay gap peaks for adults in their forties for both full- and part-time workers, 
and is higher in the southern regions of the UK (Leaker 2008; TUC 2008). The 
gap varies with people’s circumstances, such as the number of dependent children, 
company size and type of occupation and company (Leaker 2008; TUC 2008; 
Yeandle 2006). For example, the Women and Work Commission (2009) reported 
a gender pay gap of 11 per cent in the public sector and 20 per cent in the private 
sector. The gap also varies with educational level, although it still exists for those who 
are the most educated (Yeandle 2006).

The underlying causes of the gender pay gap include undervaluation of women’s 
work – a persistent employment penalty for mothers through lower wages and 
discriminatory treatment in the workplace (TUC 2008). According to a recent analysis 
of ONS data, full-time working mothers with two children earn about 22 per cent less 
than their male colleagues with two children. Women without dependent children 
earn 9 per cent less than men on average (Woodroffe 2009). The Women and Work 
Commission (2009) also reported research by the Equalities Review, which found 
that employment penalties were greatest for lone mothers with a child under 11 
years, and partnered women with children under 11 years.

In addition, women’s employment continues to be concentrated in poorly paid sectors. 
Bellamy and Rake (2005) found a low value associated with the occupations that 
women hold because the skills are seen as natural rather than acquired, due to 
women traditionally doing the jobs on an unpaid basis in the home. The jobs are often 
flexible and local and fit in with caring responsibilities.

EU comparisons of the gender pay gap in 1994 and 2006 demonstrated that the UK 
had the highest gap in 1994 of 28 per cent, and the second highest in 2006 of 21 per 
cent. The two countries with the smallest gap between men and women’s pay, at one-
third of the UK gap, were Italy (taken at 1998 value) and Belgium. The UK has made 
considerable progress in narrowing the gender pay gap by 25 per cent, although it is 
mainly full-time workers who have seen the gap narrow (Eurostat 2009c).
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2.7 What do mothers feel about their ability to balance work 
and family life?

The term ‘work–life balance’ is a relatively recent one, as before the 1990s the widely 
used term ‘working mothers’ showed a disregard for the conflict that mothers face 
in combining work and family life. The term ‘work–life balance’ is a more inclusive 
approach that widens the debate to engage men as well as women, both with and 
without children (Lewis, gambles and Rapoport 2007).

Clearly, the Labour government has put paid work at the top of its agenda. It wants to 
“help people to achieve their potential through employment, so that they are able to 
provide for their children and to work and save for secure retirement” (Department for 
Work and Pensions 2009c). Much has been invested in getting people into work and 
it is promoted as the best form of welfare, particularly to reduce child poverty, which 
the government aims to halve by 2010, and end by 2020.

A number of policies have been introduced to support parents in employment, 
including the right to ask for flexible working, increasing the number of childcare 
places, extending maternity leave and pay, introducing paternity leave and enhanced 
rights for part-time workers.

The tax system was reformed in 2003 to introduce Child Tax Credit as the main 
form of financial support for families with children, and Working Tax Credit for people 
on low incomes who are working more than 16 hours a week. There is a particular 
focus on supporting lone parents back to work, with new obligations for lone parents 
to claim Jobseeker’s Allowance instead of Income Support if their youngest child is 
seven or older (from 2010), and they are able to work. In addition, lone parents with 
children aged three to six will have obligations to work with an adviser to plan their 
route into work (Department for Work and Pensions 2009b).

Besides the government’s policies which help mothers go back to work, there are 
increased expectations on mothers as carers, hence mothers experience a dilemma. 
‘good mothering’ is based on the idea of being with the children and is premised 
on intensive nurturing, while at the same time it involves taking up paid work and 
providing financially for a child, being a good role model to one’s children and in paid 
employment. In other words: is motherhood about staying at home and looking after 
children, or is it about paid work and financial security? (This chapter will return to the 
life experiences of being a full-time mother later.)

While some mothers who are working full time feel that they are losing out, some 
who are staying at home with their children think that their children are losing out. 
However, some mothers in part-time paid employment feel that they are not doing 
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very well (gimson 2008). Ideals of ‘good’ mothering and workplace norms are 
conflicting requirements, placing irreconcilable demands on women and constraining 
their choices.

Spending time with children

Parents may hold modern values, but the arrangements put in place to care for 
children tend to be along traditional lines (Duncan 2005). For example, in a large-
scale survey, more than three-quarters of mothers stated that in day-to-day life they 
have the primary responsibility for childcare in the home (Ellison et al. 2009).

It cannot be assumed that because mothers are more likely to be in paid employment, 
they spend less time with their children. In fact, parents are spending longer on child-
rearing activities each day than ever before. The time spent by working mothers with 
their children has grown over the last two decades, from fewer than 40 minutes per 
day in 1974–75 to more than 90 minutes in 1999. Indeed, working mothers spend 
more time with their children now than non-working mothers did in 1981 (gershuny 
2000). According to ONS data, parents reported spending three times as much time 
with their children per day in 2002 than in 1972 (Williams 2005).

Mothers continue to devote more time to childcare than fathers, although more fathers 
are involved in childcare now and spend a greater amount of time on this than they 
used to previously. It would appear that parents are reducing their time devoted to 
personal and leisure activities in order to preserve time with their children (gauthier et 
al. 2004). Moreover, the time that is saved on household activities with the introduction 
of convenience products and time-saving devices such as disposable nappies, 
dishwashers and washing machines is spent increasingly on improving children’s 
educational development through parental involvement (Thomson et al. 2008).

Recent nationally representative surveys have shown that over time, parents have 
become more involved in their children’s education, with the majority of parents 
now more likely to see a child’s education as mainly or wholly their responsibility. In 
the past, they were more likely to see it as the school’s responsibility. The Parental 
Involvement in Children’s Education 2007 survey found that 51 per cent of parents 
felt very involved in their child’s school life, compared to 29 per cent just six years 
previously (Peters et al. 2008). It is widely accepted now that parental involvement 
is a positive influence on children’s attainment (Department for Children, Schools 
and Families 2008a; Desforges and Abouchaar 2003). Research literature has 
characterised ‘involved’ parents as more likely to be women and parents with young 
children (Peters et al. 2008), although recent research on parental involvement in 
secondary schools has shown that involvement levels can vary greatly from one year 
to the next (Skaliotis submitted).
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What determines the division of domestic labour?

The definition of domestic labour is difficult to disentangle from child-rearing, as the 
two often go hand-in-hand. However, domestic labour is thought to be the unpaid 
work carried out in and around the home such as cooking, cleaning and shopping. 

While women now spend less time on housework, they are still more likely to do the 
housework than men. Men’s share of domestic work rose from the 1960s onwards, 
but this increase appears to have reached a plateau since the middle of the 1990s 
(Crompton and Lyonette 2009). Sullivan (2000) found that wives performed 60 per 
cent of housework in 1997, compared to 62 per cent in 1987 and 68 per cent in 
1975 (Sullivan 2000). According to the British Social Attitudes Survey in 1994, 2002 
and 2006, women still do the washing and ironing, and while food shopping is more 
likely to be shared, women still do more of it (Crompton and Lyonette 2009).

The most recent Time Use Survey shows that on weekdays, mothers spent three 
times as much time on everyday household tasks as fathers, and twice as much time 
at the weekend. Women were more than 3.5 times more likely than men to say they 
did the majority of household tasks, and more than 12 times as likely to strongly 
agree that they did most of the childcare. They also reported that they were more 
likely to manage everyday activities such as bathing children, vacuuming, cooking and 
washing (green and Parker 2006).

Some studies point out that the change to the unequal share of domestic work 
between men and women has been slow because it is driven primarily by women’s 
reduction in their domestic work time, in the wake of increases in their participation 
in labour market work, rather than by men’s increases in housework time (Bianchi et 
al. 2000; gershuny 2000). In fact, the reduction in women’s housework time does not 
compensate for the increase in their paid work time. Hence women’s total work time 
(for paid work and unpaid domestic work) has increased over the years (Bianchi et al. 
2000; gershuny 2000).

By far the most significant factor in the division of domestic labour is whether or not 
the woman is employed and the extent of her earnings. Women’s full-time employment 
is associated most with a less traditional division of domestic labour. For example, 
when women work full time or earn more than men, men do more routine work. It also 
seems that women with more education do less housework, and better-educated men 
do more. Social class also matters, as men from both the professional or managerial 
and manual classes and women from the professional or managerial class have a less 
traditional attitude towards housework (Crompton and Lyonette 2009).

This links in with British Household Panel Survey data, which show that relative 
economic resources influence significantly the distribution of housework between 
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husbands and wives. Kan (2008) found that attitudes towards family roles matter, and 
hence the domestic division of labour is likely to be the outcome of both bargaining 
and individuals’ gender role preference.

However, the British Social Attitudes Survey from 2006 found that women who are 
not in paid employment reported that they do as much housework as women who 
are in part-time paid employment. In other words, women’s part-time work seems to 
have very little impact on the gendered division of labour (Crompton and Lyonette 
2009). It is important to remember that British men work among the longest hours in 
Europe, reducing the actual time available in the home. It could be argued that gender 
equality cannot become a reality unless women and men have shorter hours in paid 
work. Lewis, Sarre and Burton (2007) argue that the full adult worker model is limited, 
as caring would have to be outsourced – this is not considered desirable, as it lowers 
quality of life. This model also underestimates the importance of social reproduction 
for national economies, as arguably it would lead to a further decline in birth rates 
(Lewis, gambles and Rapoport 2007).

2.8 What are mothers’ experiences of being a full-time 
mother?

During the past decades, the role of women in society has changed significantly, but it 
is doubtful that full-time mothers will become obsolete. Despite the shift toward paid 
work, about 23 per cent of wives with dependent children and a working resident 
partner were economically inactive in 2005 (34 per cent with children under five) 
(Walling 2005).

It has been suggested that mothers who care for their children full time and do not 
work outside the home are not sufficiently valued in societies such as the UK, which 
has become focused increasingly on defining citizens through their roles in paid 
employment while at the same time upholding traditional gender role expectations. 
Put another way, women remain constrained by a persisting ideology of ‘domesticity’ 
(Crompton and Lyonette 2005).9

Contemporary social values and policies emphasise the significance of paid work, and 
by implication marginalise homemaking as a career. However, there are indications 
that families are increasingly conscious of the negative pressures brought about 

9 For the purpose of this chapter, mothers who are not participating in paid employment 
will be defined as either ‘stay-at-home mothers’ or ‘full-time mothers’, even if their 
children are in childcare or at school for some of the time, and even if these mothers 
engage in other activities such as voluntary work.
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by women’s employment (Crompton and Lyonette 2005). There is also talk of ‘new 
emergent femininities’ – of women who no longer want the struggle of combining 
paid and unpaid work, but do not perceive themselves to be unequal to their partner 
(Hall 2004).

There is evidence for this idea in the British Social Attitudes Survey. Men and women 
are increasingly less likely to strongly agree with the statement: “A working woman 
can establish just as warm and secure a relationship with her children as a mother 
who does not work.” In 2002, 25 per cent of women and 15 per cent of men strongly 
agreed with the statement; in 2006 the number had decreased to 13 per cent of 
women and 10 per cent of men (British Social Attitudes Information System 2009). 
This is a far cry from Ann Oakley’s milestone study from the 1970s, which found that 
being a housewife as well as conducting housework was perceived as unsatisfactory, 
repetitive, demeaning and a source of subjugation and inequality (Oakley 1974a). 
Oakley also concluded that the housewife role played a major part in hampering 
progress towards gender equality (Oakley 1974b).

Why do mothers choose to stay at home?

A recent large-scale survey of mothers who were not in paid employment showed that 
most wanted to provide childcare at home, as they considered this to have a positive 
influence on their child’s development. Of mothers of pre-school age children, 60 per 
cent stated a preference to look after their children. These were the key reasons for 
not working, although 25 per cent of non-working mothers with pre-school children 
mentioned the affordability of childcare and lack of family support (Ellison et al. 2009).

This can be supported by data from the Millennium Cohort Study. Here, a similar 
percentage of full-time mothers who were not seeking work at the time or who were 
studying said that they preferred to look after their children themselves (58 per cent), 
while 11 per cent felt unable to earn enough to meet childcare costs (Ward and Dex 
2007).

According to the Labour Force Survey, in 2008, looking after the family or home was 
the most common reason for inactivity among women aged 25 to 34 (72 per cent) 
and for those aged 35 to 49 (61 per cent). This is in stark contrast to the figures for 
men. Only 9 per cent aged 25 to 34 and 16 per cent aged 35 to 49 were likely to 
look after the family. For men, long-term sickness or disability was the main reason for 
economic inactivity among working-age men aged 25 and over, particularly for those 
aged 35 to 49 (62 per cent) (ONS 2009p).
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Motherhood is embedded in a social context and it can be an opportunity for change in 
a woman’s life. A qualitative study with lone mothers who received state benefits found 
that some mothers resigned themselves to mothering because they could not find 
suitable employment. Others professionalised it in a desire to further the development 
of their child. In particular, lone mothers who lacked educational qualifications and 
work experience perceived full-time mothering as an ‘alternative career’ and preferred 
it to a low-skilled and low-paid job that would give less satisfaction. Women with a 
long work history welcomed full-time mothering as a career break and time away from 
their former identity as a worker, or as time to reconsider personal and professional 
goals (Klett-Davies 2007). Some lone mothers perceived state benefits as a form of 
unofficial ‘carer’s allowance’, which enabled them to care for their children at home 
(Klett-Davies 2002).

Full-time mothers demonstrate that motherhood is actively negotiated and not only 
based on a financial cost–benefit analysis. Full-time mothers do not add to the 
household income and even tend to have unequal access to the household income 
besides their lower pension entitlement (Bellamy and Rake 2005). The pension gap 
is caused by a combination of career breaks, lower earnings and savings and a rise 
in the number of divorced women without a husband’s pension to support them. 
As a consequence, their pension contributions reduce significantly and their state 
pensions often take a hit as well. For example, women who retire in 2009 will receive 
an average of £6,642 less a year from their pension than men (Pykett 2009).

The next section shows that support for full-time mothers is diminishing, as fewer 
adults think that a mother with a young child should stay at home.

Attitudinal trends towards full-time mothers

In the last 20 years there has been a clear downward trend in adults agreeing that 
women with a child under school age should stay at home, from 64 per cent in 1989 
to 40 per cent in 2006 (British Social Attitudes Information System 2009). This trend 
holds for both genders and all education levels. Figure 2.9 illustrates that there is a 
clear distinction in opinion according to the adult’s highest qualification. In 2006, 27 
per cent of adults with a degree strongly agreed with the statement, compared to 47 
per cent of adults with low or no qualifications. This is in line with the earlier finding of 
the present study, that more educated mothers are more likely to be in work.
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Figure 2.9: Percentage strongly agreeing with the statement “Do you think 
that women should … not [work] at all … when there is a child under school 
age?” by highest qualification, 1989–2006
Source: British Social Attitudes Information System (2009)

In line with a downward trend over time of men and women who strongly agree with 
the statement that a mother with a child under school age should not work, there has 
been an upward trend of adults who strongly agree that lone mothers with a child 
under school age should work. Over the 10-year period to 2003, more than three 
times as many adults with a degree strongly agreed that lone mothers with a child 
under school age should work (11 per cent in 2004, 3 per cent in 1994). Similarly, 
almost twice as many adults with low or no qualifications strongly agreed with the 
statement (21 per cent in 2004, 12 per cent in 1994) (British Social Attitudes 
Information System 2009).

2.9 What are the trends in childcare?
In 1998 the New Labour government launched the National Childcare Strategy, which 
aimed to ensure good-quality, affordable childcare for all children aged 0 to 14, in order 
to promote the wellbeing of children and support parents in balancing work and family 
life (Department for Education and Employment 1998). The government believed that 
high-quality childcare is good for the child, parents, community and the national economy 
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(Prime Minister’s Office 2003). The assumption was that the more mothers work, the 
less likely the chances of their children living in poverty and becoming disadvantaged 
adults. An added factor was that a high proportion of working-age adults who were 
not in employment would rely heavily on benefits (Ermisch et al. 2001). However, the 
commitment to free nursery places for three- and four-year-olds for just 2.5 hours per 
day may not be enough to enable mothers to be in paid employment.

In their summary of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD 2006) report on early childhood education, James and Henricson (2009) 
highlight the distinction between two approaches to early childhood services. The UK, 
Ireland, France and the Netherlands focus primarily on preparing children for school, 
which could result in approaches that are poorly suited to the psychology and natural 
learning strategies of young children. On the other hand, the Central European and 
Nordic countries adopt a social pedagogy approach, where children are expected to 
learn through play, and this is seen to be a foundation for lifelong learning and a broad 
preparation for life.

What types of childcare are used?

Childcare provision takes a range of forms, and education has become part of the 
provider’s duty of care (george and Hansen 2007). Childcare can be provided 
formally by nurseries or crèches, playgroups, registered childminders, after-school 
clubs or breakfast clubs and holiday schemes, and informally (i.e. usually unregistered 
or unregulated) by grandparents, other relatives, older siblings, partners, ex-partners 
and friends.

Since the 1970s there has been an increase in the use of formal registered childcare 
(nurseries, daycare, childminders) and an increase in informal childcare, such as the use 
of grandparents or other relatives (gray 2005).10 Using the Women and Employment 
Survey, Hansen et al. (2006) reported an increase in the use of grandparents from 
34 per cent in 1980 to 47 per cent, and using the Millennium Cohort Study, at age 
nine months in 2001.

National statistics also indicate that over the last 40 years, there has been an increase 
in the proportion of three- and four-year-olds in schools, from 21 per cent in 1970 to 
64 per cent in 2007 (ONS 2009p), as illustrated in Figure 2.10. The latest increase 
has been due to the increase in uptake of free childcare places in nurseries and 
schools for children aged three and four.

10 Several data sources, including birth cohort studies dating from 1958, the Women and 
Employment Survey in 1980 and the British Household Panel Study, have indicated this 
increase.
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Figure 2.10: Proportion of under-fives in schools, 1970–2006
Source: ONS (2009p)

Who accesses what type of childcare?

In 2006, two-fifths (40 per cent) of all working mothers relied on informal childcare, 
with grandparents being the most common source at 32 per cent for couples and 31 
per cent for lone parents (ONS 2009p). In fact, the use of formal care decreased as 
the child grew older, as 54 per cent of working mothers with children under five chose 
formal care, compared to 33 per cent of working mothers with children of primary 
school age and 6 per cent of working mothers with children of secondary school age.

The Millennium Cohort Study identified differences in the types of childcare favoured 
by working and non-working mothers. Non-working mothers were more likely to 
choose a nursery, crèche, nursery school or playgroup (56 per cent), compared 
to working mothers (29 per cent of full-time working mothers and 24 per cent of 
part-timers). Instead, working mothers (both full and part time) were more likely 
to cite grandparents as their main form of childcare, perhaps due to flexibility and 
reduced cost (george and Hansen 2007). In fact, 90 per cent of grandparents in the 
Millennium Cohort Study had provided some form of financial support such as buying 
gifts or essentials for the child or contributing to other household costs (Hawkes 
and Joshi 2007b). In addition, the differences may be due to the consideration that 
mothers have to give to the length of time that their children have to spend in care. 
For example, children attended on average 12 hours a week of care if their mother 
did not work, and 21 hours a week if their mother did.
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The type of childcare that parents choose for their children not only depends on 
whether mothers are in paid work or not. There is evidence that children were more 
likely to attend formal care settings if they had at least one parent in the top education, 
occupation and family income groups (george and Hansen 2007; Kazimirski et al. 
2008; Philo et al. 2009). This may reflect mothers’ greater ability to pay, but also 
the non-availability of informal care on a full-time basis (Hansen et al. 2006). As 
discussed in Chapter 4 regarding the role of grandparents in family life, grandparents 
with lower levels of education are more likely to live nearer their grandchildren and 
have frequent contact with them (Clarke 2003). Other research finds that middle-
class mothers are most likely to value child development through formal provision 
(Duncan 2005).

Bell et al. (2005) found that white and black Caribbean families were more likely 
to have used childcare than families from minority ethnic backgrounds. Pakistani, 
Bangladeshi and black African families had the lowest incidence of childcare use, 
which could reflect circumstances such as marital status and employment status, 
and preferences such as cultural or religious reasons. Black Caribbean children had 
on average the greatest number of hours of childcare in the past week, and their 
parents were most likely to be using only formal care, which is likely to be related to 
the aforementioned high incidence of full-time employment among black mothers. 
White families were most likely to use informal care and were twice as likely to use 
grandparents for childcare.

Childcare in the UK is a costly affair. In 2009 a typical full-time nursery place for a 
child under two was £167 a week, compared to average earnings of £479 per week. 
The highest childcare costs were reported in London and the south-east, of up to 
£226 a week (Office for National Statistics, cited by Daycare Trust 2009). A review 
of early childhood education and care in 20 OECD countries reported that parents in 
OECD countries paid on average 25 to 50 per cent of the costs of childcare for young 
children. This ranged from 10 to 15 per cent in Finland, Norway and Sweden, and was 
45 per cent on average in the UK. While some low-income families were subsidised 
by up to 80 per cent of costs through Childcare Tax Credits for those who worked 
more than 16 hours a week (subject to a maximum amount), and some employees 
received childcare vouchers from their employers, others paid the full cost themselves 
(OECD 2006).
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Fathers’ involvement 
in family life
Stephen A. Hunt

3
Key statistics
These statistics are cited from independent research, ranging from small, 
qualitative studies to large-scale, representative surveys.

 There was a 200 per cent increase in the time that fathers are actively 
engaging with children between 1974 and 2000.

 Black Caribbean, African and mixed-race fathers reported being more 
involved in their child’s school life than white fathers.

 Fathers’ interest and involvement in their children’s education and learning 
result in better educational outcomes.

 Of teenage fathers, 22 per cent themselves had teenage mothers, compared 
with only 13 per cent who had children at a later age.

 Lone fathers account for only about 10 per cent of lone parents and 2 per 
cent of all families with dependent children.

 Lone fathers are more likely to have been married or widowed than lone 
mothers.

 Children’s levels of contact with non-resident fathers are closely related to 
background characteristics such as socio-economic status, and lifecourse 
decisions such as remarriage and the time since parental separation.

 The proportion of fathers taking paternity leave exclusively was 50 per cent, 
and a further 30 per cent incorporated additional leave entitlement in 2005.
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Introduction
This chapter examines fatherhood, family forms and fathers’ involvement in family 
life, particularly that of their children. The kinds of fathers referred to in this chapter 
include: 

 married and unmarried biological fathers – whether co-resident or not, and whether 
in contact with their children or not

 social fathers – including co-resident step-fathers, cohabiting partners and other 
resident and non-resident father figures.

Until quite recently, fathers had been largely overlooked in developmental research. 
Initially attachment theory, for example, attributed the quality of attachment between 
mother and child to instinctive biologically prepared responses, but provided no 
account of father–child relationships (Bowlby 1969). The position of fathers in family 
research in general is encapsulated in the title of Lewis’s (1975) publication “Fathers: 
forgotten contributors to child development”.

Conceptions of fatherhood in social and developmental psychology only began to 
emerge in the late 1970s. Initially such research tended to be comparative, specifically 
comparing the role of the father with that of the mother (Lamb 1981; Lewis 1987; 
Lewis and O’Brien 1987). However, research on fatherhood has increased in recent 
years, with the accumulation of evidence showing the impact of different aspects 
of fathers and fathering styles on children’s later outcomes (O’Brien et al. 2007). 
Furthermore, the demographic and societal changes already considered in this report, 
such as the decline of marriage, increase in divorce and increased female participation 
in the workforce, have had an impact on paternal involvement and fatherhood in 
general, and this chapter also considers these.

The following sections examine issues surrounding fatherhood in a number of family 
forms, and in particular focus on the issue of paternal involvement. The central 
questions addressed are as follows.

3.1 Have fathers become more involved in everyday childcare and household tasks?

3.2 Why is paternal involvement important?

3.3 How do diverse family forms affect fatherhood?

3.4 What happens to relationships between fathers and children when parents 
separate?

3.5 How do fathers perceive fatherhood?

3.6 How father-friendly is the UK?
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3.1 Have fathers become more involved in everyday 
childcare and household tasks?

Initially, fathers’ involvement with their children was characterised in terms of three 
childcare activities: engagement, accessibility and responsibility (Lamb et al. 1987). 
This distinction has informed a great deal of subsequent research. The involvement of 
fathers with their children is subject to a complex array of influences, which include:

 biological

 motivational

 cultural

 economic

 historical

 legal

 social policy

 relationship with the mother (Lewis and Lamb 2007). 

Aldous et al. (1998) identify three distinct theoretical accounts of the influences or 
determinants of fathers’ involvement in household tasks and childcare which variously 
stem from:

 economics – time allocation theory

 sociology – gender-ideology theory

 psychology – family system theory.

Time allocation theory is an extension of human capital theory, where the ‘household’ 
decides the most efficient division of time between paid and non-paid activities 
(Becker 1981; Deutsch et al. 1993). gender differences in involvement in household 
rather than market activities are a product of rational decisions aimed at maximising 
utility based on differences in current or potential income and expertise. If the father 
has a greater income and the mother is able to perform household tasks more 
efficiently, then the mother is likely to be allocated a greater proportion of household 
activities, which include childcare. However, with the increase in female participation 
in the labour force, there are at least grounds for expecting a shift in this division of 
household labour between genders.

Time allocation theory stands in contrast with gender-ideology theory. This holds that 
gender norms provide the basis on which people assign household tasks, specifically 
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the beliefs that individuals have about the appropriateness or otherwise of the tasks 
in question for each gender (Coltrane 1996). Change in the distribution of household 
and childcare duties is likely only when there is a prior change in beliefs about gender 
norms.

Family system theory predicts that the quality of family interactions between father 
and mother will influence the degree or quality of fathers’ interaction with their children 
(Belsky and Volling 1987; Cowen and Cowen 1987). This is based on the claim that 
family subsystems – for example, between partners or between individual parents 
and their children – are interrelated, and that fathers in particular seem less able to 
separate feelings generated from interactions with their partner and those that relate 
to their children. Hence discord between partners results in the father’s distancing 
from their children.

In addition to increased female participation in the labour force and a corresponding 
increase in dual-earner households – which now stand at two-thirds of all households 
with dependent children – a Department of Trade and Industry report indicated that 
those working the longest hours (more than 48 hours per week) in the UK are men 
aged 30 to 49 with children, who are employed in the private sector (Kodz 2003). 
These changes would suggest that parental (specifically paternal) involvement with 
children might have declined; however, the reverse seems to be the case.

gauthier et al. (2004) examined data on 16 industrialised countries and found that 
the time devoted to childcare for married fathers in full-time employment with children 
under 5 had risen from 0.4 hours per day in 1960 to 1.2 hours by 2000; in addition, 
the time devoted by fathers to housework had increased. The activities displaced 
to make this additional time available were paid employment and personal pursuits, 
mainly sleep.

Analysing UK-specific data, Fisher et al. (1999) also found increases since the 
1960s in fathers’ involvement with their children. Further research has found that the 
greatest increases have occurred among fathers with very young children (O’Brien 
and Shemilt 2003). However, these observed increases may indicate convergence 
but do not amount to father/mother parity in terms of time spent on childcare (O’Brien 
2005).

Using historical data and UK Time Use Survey data from 2000, gray (2006) identified 
both an increase in the time that married men spent engaged in paid work between 
1974 and 2000 and in time devoted to childcare – the time they claimed to be “actively 
engaging with their children” – by some 200 per cent (Figure 3.1).
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Adjustments in perceptions of gender norms have been cited as explanations for 
the increase in the time that parents spend with their children, but there are more 
practical reasons why such an increase may have taken place. The proportion of 
primary school children being taken to school by car increased from 27 per cent in 
1989–91 to 41 per cent by 2006, although the figure had reached 38 per cent by 
1995–96 (Department of Transport 2009; gray 2006). Moreover, concern about 
threats to children outside the home has increased, resulting in children spending 
longer at home.

Figure 3.1: Minutes per average day spent on various activities, married men, 
1974–2000*
Source: gray (2006)

* Data for 2000 include cohabiting couples: prior years assumed also to include cohabiting 
couple data.

However, the apparent increase in paternal involvement has been contested by some 
researchers. Analysis of longitudinal datasets, rather than the Time Use Survey data 
reported above, has indicated that in some cases paternal involvement has decreased. 
Ferri and Smith (1996) found that men in their thirties in the early 21st century spent 
less time on childcare than was the case for those in their thirties in 1991. gray 
(2006) offers a possible reason for this discrepancy in terms of different modes of 
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data collection: time use surveys record what is actually done with time, while survey 
questions tap into assumptions about the broader aspects of childcare – not only 
what is done, but who has the greatest degree of responsibility and decision-making.

3.2 Why is paternal involvement important?
Clearly, paternal involvement in household and childcare activities is relevant to the 
issue of equitable division of household activities. Using British Household Panel 
Study data, Kodz (2003) found little evidence of any equal division of household 
labour. In dual-earner households, where mothers worked 48 or more hours per week, 
only 20 per cent identified their partner as having the main responsibility for any of 
the following: washing, cleaning, cooking or grocery shopping. The same research 
also indicated that for men working long hours, childcare was mainly their partner’s 
responsibility in 68 per cent of cases, compared to 26 per cent for women working 
long hours.

However, with respect to the influence of paternal involvement on children, it is 
the content or quality of involvement rather than duration that is critical. The most 
important aspects are: 

 responsive and sensitive interaction

 limit-setting for behaviour

 listening to and talking about children’s concerns

 care for wellbeing

 encouraging age-appropriate, independent action (O’Brien 2005).

However, grossman et al. (2002) hold that the quality of father–infant attachment 
may be due more to the father’s motivation towards fathering and family than it is to 
sensitivity in interaction with his child, during the child’s first year at least.

The impact of paternal involvement on early child development, which typically is 
measured in terms of children’s adjustment or their educational outcomes, appears low 
when compared to maternal involvement. Steele et al. (1999) found that sociability in 
primary school-age children was predicted by the quality of mother–child attachment, 
not father–child attachment. However, by secondary school age, paternal involvement 
appears to be more significant, with quality of play measures predicting teenagers’ 
concepts of self-worth.

In addition, there is evidence that parental involvement in children’s education differs 
by ethnicity. The current authors analysed data from the Longitudinal Study of Young 
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People in England on reported or perceived involvement in children’s education, 
at age 14, for those fathers who identified themselves as being the more involved 
of the child’s parents in their education (N = 2632). After weighting the sample to 
reflect the prevalence in the population of each ethnic group, the analysis indicated 
significantly greater difference in the perceived level of involvement between the 
white group and the black Caribbean, African and mixed groups, who recorded the 
greatest involvement. The results appear in Figure 3.2.

Figure 3.2: Mean perceived paternal involvement in children’s education by 
father’s ethnicity, 2004

Pe
rc

ei
ve

d 
in

vo
lv

m
en

t i
n 

ch
ild

’s
 

sc
ho

ol
 li

fe

3

2.5

2

1.5

1

0.5

0

W
hit

e

Park
ist

an
i

Ind
ian

Othe
r

Ban
gla

de
sh

i

Blac
k A

fri
ca

n
Mixe

d
Blac

k 

Cari
bb

ea
n

Ethnicity

Despite the differences across ethnicity identified in Figure 3.2, it is possible that 
any differential impact on children’s later attainment could vanish when appropriate 
controls, such as socio-economic level, are included in the analysis.

Analysis using National Child Development Study data found that for boys, by age 16, 
the child’s IQ and father’s involvement were all negatively related to being in trouble 
with the police, but parental criminality was positively related. For girls, non-intact 
family structure was related to being in trouble with the police; for both genders, 
family size in childhood and low academic attainment in adolescence were both 
positively related to being in trouble with the police (Flouri and Buchanan 2002). 
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Additionally, fathers were more likely to be highly involved when children were not 
assessed as behaviourally or temperamentally difficult, and more involved in their 
children’s education when their children were doing well academically. However, they 
tended to be more involved in managing and undertaking outings with sons rather 
than daughters (Flouri and Buchanan 2003b).

Flouri and Buchanan (2003a) suggest that fathers may find it easier to be involved 
with children who are not difficult, while children may do better educationally when 
their fathers are more involved. However, whether such a two-way causal influence 
actually exists has not been demonstrated. Three UK studies (Feinstein and Symons 
1999; Flouri and Buchanan 2004; Hobcraft 1998a, 1998b) all indicate that greater 
levels of fathers’ interest and involvement in their children’s education and learning 
result in better educational outcomes for children, although all three studies used the 
same National Child Development Study database.

Flouri and Buchanan (2004) constructed an index that combined fathers’ behaviour 
(frequency of outings with, reading to, and management of the child) and a teacher 
estimate of the father’s interest in their child’s education at age 7, in order to predict 
their children’s highest school attainment by age 20. After controlling for a large array 
of background variables, Flouri and Buchanan (2004) identified an effect of father 
involvement independent of, if weaker than, maternal involvement.

Feinstein and Symons (1999) and Hobcraft (1998a, 1998b) both used the same 
teacher estimate of fathers’ interest in their children’s education to predict later 
outcomes. Feinstein and Symons (1999) measured children’s academic attainment 
at 11 and 16 to 21 years and found that paternal interest predicted academic 
performance: children with greater levels of paternal involvement did better at later 
stages of their school career, even when taking into account their level of achievement 
at earlier time points.

Hobcraft (1998a, 1998b) was concerned not just with educational attainment but 
with the issue of social exclusion. Low rates of paternal interest were not only found 
to predict the likelihood of obtaining no educational qualifications in adult life, but 
low-interest children were four times as likely to leave school with no qualifications as 
high-interest children. Further, low paternal interest was linked strongly to eight out of 
19 outcomes of social exclusion indicators:

 having a degree-level qualification

 high income

 low income
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 being in social housing

 receipt of benefits (men particularly)

including those that relate specifically to women:

 non-marital children

 ‘psychological malaise’

 teenage motherhood.

goldman (2005) indentifies three possible mechanisms by which the impact of 
paternal involvement is actually transmitted or delivered: acquisition of social capital; 
role modelling; father–child conversations and direct interaction.

Acquisition of social capital here refers to the parents developing contacts, 
relationships and networks outside the family which have an educational relevance 
(Coleman 1988). Specifically, this might involve contact with schools and children’s 
teachers and could have a positive impact in terms of:

 overall school environment and quality of teaching (Nord et al. 1998)

 teachers’ behaviour towards their specific child (Flouri et al. 2002)

 encouraging early intervention on the part of the teacher, if the child shows 
problems associated with achievement or behaviour (Nord et al. 1998).

Parent–child conversations centring around education and parental involvement in 
out-of-school learning have been credited with helping children to think constructively 
about educationally oriented issues, and more generally rendering parents as teachers 
(Nord et al. 1998). Fathers differ from mothers in that they tend to be treated as a 
source of factual information and, as they spend less time with their children and have 
less knowledge about them, they are more likely to “speak in ways that challenge 
children’s linguistic and pragmatic abilities” (Lamb and Tamis-Lemonda 2004, p.9). 
Furthermore, compared to mothers’ interactions with their children, fathers tend to be 
more playful and more goal-oriented with teenagers.

Role-modelling explanations theorise that children copy parental behaviour and 
acquire similar attitudes, which places children at risk of acquiring not only positive 
traits, but also negative ones. However, in positive terms, greater parental interest in 
education is liable to be replicated in the child. Whether there are particular effects of 
gender in role modelling is a vexed issue: several small-scale studies have found that 
fathers interact differently towards daughters and sons, but these findings have not 
been replicated in large-scale reviews or meta-analyses.
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However, positive educationally oriented role modelling such as shared parent–child 
learning activities and conversations about learning and education does appear to 
have an impact on educational outcomes (Jodl et al. 2001). Additionally, parental 
interest in schools demonstrates to children the values placed on education without 
direct interaction. Indeed, simply selecting a better school, in terms of effectiveness or 
quality, can enhance children’s attainment. In addition, fathers can influence children’s 
education indirectly by supporting maternal involvement in their children’s education 
(goldman 2005).

Using a sample of 2,722 adolescents, Flouri and Buchanan (2002, 2003a) examined 
young people’s attitudes to school and degree of parental involvement. Parental 
involvement was measured in terms of interest in their children’s schoolwork and the 
time spent talking with them or listening to their worries. Additionally, the adolescents 
rated themselves on measures of happiness, self-efficacy and depression and 
identified instances of conflict at home. The results indicate that father involvement 
was identified, independent of mother involvement, as contributing importantly to 
emotional wellbeing and to positive attitudes to education for both boys and girls.

Influences on paternal involvement

Flouri and Buchanan (2003b) identified several different kinds of influences on 
paternal involvement in children’s education, although only dual-parent families with 
dependent children featured in the research. The most straightforward were those 
which can be identified as time constraints – the father’s level of involvement is likely 
to be greater if the child is firstborn and has fewer siblings. Additionally, involvement is 
likely to be greater for fathers who are unemployed, disabled or retired, and in cases 
where the mother works full time. More complex influences involved interactions 
between the mother and the father, which can be accounted for in terms of family 
systems theory. The level of the father’s involvement tends to reflect how good 
relations are between the father and mother. Furthermore, the father’s involvement 
tends to be calibrated with the mother’s level of involvement, and tends to be greater, 
the earlier they are involved with their child’s education, although this may reflect 
individual differences in paternal commitment.

 A further source of influence is social advantage: fathers are likely to be more involved 
if they have higher educational qualifications or occupy a higher socio-economic 
level. Fathers engaged in manual labour are less likely to be involved in their child’s 
education.

There is evidence of adverse effects of father–child contact. High levels of anti-
social behaviour in fathers are associated with higher levels of behaviour and conduct 
problems in their children, but importantly, this is dependent on the extent of contact 
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between the father and child. The children of resident fathers with high levels of anti-
social behaviour had significantly worse conduct problems than the children of non-
resident fathers (Jaffee et al. 2003).

There is also evidence that basic contact itself between father and child may be 
detrimental. Research utilising Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children 
Survey data found evidence of a gender-specific (boys) detrimental impact of paternal 
involvement. Taking into account family and individual characteristics, the results 
indicated that during the early years, boys who spent 15 or more hours a week in the 
care of their father recorded poorer scores on academic tests at the start of school 
(Washbrook 2007).

Findings such as these may reflect a difference between the degree of cognitively 
orientated interaction that fathers and mothers are likely to engage in with their 
children. Fathers may be substituting such activity for simple monitoring of their child 
or catering for the child’s immediate needs (Washbrook 2007).

3.3 How do diverse family forms affect fatherhood?
A great deal of the research concerning fathers’ involvement is based on fathers 
who are in two-parent families. In the following sections, ‘non-standard’ families are 
considered, as well as the likely impact of non-resident fatherhood on children’s 
development.

Using a sample drawn from the British Household Panel Study database of 
approximately 2,200 men born from 1920 to 1979, Lee (2009) traced the trajectory 
or pathway of their family lifecourses. Numerous distinct pathways were identified, 
which were composed of differing combinations of particular stages in the lifecourse. 
A simple and standard paternal pathway takes the form of the father living with his 
children throughout the life of the family. However, a non-standard pathway would 
incorporate additional or alternative life stages, such as non-residence through 
separation, stepfathering through repartnering and possibly fathering further children. 
These findings indicate the multiplicity and dynamic nature of family forms, as a total 
of 81 distinct pathways was identified.

Additionally, Lee (2009) identified changes over time in the prevalence of traditional 
and non-traditional pathways: 86 per cent of the 1920 cohort who became parents 
lived with their children throughout the life of the family, and 20 different pathways 
were identified. In the case of the 1950 cohort, the number who lived with their 
children throughout the life of the family had reduced to 69 per cent, and 38 
pathways were identified. The numbers engaged in the traditional family form in the 
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1960 and 1970 cohorts stood at 61 and 54 per cent, with 37 and 24 individual 
pathways identified respectively, although these figures are likely to be subject to 
some revision as individuals in the 1960 and 1970 cohorts eventually become fathers 
or experience separation. The evidence indicates that individuals are quite likely to 
experience different status throughout their life. The following sections examine some 
of the most important of these and their likely impact on children’s development.

Teenage or young fathers and lone fathers

There is a great deal less research on teenage or young fathers1 than on teenage 
pregnancies and motherhood. The children of teenage mothers are not invariably 
fathered by teenagers or young men, but young fathers have a lot in common with 
teenage mothers.

Teenage or young fathers

Dearden et al. (1995) used National Child Development Study data to assess the 
antecedents of teen fatherhood, the sample being composed of individuals born 
during March 1958. The characteristics of teen fathers included an economically 
impoverished background, a record of truanting and some degree of delinquency; 
also evident was a tendency to leave school at the minimum age and for their parents 
to show little interest in education.

Also using data from the National Child Development Study and examining young 
parenthood, Kiernan (1997) found that like young mothers, young fathers were 
more likely to be from a lower status socio-economic background and have lower 
educational attainment than their peers. The consequence is not just that such 
parents have less to invest in their children initially, but that they are likely to remain 
economically disadvantaged throughout their life. Evidence for this was identified 
by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (Kiernan 1995), using the same dataset. The 
results indicated that, compared to parents who had had a child at an older age, at 33 
years teenage fathers were found to be less likely to own their own home and twice 
as likely to be unemployed, and hence more likely to be receiving Income Support.

Teenage fathers were also more likely to suffer emotional problems: 19 per cent 
of those who were assessed as having serious emotional problems at ages seven 
and 16 became teenage fathers, as opposed to 6 per cent who were assessed as 
having few problems (Kiernan 1995). Furthermore, as with teenage mothers, teenage 
fathers show evidence of intergenerational transmission of young parenthood: 22 per 

1 Teenage fathers are clearly young fathers, but there is no standard definition of ‘young 
fatherhood’ – that is, the point at which someone ceases to be a young father. 
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cent of teenage fathers themselves had teenage mothers, compared with only 13 per 
cent who had children at a later age (Kiernan 1997).

Bunting (2004) identifies a series of studies, often qualitative and small-scale, which 
address issues related to teenage or young fatherhood. Relationships during and 
shortly after pregnancy between the father and the teenage mother, where they exist 
at all, are almost entirely non-marital (at least initially), and so tend to take the form 
of cohabitation, ‘living apart together’ (LATs) or lone parenthood. Subsequent to birth, 
relationships tend to be shortlived. Allen and Bourke Dowling (1998, cited by Bunting 
and McAuley 2004) found that approximately 50 per cent of the teenage mothers 
they interviewed were no longer in a relationship with the father of their child one year 
later, although the study was essentially qualitative and the sample only included 84 
teenage mothers. The study also found that about 55 per cent of fathers had daily 
contact with their child one year on, and 20 per cent had no contact.

Speake et al. (1996) addressed issues such as barriers to young fathers’ contact with 
their children. A frequently cited barrier was the mother’s objection to this contact. 
In addition, low income was cited as an important reason: this not only limited their 
ability to provide for their child, but prevented them from establishing a home for their 
child and the child’s mother or their subsequent partner. Moreover, housing policy 
and housing itself was a barrier to contact: those still living with their own parents 
found it difficult to establish their own home, and available accommodation for single 
people often proved to be inconveniently located, incurring additional transport costs 
and a loss or attenuation of their support network. This point extends to non-resident 
fathers in general (Simpson and McCarthy 1995).

The support that teenage fathers received was often from paternal grandparents, 
whether it be in financial, practical or moral terms. They seldom, if ever, cited 
professional or official support networks: in cases where there was no familial support 
for young fathers, they were likely to receive no support at all (Speake et al. 1996).

Bunting (2003, cited by Bunting 2004) conducted similar research in Northern Ireland 
and found that although teenage fathers cited employment problems in relation to 
difficulties in providing support to their children’s mothers, teenage mothers were less 
inclined to cite financial support as the most important form of support; they were 
more likely to cite help with parenting tasks.

Lone fathers

Lone fathers are uncommon, and research concerning them rarer still. Lone fathers 
account for only about 10 per cent of lone parents and 2 per cent of all families 
with dependent children (McConnell and Wilson 2007). However, unlike other diverse 
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family forms, there is little evidence to suggest that this family form is increasing in 
prevalence.

Using the 1958 British Birth Cohort, Payne and Range (1998) found that, compared 
to other men who had become fathers, by age 33, lone fathers had lived with more 
partners, entered their first relationship earlier, become fathers at a younger age and 
had more children than lone mothers.

In several respects, the route to lone parenthood taken by fathers contrasts with that 
of mothers. Lone fathers and mothers show similar levels of prior cohabitation – 24 
per cent in the case of fathers and 28 per cent in the case of mothers – but far fewer 
lone fathers were ‘never together’ (with the child’s mother), compared to lone mothers 
(6 per cent of lone fathers compared to 26 per cent of lone mothers). However, lone 
fathers are more likely to have been married or widowed than lone mothers; about 
56 per cent compared to 41 per cent in the former case, and 15 per cent compared 
to 2 per cent in the latter. Additionally, lone fathers are more likely to possess at least 
one academic qualification than lone mothers, and tend to be older (March and Perry 
2003).

Despite these differences, the issues faced by lone fathers are similar to those faced 
by lone mothers, principally financial disadvantage, often the result of or exacerbated 
by the separation itself.

Lone fathers’ attitudes to their own circumstances and lone fatherhood in general 
featured in a small-scale study conducted by gingerbread (2001), a helpline and 
support network for lone parents. Using a sample of 115 respondents and data 
from 360 telephone calls to its helpline, the results indicated that 80 per cent of the 
sample said that in becoming lone parents they were worse off financially, mainly due 
to the loss of their partner’s income or reduced working hours. Very few of the sample 
(2 per cent) had been the main carer before becoming a lone parent, and since 
becoming lone parents, they had received almost all of their support from friends, 
neighbours or family members, principally grandparents, although 22 per cent said 
that they received no support at all. Approximately 60 per cent of the sample felt that 
society had a negative view of lone fathers.

Non-resident fathers

Non-resident fathers as a group have received little research attention, possibly 
because of difficulties associated with gathering reliable data. Blackwell and Dawe 
(2003) and Lader (2008a), for example, found that the reported frequency of contact 
between child and non-resident parent depended on whether it was the resident or 
non-resident parent providing the information. Of resident parents who responded to 
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the 2007 survey, 30 per cent said that their child never sees their non-resident parent. 
However, only 17 per cent of the non-resident parents said their child never saw 
them. There is a similar pattern of discrepancy concerning indirect contact (phone, 
letter, email), although in this case resident parents are in less of a position to provide 
an accurate assessment of such contact (Lader 2008a).

Despite these difficulties, Lee (2009) found evidence that, while rare, the proportion 
of fathers who are non-resident at the time of their first child’s birth has shown an 
increase. Analysing data from the British Household Panel Study, only 1.5 per cent 
of fathers born in the 1920s were non-residential; for those born in the 1960s the 
figure stood at 5 per cent, although this might decrease if not all the sample have 
become fathers yet. In examining non-resident fathers’ characteristics, Kiernan (2006) 
found that they had higher levels of social deprivation and lower levels of educational 
attainment compared to resident fathers. Furthermore, non-residential fathers as a 
group will include a greater proportion of teenage fathers. 

However, there was evidence that non-residential fathers were not entirely disengaged 
from their children: 63 per cent were registered on the birth certificate; three-quarters 
saw their children at least once a week, and 24 per cent had become resident with 
the mother by the time the child was nine months old.

3.4 What happens to relationships between fathers and 
children when parents separate?

Parental separation and/or divorce marks profound changes in family structure, yet 
there is evidence that it is neither the event of separation, nor the replacement of one 
family form with another, that fully explains the apparent negative impact of separation 
on child outcomes. The situation that existed prior to the disruption needs to be taken 
into account, along with the prevailing economic conditions that parallel changes in 
family form and the nature of the relationship between the parents after the break-up.

It is well documented that children who have experienced the separation or divorce 
of their parents tend to have poorer educational outcomes. However, this may not 
be as a direct result of the separation or divorce itself. US and Canadian research 
indicates that children from families that break up do less well educationally prior 
to disruption than children from families that remain intact, and that it is the level of 
educational attainment prior to family break up that best explains the child’s post-
break-up educational attainment or progress (Sun and Li 2001).
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Ram and Hou (2003) identified that limited material resources mediate the relationship 
between family form and children’s educational attainment, and that parenting styles 
and the psychological wellbeing of the parents mediated family form and children’s 
eventual emotional and behavioural outcomes.

Conducting a meta-analysis (i.e. a review and re-analysis of data from previous 
relevant research), Amato and gilbreth (1999) found evidence that non-resident 
fathers’ payment of child support, allowing an increased standard of living, is related 
to enhanced educational outcomes and fewer behavioural problems. Additionally, 
parental cooperation was found to be associated with children’s cognitive and social 
skills. Earlier research by Heatherington et al. (1982) also indicated the importance of 
supportive co-parenting between the non-resident father and mother in terms of the 
father’s contact, involvement and positive relationship with their child. More recently, 
Dunn (2004) found contact between separated parents and supportive co-parenting 
influenced both the frequency of contact between the father and child and the quality 
of their relationship. Each of these will be examined in turn.

There is evidence that the frequency of contact between non-residential fathers 
and their children changes over time. Using ONS data on a sample of 265 resident 
parents (of whom nine-tenths were mothers), and 179 non-resident parents (of 
whom nine-tenths were fathers), Lader (2008a) provides information on previous 
and current contact arrangements between non-resident parents and their children. 
The percentage of those non-resident parents reporting direct, i.e. face-to-face, 
contact of at least once a week saw a statistically significant fall from 59 per cent 
in 2002 to 50 per cent in 2007 (Figure 3.3). However, there was no comparable 
statistically significant drop in the figures reported by resident parents concerning 
child–non-resident parent contact, although it is worth repeating that estimates by 
resident parents concerning such contact tend to be lower than non-resident parents’ 
estimates for frequent contact, and higher for infrequent or no contact.
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Figure 3.3: Contact arrangements of non-resident parents, 2002 and 2007*
Source: Lader (2008a)
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Levels of contact are closely related not only to background characteristics such as 
socio-economic status, but also to lifecourse decisions such as remarriage, the nature 
of any new household that the non-resident parent becomes involved in, and the time 
since parental separation.

In terms of socio-economic status, 30 per cent of children whose parent occupied 
the lowest socio-economic occupation group experienced no contact at all with their 
non-resident parent, compared to 16 per cent in the middle group and 12 per cent 
in the highest group (Blackwell and Dawe 2003). It is possible that non-residential 
fathers with greater financial resources are better able to afford the cost associated 
with higher levels of involvement, such as travelling and funding activities, and indeed 
to maintain any child support payments that facilitate contact.

The research concerning the effect of non-resident fathers remarrying on contact with 
their children is conflicting. With its additional demands on parents’ time, remarriage 
has been linked to a decrease in contact (Maclean and Eekelaar 1997). However, 
other research has found that men who remarry are more likely to maintain contact, 
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which has been explained as a consequence of the tendency of remarried fathers 
towards greater financial stability.

The arrival of further biological children in later relationships tends to displace to 
some degree the level of non-resident fathers’ involvement with biological children 
from previous relationships in a way that acquiring step-children does not (Manning 
and Smock 1999). There is a steep decline in the percentage of children who see 
their non-resident parent frequently since the separation. Of children whose parents 
had separated less than a year ago, 70 per cent saw their non-resident parent at least 
once a week; between one year and less than two years, the figure had dropped to 
64 per cent; from two to less than three years, the figure stood at 56 per cent; and 
only one-third of children whose parents separated three or more years ago saw their 
non-resident parent at least once a week (Blackwell and Dawe 2003).

In conducting a meta-analysis, Amato and gilbreth (1999) found that frequency of 
contact between children and non-resident parents was significantly, although not 
strongly, associated with children’s academic attainment and fewer internalising 
problems. Additionally these were found only for more recent cohorts of non-resident 
fathers, possibly because they were more committed to a parental role. Dunn (2004) 
found unequivocal evidence that both frequency and regularity of direct and indirect 
contact were related to fewer child adjustment problems and a more positive child–
non-resident parent relationship.

However, positive associations with frequency of contact need to be qualified. 
The relationship between the father and mother is also important: in low-conflict 
relationships, frequent or regular visits are associated with better child adjustment, 
but in high-conflict relationships, frequent or regular contact is associated with poorer 
adjustment. Amato and gilbreth (1999) conclude that it may be the quality of non-
residential father–child contact that is important: that is, what is actually done with the 
time that they spend together, rather than simply the amount.

Important elements of a high quality parent–child relationship have been identified as:

 warmth and affectionate closeness

 support

 involvement

 monitoring

 an authoritative presence (Dunn 2004).

These have been identified as important elements in non-resident parent–child 
relationships as well, and associated with positive outcomes in terms of academic 
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attainment and lower externalising and internalising problems (Amato and gilbreth 
1999). However, non-resident fathers report that the nature of their role as a carer can 
be affected by infrequent contact: authoritative parenting can be difficult to sustain 
under these circumstances and is effectively replaced by something approaching 
friendship (Dunn 2004).

Therefore, non-resident fathers face parenting challenges in terms of both the 
frequency and quality of contact with their children. Research summarised by Dunn 
(2004) has indicated that, whatever the benefits for children, for fathers, post-
separation contact and involvement with their children is associated with enhanced 
feelings of competence, self-esteem and happiness with family life; they are also less 
likely to experience adjustment problems after separation.

3.5 How do fathers perceive fatherhood?
Dex (2003b) identified three features of fatherhood that fathers perceived as 
important: meeting the family’s financial needs; meeting the family’s emotional needs, 
but to a lesser extent; and spending time with the family.

A variety of research has identified the primacy afforded to breadwinning across 
socio-economic and ethnic groups and found it to be linked to fathers often being the 
higher earners in the family (Burghes et al. 1997). At least one study identified the 
breadwinning role as being seen as often underpinning emotional support afforded 
to the family (Reynolds et al. 2003). There was also recognition among fathers that 
spending time with the family often conflicted with work-related demands. Some 
individuals expressed regret at concentrating on their career at the expense of the 
family; others felt that they had sacrificed their career advancement in order to spend 
more time with their family (Reynolds et al. 2003).

Dex (2003b) also claims that fundamental to their views about their own roles was 
that fatherhood itself had induced changes in their self-perception. Essentially, this is 
a change from adolescent irresponsibility to adult responsibility.

It is not uncommon for fathers who rarely or never see their children to cite prevention 
by an ex-partner as the reason for this, rather than any voluntary disengagement from 
their children (Simpson and McCarthy 1995; Simpson et al. 2003). This perception 
of non-resident fathers’ plight, whatever its accuracy, indicates the importance of 
the relationship with the father’s former partner. However, this importance extends 
beyond access to children to the very manner in which the concept of fatherhood 
itself is constructed.
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Ives et al. (2008) conducted research involving a number of focus groups composed 
of UK men with differing fathering backgrounds. They found that the concept of 
‘involvement’ (or childcare more generally) is central to views of fatherhood, although 
there are jarring discrepancies in definition depending on lifecourse history. The 
results indicated a widespread recognition of a distinction between fathers as (just) 
progenitors of children and fathers as carers of children: while both stood as valid 
definitions of fatherhood, only the latter was associated with any moral status, and 
consequently the only means of generating fathers’ rights.

However, while non-resident fathers did not dissent from this view, they did tend 
to regard the former definition as constitutive of being the ‘real father’. Whether 
prevented by accident or design from any sustained contact with their children, or 
even any contact at all, non-resident fathers identified the biological relation between 
father and child as an ineradicable link and a means of facilitating or justifying a 
role as carer. Further, the biological relation was regarded as grounding any role as 
carer on the most solid of foundations. The perception or construction of fatherhood, 
whatever the background, places investment in the child as primary, although the 
perceived right to make this investment can shift according to the father’s status.

3.6 How father-friendly is the UK?
Previously in this chapter, the importance of work commitments in relation to fathering 
has been examined. One area in which it is possible to quantify changes in ‘father-
friendliness’ and changes in fathers’ behaviour is legislation and uptake concerning 
paternal leave from paid employment.

Paternal leave, which is officially sanctioned leave of absence from employment 
around the time of a child’s birth, was first enacted in Sweden in 1974; in the UK, 
statutory paternity leave was enacted in 2003. To qualify, parents either need to have 
worked for the same employer for 26 weeks, or need to be a contracted employee; 
in addition, the mother must have provided notification of her pregnancy and qualify 
for statutory maternity leave. Further, both parents need to be named on the child’s 
birth certificate, or be named on any adoption certificate, or have legal parental 
responsibility for children under five (or 18, if they are disabled) (Directgov 2009).

Paternal leave has gained in significance as evidence of the importance of father 
involvement in children’s early years has accumulated. Paternal leave stands as a 
means of promoting, if not realising, greater father involvement with his child (O’Brien 
et al. 2007).
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Using Millennium Cohort Study data, Tanaka and Waldfogel (2007) found that 
fathers taking paternal leave and working shorter hours was associated with greater 
involvement with their children later (8 to 12 months old), where involvement was 
measured in terms of changing nappies, feeding and getting up at night. Conversely, 
longer working hours were associated with lower levels of later involvement.

All European Union (EU) countries now have maternal leave entitlements; however, 
this is not the case for paternal leave. Table 3.1 shows the differing amounts of leave 
offered to fathers by European country.

Table 3.1: Amount of statutory paternal leave in Europe, 2008 

None Up to 2 weeks 2–6 weeks 2–3 months
Austria
Czech Republic
germany
Ireland
Poland

Belgium
Denmark
France
greece
Hungary
Netherlands
UK

Estonia
Finland
Portugal
Slovenia
Spain

Iceland
Italy 
Norway
Sweden

Nepomnyaschy and Waldfogel’s (2007) US-based research found greater levels of 
later father involvement with their child, but only for those fathers who took two or 
more weeks’ leave around the time of their child’s birth. As the USA offers no statutory 
right to paid paternal leave, those taking two or more weeks tend to be US-born, well 
educated and in middle- or high-prestige jobs. However, it ought to be pointed out 
that in the sample used, 98 per cent of fathers did take at least some time off work, 
although about two-thirds of these fathers only took a maximum of a week’s leave. 
Fathers who are more financially disadvantaged are less likely to experience high 
involvement with their children during their early years.

The availability and duration of any leave period is likely to influence the involvement 
of fathers with their children, but so too is the pay associated with the period of 
leave. Some countries such as Sweden pay a rate of 80 per cent of income and 
have an estimated 80 per cent take-up. The UK has a flat rate of £123.06 (€140 
approximately) per week, or 90 per cent of earnings if lower than this. The proportion 
of those who took paternity leave exclusively in 2005 was only 50 per cent; a further 
30 per cent incorporated additional leave entitlement, while the remainder took 
no paternal leave at all (Smeaton and Marsh 2006). Across Europe the pattern of 
paternal leave take-up is not uniform: fathers are more likely to take leave or take 
it for a lengthier period if their partners have higher education and/or earnings, or if 
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they work in the public sector or female-dominated occupations (Moss 2008). Where 
parental leave is offered – that is, leave that either parent is entitled to take, and usually 
after the initial period of maternal or paternal leave – it is seldom taken by fathers, 
even when it is paid at a relatively high rate. The UK offers a total of 13 unpaid weeks 
of parental leave. A 2005 survey estimated only 8 per cent of fathers had taken such 
parental leave in the first 17 months of their child’s life, and of these, only one-quarter 
had taken a week or more (Moss 2008). These findings are consistent with the time 
allocation theory or human capital theory introduced earlier: fathers are unlikely to 
take additional time off work if there is a choice to be made as to which partner takes 
time off, and fathers earn the most.
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Parent–child relationships: 
dependence and 
independence
Stephen A. Hunt

4

Key statistics
These statistics are cited from independent research, ranging from small, 
qualitative studies to large-scale, representative surveys.

 72 per cent of parents perceive themselves to be less strict than their own 
parents.

 There is a clear intergenerational trend towards smacking – the older the 
respondent, the more likely they are to have used smacking as a means of 
managing children’s behaviour.

 One in seven parents have used physical punishment, despite claiming to 
disapprove of it.

 84 per cent of parents felt that commercial companies targeted products at 
their children ‘too much’.

 One-third of households in great Britain had internet access in 2000, rising 
to 65 per cent of households in 2008.

 50 per cent of 5- to 10-year-olds and 95 per cent of 11- to 16-year-olds had 
their own mobile phone in 2009.

 The under-16 conception rate stood at 9 per 1,000 in 1998 and 8.3 per 
1,000 in 2007 (provisional figures).

 The maternity rate for girls under 16 in 2001–02 was 12 times higher in the 
most deprived areas compared to the least deprived.                              c
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 Pregnant girls in less deprived neighbourhoods are more likely to have an 
abortion: the under-16s abortion rate per conception was 77 for the least 
deprived areas and 50 per cent for the most deprived in 2001–02.

 71 per cent of adults reported playing in the street or area near their home 
every day when they were children, compared to only 21 per cent of children 
in 2007.

 There has been a 20 per cent decline in the time spent eating at home, and 
correspondingly more time spent eating out between 1975 and 2000.

 The consumption of convenience food has increased by 300 per cent since 
1977.

 The proportion of men and women classified as obese rose from 17 to 24 
per cent and 20 to 24 per cent respectively between 1997 and 2007. The 
corresponding rise for children was 10 to 16 per cent.

 The consumption of five or more portions of fruit or vegetables declines with 
income, particularly in the case of men.

 There has been a downward trend in young people’s smoking from 13 per 
cent to 6 per cent between 1996 and 2007.

 14 per cent of 16- to 18-year-olds were Not in Education, Employment or 
Training (NEET) in 1985, compared to 10 per cent in 2008.

 The proximity of grandparents to their grandchildren varies with age and 
education.

Introduction
This chapter looks at various features of the parent–child relationship and how these 
may have been subject to change over recent decades. It begins by examining how 
trends in parenting have changed over the last 25 years and the possible implications. 
Legal changes that relate to parenting, particularly with respect to physical punishment, 
are examined, along with parents’ attitudes to these changes. The chapter also looks 
at marketing, advertising, the advent of new technology and their effects on parenting. 
In addition, parents’ concerns about the speed at which their children enter into young 
adulthood, the risks perceived by both parents and children and the influence that 
these might have on parenting are examined. It looks at the trajectories that children 
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take towards independence, and concentrates on those young people who are at risk 
of social exclusion, specifically Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET). 
Finally, the role of grandparents in family life is considered.

These issues are examined by addressing each of the following questions:

4.1 Are there trends in parenting?

4.2 Has the way in which parents control and discipline their children changed?

4.3 Has there been a growth in consumerism and materialism?

4.4 How has technology affected parenting?

4.5 Are children growing up ‘too fast’?

4.6 How do parents and children perceive risk?

4.7 What are the trends in lifestyle-related health?

4.8 What are the pathways to independence?

4.9 Has the role of grandparents in family life altered?

4.1 Are there trends in parenting?
Currently there are (and perhaps always have been) concerns about teenagers’ or 
young people’s behaviour – or more accurately, their ‘problem behaviour’. Collishaw 
et al. (2004) reported that there has been an increase in teenage problem behaviour 
such as lying, disobedience and stealing over the last 25 years, and this is regardless 
of family structure. Although the levels were lower in two-parent families, levels of 
problem behaviours in these families, lone-parent families and step-families have all 
increased.

Research conducted by the Nuffield Foundation was designed to determine whether 
parenting or changes in parenting were wholly or partly responsible for the deterioration 
in adolescents’ behaviour. The author of the report summarises the findings in the 
following terms: 

“We found no evidence for declining standards of parenting overall 
and this leads us to believe this factor does not generally explain the 
rise in problem behaviour.” (Nuffield Foundation 2009a)
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However, definite trends in parenting practice were discerned (Nuffield Foundation 
2009b). The numbers of parents and teenagers spending quality time together rose in 
the case of mothers, from 62 to 70 per cent over the 25-year period, and in the case 
of fathers, from 47 to 66 per cent over the same period. The research also identified 
trends in the amount of time that parents spent caring for their children, indicating 
a rise from about 20 minutes a day in the 1970s to about 70 minutes in the 1990s.

Parental expectations about their children’s good behaviour rose between 1986 
and 2006. Seven out of eight measures, including expectations about doing their 
homework and being polite, showed an increase.

Monitoring of children by parents also showed changes: 79 per cent of parents in 
1986 asked where their children were going; by 2006, this had risen to 85 per cent. 
Moreover, the numbers of parents asking what their children were doing had risen over 
the same period, from 47 to 66 per cent. In addition, the report found a narrowing of 
differences in parenting based on income and family structure: in 1994, the children 
of lone parents were more likely to be out late without their parent knowing where 
they were; however, by 2005 this was no longer the case. The report’s positive take on 
contemporary parenting was balanced with an acknowledgement that the challenges 
parents face have changed, and that parenting may be becoming more stressful. This 
seems to be particularly true for lone parents and low-income families: the proportion 
of families from the low-income group that reported distress increased by 50 per cent 
between 1986 and 2006. The challenges include:

 the fact that young people are now reliant on their parents for longer

 the concerns that parents feel about new technology, such as mobile phones and 
the internet

 perceived risks which might have surfaced in terms of increased monitoring. 

The authors conclude, from the increase in young people with problem behaviour, that 
it may be due to peer pressure or ‘wider cultural influences’. Many of these issues, such 
as adolescents and peer pressure, and parents’ and adolescents’ risk perceptions, are 
returned to throughout this chapter.

There is evidence that parenting younger children in Britain has changed: it appears 
to be less authoritarian than it may have been previously. Anderson et al. (2002) 
examined parents’ views on their relationship with their children, among other things. 
A variety of research methods were used, including a survey of 692 parents (469 
mothers and 196 fathers). The results indicated that 72 per cent of parents perceived 
themselves to be less strict than their own parents. Parents’ perceptions of their 
relationship with their own children were marked by change: their children were 
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seen to have become more assertive, less obedient and less respectful towards their 
parents than they were, and the parents and children seem to have entered a more 
equal relationship.

4.2 Has the way in which parents control and discipline their 
children changed?

The research in the previous section indicated societal shifts in parenting. Of course, 
family practices can be affected directly by changes to the law, and this section looks 
at how changes to the law have altered parents’ use of and attitudes to physical 
punishment. The legal position of parents with respect to the physical punishment 
of their children was stated in a judicial remark by Chief Justice Cockburn in 1860:

“By the law of England, a parent … may for the purpose of correcting 
what is evil in the child, inflict moderate and reasonable corporal 
punishment, always, however, with this condition, that it is moderate 
and reasonable.” (quoted in Whitehead 2007)

This position remained unchanged until the 21st century, when legislation brought the 
country into line with the European Convention on Human Rights 1950. In England 
and Wales the current legal position on the physical punishment of children is derived 
from reforms enacted in Section 58 of the Children’s Act 2004, which outlaw the 
physical punishment of children leaving any “lasting physical marks”. Legally, this 
means that if the physical punishment (i.e. assault and injury) occasions actual bodily 
harm, the parents are liable to prosecution; if the punishment constitutes only common 
assault, then the parents are able to use the defence of ‘reasonable chastisement’. The 
defence of ‘reasonable chastisement’ under similar conditions also exists in Scotland, 
but Section 51 of the Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act 2003 prohibits adults from 
delivering blows to the head, shaking and using an instrument to ‘punish’ children. 
The position in Northern Ireland was effectively rendered the same as that in England 
and Wales with the implementation of Article 2 of The Law Reform (Miscellaneous 
Provisions Northern Ireland) Order 2006.

However, several European states have outlawed any corporal punishment directed 
at children: Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, germany, greece, 
Hungary, Iceland, Latvia, Norway, Romania, Sweden and Ukraine.

The current legal status of the physical chastisement of children in England is the 
subject of some debate. The NSPCC declares it ‘ambiguous’, although it should be 
noted that the NSPCC is opposed to corporal punishment of children in all its forms 
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(NSPCC 2009).1 However, a recent review of the current status of Section 58 of the 
Children’s Act stated: “The current legal position is clear and appropriate, but can be 
difficult to understand. It is neither correct nor incorrect to say, ‘smacking is legal’” 
(Department for Children, Schools and Families 2007, p.15, para. 42). The review did 
not advise any revision of the existing law. 

The review also contains the results of a survey (Sherbert Research 2007) concerning 
parents’ attitudes to the ‘physical punishment’ of children, which essentially amounts 
to smacking – other forms of physical chastisement have largely vanished. The 
sample was composed of 1,822 parents in England and Wales both with and without 
dependent children (1,204 and 618 respectively). The results indicate that smacking2 
was or had been used by only 24 per cent of parents in order to manage or improve 
their child’s behaviour, but there is a clear intergenerational trend: the older the 
respondent, the more likely they are to have used smacking as a means of managing 
children’s behaviour. Only 7 per cent of young parents (15- to 24-year-olds) said that 
they use or have used smacking, compared to 44 per cent of those aged 65 or older, 
with a steady rise in percentage with age in between. This relationship was reversed 
in terms of alternative ‘time out’ techniques, which include the ‘naughty step’, which 
have been used by 38 per cent of young parents, but only by 5 per cent of older 
parents (Figure 4.1); across all parents, 26 per cent employed some form of ‘time out’ 
technique.

1 The NSPCC is not the only organisation opposed to corporal punishment of children: 
some 400 organisations support the Children are Unbeatable! Alliance. This opposes 
the legal justification of common assault against children on the grounds of ‘reasonable 
chastisement’, and seeks to place children on the same footing as adults with respect to 
the law.

2 Other methods that parents used to manage their child’s behaviour which were more 
commonly cited than smacking were: praising good behaviour; reasoning with them; 
preventing them from doing something they like; rewarding good behaviour; sending 
them to their room; shouting at them; setting a good example; ‘grounding’ them; creating 
a diversion; counting to three; and making them take time out (IpsosMORI 2007).
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Figure 4.1: Percentage of parents by age using particular techniques of child 
management, 2007
Source: IpsosMORI (2007)

It should be noted that when asked directly in the same survey whether they had 
ever smacked at least one of their children, 57 per cent of respondents indicated 
that they had, and 29 per cent indicated that they had smacked at least one of their 
children at some point during the last 12 months. As might be expected, there are 
clear differences in the proportion of parents administering physical punishment and 
the age of their children. These are indicated in Figure 4.2 with data from the same 
survey.
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Figure 4.2: Percentage of parents physically punishing children during the 
last 12 months by child’s age, 2007
Source: IpsosMORI (2007)
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The most commonly mentioned reason for smacking a child was to stop them doing 
something dangerous to themselves. The proportion of parents citing this reason and 
various others is presented in Figure 4.3.
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Figure 4.3: Parents’ reasons for physically punishing children, 2007
Source: IpsosMORI (2007)
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Using a sample of 1,250 parents of 0- to 12-year-olds throughout Britain, ghate et 
al. (2003) found evidence of intergenerational transmission of the use of physical 
punishment: parents who had experienced harsh discipline themselves were more 
likely to apply such discipline to their children. Furthermore, research conducted 
by Sherbert Research (2007), which is considered in more detail below, found that 
among children who had not been smacked, smacking was not regarded as an 
acceptable form of punishment, while those who had been smacked were more likely 
to consider it acceptable. ghate et al. (2003) suggest that such transmission might 
be challenged by changing social attitudes and negative appraisal by individuals of 
their own experiences of physical punishment; however, whether this is the case was 
not demonstrated.

Parents’ attitudes to physical punishment

A survey conducted in 1998 for the ONS, using an adult rather than parental sample, 
found that 88 per cent agreed with the statement “It is sometimes necessary to 
smack a naughty child” (IpsosMORI 2007). An IpsosMORI survey conducted in 2007 
indicated that the figure stood at 52 per cent (IpsosMORI 2007). Although this is 
taken as evidence of a shift in attitude towards smacking, the 2007 survey indicated 
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that a majority of parents think that the law should allow parents to smack their 
children. As Figure 4.4 shows, it is only among the youngest age group of parents that 
the percentage agreeing that “The law should allow parents to smack their children” 
falls below 50 per cent, and agreement with the statement increases with age. In total 
59 per cent of the sample agreed with the statement and only 22 per cent disagreed. 
The same figure of 59 per cent of respondents were opposed to a change in the 
law forbidding the smacking of children in an earlier survey conducted by Populus, 
reported in The Times (Booth 2004). Again, the 18 to 24 age group showed greatest 
opposition to the current situation, with 59 per cent stating that smacking should 
become a criminal offence.

In an IpsosMORI (2004) poll commissioned by the Children Are Unbeatable! Alliance 
(N = 2004), when asked whether children should be given as much protection from 
being hit as adults, 71 per cent agreed that they should, and only 10 per cent were 
opposed to such a change. The younger age group, parents and women expressed 
the strongest opposition (76 per cent, 74 per cent and 73 per cent respectively). 
When asked whether “It is wrong for someone to hit a child in their family”, 56 per cent 
agreed and 31 per cent disagreed.

Boyson and Thorpe (2002) identified a series of pre-legislation concerns current 
in countries which now have outlawed the physical chastisement of children. These 
included: 

 an increased opportunity for the state to intervene in domestic affairs

 the threat of possible criminal proceedings against parents for minor transgressions

 a concern that children will become out of control.

Boyson and Thorpe (2002, p.2) claim that these concerns were unfounded and that 
“no negative effects have been documented following legal reform”, although it must 
be stressed that there were issues concerning the authors’ access to accurate data.
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Figure 4.4: Percentage of parents agreeing or disagreeing that “The law 
should allow parents to smack their children”, 2007
Source: IpsosMORI (2007)
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Alongside the views of parents, a study for the Department for Children, Schools and 
Families (2007) used interviews with children on their attitudes and experiences of 
corporal punishment. About two-thirds of the children reported that they had been 
smacked at some point. This finding highlights an apparent inconsistency between 
the reported administration of smacking by parents and the reported experience of 
smacking by children, which has been replicated in other research. For example, ghate 
et al. (2003) found that although 40 per cent of parents stated that physical punishment 
was never acceptable, and half said that it was only acceptable sometimes, 88 per cent 
admitted that they had used physical punishment at some stage. The corollary is that 
one in seven parents had used physical punishment, despite claiming to disapprove of it.

Children’s attitudes to physical punishment

Qualitative research concerning the attitudes of children aged four to 16 (N = 64) 
towards punishment indicated that smacking is the most feared punishment: it is 
feared due to the distress or humiliation associated with its administration rather 
than the pain that it causes (Sherbert Research 2007). The children in this study 
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tended to regard discipline and punishment as necessary, but the role of smacking 
was questioned. It was associated with parents’ lack of control, setting a poor example 
and damaging communication between parent and child. In addition, smacking was 
regarded as antiquated or obsolete, and placed in a historical context among other 
forms of physical punishment, possibly administered to their parents, such as the 
cane, which have vanished.

Alternative punishments were identified, such as denial of access to TV or toys, which 
involved greater inconvenience and time for the child to consider the behaviour leading 
to the punishment. However, understanding what the punishment received was for 
remained the most important aspect of making it effective. Children who experienced 
punishment without explanation or clear justification reported that they were less 
likely to consider their behaviour, and more likely to feel anger at their parents and 
isolation from them after they had been punished (Sherbert Research 2007).

4.3 Has there been a growth in consumerism and materialism?
This section examines the factors that might dispose individuals, particularly children, 
towards consumerist behaviour or materialistic values, and the factors which might 
actively promote such behaviour or values. Initially this is considered in terms of the 
influence that changes in family form may have in promoting materialistic values in 
children, specifically parental separation.

Consumerism, materialism and family structure

Research conducted in the USA set out to test the influence of family structure and 
family disruption (divorce or separation) on the consumer attitudes and behaviour of 
young adults (Rindfleisch et al. 1997; Roberts et al. 2003). Consumer attitudes were 
measured in terms of ‘materialism’, which is defined as a “set of centrally held beliefs 
about the importance of possessions in one’s life” (Richins and Dawson 1992, p. 308). 
These beliefs are apparent in terms of the degree to which material possessions are 
a primary source of an individual’s satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their own life. 
generally, high levels of materialism are treated as a negative trait, associated with 
low self-esteem and dissatisfaction with life. Materialism in practice is measured in 
terms of three sub-dimensions, specifically: 

 the centrality of material possessions in life

 happiness – the extent to which material possessions are necessary for wellbeing 
and satisfaction in life

 success – the level of success associated with ownership of material possessions.



FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITUTE112

FAMILY TRENDS

Rindfleisch et al.’s (1997) study looked at materialism among 261 young adults aged 
20 to 32 years, approximately half of whom had experienced the divorce or separation 
of their parents. The results indicated that those who had experienced their parents’ 
divorce or separation scored higher on the materialistic measure, in terms of both the 
overall score and scores on the subscales of centrality and happiness. These results 
were partly replicated by Roberts et al. (2003) who, using a younger sample of 11- to 
15-year-olds (N = 669), found only the happiness subscale exhibiting a difference 
– those whose families had been disrupted by divorce were more likely to associate 
happiness with possessions. The reason suggested for this difference was that those 
who have experienced parental separation or divorce are more likely to value material 
possessions as a surrogate.

Rindfleisch et al.’s (1997) post-hoc analysis indicated that family resources mediated 
the relationship between family form and the ‘happiness’ dimension of materialism. 
Further analysis by Roberts et al. (2003) indicated that the link between family 
form and materialism – measured in terms of ‘happiness’ – was mediated by ‘family 
stressors’ (but not resources): that is, the greater the recorded stress, the greater 
the likelihood of associating happiness with material wealth for those from families 
which had experienced marital breakdown or separation. This indicates not only the 
association between separation or divorce and consumer attitudes, but the likely 
exacerbating impact of a high-stress divorce on children. As Roberts et al. state: 
“Low-stress divorces lead to less negative outcomes for children” (2003, p.304).

Roberts et al. (2003) also found that lack of family resources predicted a higher 
association of happiness with material wealth, irrespective of whether the parents 
were ever divorced. The implications are that any increase in rates of separation for 
parents with dependent children is likely to impact on the materialistic values current 
in a society, as will levels of deprivation.

Consumerism, materialism and media literacy

While the issues above might dispose individuals to consumerism or materialism, 
advertising is seen as actively promoting these values. Dittmar (2004) argues that 
consumer brands are linked to ‘identity construction’, and even more strongly so for 
adolescents than for adults. Furthermore, there is evidence that children from deprived 
areas seem to place greater importance on material possessions than children from 
more affluent areas, as shown in Figure 4.5 (Nairn et al. 2007).
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Figure 4.5: Attitudes to material wealth of young people aged 9–13 years by 
affluence of area, 2006
Source: Nairn et al. (2007)

The data in Figure 4.5 indicate, for example, that 34 per cent of children from deprived 
areas, but only 19 per cent of children from affluent areas, agreed with the statement 
“I really like the kids that have very special games and clothes”. The authors suggest 
that the differences may be due to differences in exposure to TV. In more deprived 
areas, 43 per cent of the 9- to 13-year-olds that they studied watched TV every 
weekday in bed before going to sleep, compared to 10 per cent in the more affluent 
areas, and in both areas the amount of TV watched was correlated with materialism.

As well as the amount of TV watched, concerns also exist about TV advertising directed 
at or appealing to children. The target for advertisers is both children’s spending power 
and their likely influence over family spending decisions. For example, US research 
has indicated that 65 per cent of car purchases are influenced by children (Williams 
2007).

Some European countries have subjected such advertising to restrictive legislation. 
In 1995, Norway introduced a complete ban on television advertising to children, and 
Sweden followed in 1996. Over the same period, Belgium and greece introduced 
partial restrictions on TV advertising directed at children. Belgium prevented adverts 
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from immediately preceding or following children’s programmes, and in greece, toy 
adverts were forbidden between 7am and 10pm.

The annual spend on children-themed food and drink advertising across all media in 
the UK for 2007 was £61 million (Department of Health 2008). Recently, the UK has 
placed a series of restrictions on advertising food high in fat, salt or sugar: in 2007, 
advertisements featuring such products were banned “in or around” programmes 
aimed at children aged four to nine.3 The age range was extended in 2008 to cover all 
children under 16 years, and by 2009 all channels were expected to comply. Children 
also watch a great deal of non-children’s TV, which is exempt from these restrictions.

A children-themed advert is defined as containing one or more of the following:

 a connection to a children’s TV programme, film, book or computer game

 licensed characters

 a free toy, gift or collectable

 a novelty product or packaging design that “appeals to children” (Department of 
Health 2008).

Where concerns exist about advertising aimed at children, they derive in part from 
the presumption that children do not have the capacity to deal with adverts yet, 
and therefore are exploited more easily. That is, they lack media or, more precisely, 
advertising literacy, where advertising literacy is defined as possessing the skills of 
analysing, evaluating and creating persuasive messages across a variety of contexts 
and media.

With respect to children, advertising literacy centres around two distinct abilities: to 
discriminate between adverts and TV programmes; and to identify persuasive intent, 
i.e. to be aware that any such communication only features positive information. The 
latter is seen as the more demanding skill, and hence is likely to develop at a later 
age. Once acquired, these abilities provide children with a ‘cognitive defence’ against 
commercials (Krunkel et al. 2004); however, young children, particularly those aged 
six or below, are unlikely to have such a comprehensive cognitive defence.

Accounts of the acquisition of media or advertising literacy are extrapolated from 
more general theories of children’s psychological or cognitive development. Piaget’s 

3 The definition of a programme aimed at children is that the proportion of children 
watching exceeds their prevalence in the population by 20 per cent (see Office of 
Communications 2006). This definition would have included only 2 of the 10 most 
popular TV programmes with children under 10 years, based on viewing figures collected 
over two weeks in September 2007 (Which? 2007).
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account of child development may not have great currency within contemporary 
research in developmental psychology, due to a failure to cohere with a growing body 
of experimental evidence, but nonetheless it is frequently cited in communications 
research (gunter et al. 2005).

Piaget’s theory involves the child progressing through a number of stages. The latter 
three stages, seen as relevant to the development of media literacy, are:

 the pre-operational stage (two to seven years) – characterised by an absence 
of logical thought that renders children unable to distinguish adverts from 
programmes

 the concrete operational stage (7 to 12 years) – where children can think logically 
but in concrete rather than abstract terms, enabling them to identify persuasive 
intent

 the formal operational stage (12 years and over) – where children are able to 
reason abstractly, and hence to evaluate critically advertising and its associated 
intentions.

A more contemporary psychological account which has implications for child 
development is ‘theory of mind’. This also identifies children’s early years as a period 
during which they have not yet developed the cognitive architecture or functions 
required to render them media literate, making them potentially more susceptible to 
advertising (Moses and Baldwin 2005).

Recent accounts of cognitive development have identified two processes that may be 
required for understanding advertisements: metacognition and multiple perspectives. 
Metacognition allows children to identify and reflect on the ‘mental’ states of TV 
characters while viewing; additionally, it allows children to relate their existing 
knowledge to new information and draw conclusions beyond what is immediately 
presented, based on the relationships identified. In addition, by the age of eight, 
children are thought to be able to take multiple perspectives in terms of advertising. 
These allow children to form an opinion about an advertisement through realistic 
weighting of the evidence, judging it for its appeal and aesthetic qualities. Additionally, 
by the same age, children already show evidence of incredulity and a critical faculty; 
while identifying the role of adverts as primarily informative, they are aware that 
adverts exist to sell products (D’Alessio et al. 2009). The corollary of this is that 
younger children in general are thought to be more susceptible to advertising.

However, Livingstone and Helsper (2006) found no evidence that younger children 
are influenced disproportionately by advertising, although this should be the case 
if young children lack media literacy. Instead they suggest that different processes 
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of persuasion that vary with media or advertising literacy are effective at different 
ages. Younger children are more likely to be persuaded by peripherals such as 
celebrity association, lively presentation and the appealing appearance of the product 
or service, while older children and teenagers are more likely to be affected by 
presentation of arguments associated with the product or service. Therefore, while 
age is important with respect to the possible effect of advertising, children or young 
people’s psychological maturation or development is the main barrier to consumption 
and this is addressed by advertisers.

Reviewing research concerning the unintended effect of advertising, Buijzen and 
Valkenburg (2003) conclude, on the weight of evidence, that there is a modest 
but discernible relation between increased exposure to advertising and increased 
materialism, at least for those in early childhood and adolescence.

Parents’ attitudes to children-themed advertising

A 2003 poll found that 84 per cent of parents felt that companies targeted their 
children ‘too much’. The related concerns reported included additional encouragement 
of children to spend, children developing a throwaway attitude, and a growth in 
children’s dissatisfaction (National Family and Parenting Institute 2003).

In addition, concern has been expressed about new markets and advertising, 
particularly product tie-ins that seem to be aimed particularly at young children, 
as well as new technologies such as computer games and mobile phones which 
are marketed at children (gunter et al. 2005). Parents expressed concern not just 
about the marketing of new technologies but marketing via new technologies, such 
as the internet and particularly text messages, as such marketing is difficult for 
parents to monitor (National Family and Parenting Institute 2003). The impact of new 
technologies on family life is examined in the following section.

4.4 How has technology affected parenting?
This section examines how parents have approached the issues and challenges raised 
by technology, from those associated with the long-established medium of TV to more 
recent forms: the internet and mobile phones.

Hanley (2002) identified three broad areas of concern that parents might have about 
new technology usage and children’s TV viewing:

 they may find it difficult to know how to monitor their children’s TV viewing and 
internet activities without being either neglectful or intrusive
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 they may not have consistent, effective or fully thought-through plans on how to 
monitor their children’s media usage

 they may feel unsure about what constitutes a danger to children.

Television

CHILDWISE estimated that in 2008 nine in 10 children aged five to 16 years had 
access to a multichannel TV at home, four in 10 had a multichannel TV in their own 
room, and children watched about 2.7 hours of TV per day (CHILDWISE 2009). 
Parental attitudes towards TV indicated that the watershed (9pm) was seen as a 
valued feature of TV regulation, and that there was a feeling in general that TV was 
regulated effectively. However, concerns were voiced about programming prior to the 
watershed, particularly about soaps and police or crime dramas. Additionally, concern 
was also expressed about adverts.

The techniques that parents employed in monitoring and controlling children’s TV 
viewing included:

 the prohibition of certain programmes and endorsement of others

 changing channels or switching off the TV

 sending children out of the room when something unsuitable was being broadcasted

 discussing the content of concern

 limiting the time that children were allowed to watch TV

 random checks on children’s viewing. 

Almost all the parents felt their children’s TV viewing was under control, although the 
ages of greatest concern were 10 to 14 years.

Internet

Using general Household Survey data, the ONS reported that one-third of households 
in great Britain had internet access in 2000 (the first time this question was asked); 
by 2001 the figure had risen to 39 per cent, and by 2005 to 55 per cent. The figures 
for the UK, available since 2006, indicate that in 2006, 14.26 million households 
(57 per cent) had access to the internet; by 2008 this had risen to 16.46 million 
or 65 per cent of all households, and 86 per cent of these had broadband access 
(ONS 2008h). Currently there are plans to levy a charge of some £6 a year on all 
households with a landline in order to fund a programme furnishing all households in 
the UK with broadband internet access (Woods 2009).
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This general growth in household internet access is mirrored in the access that 
children now have to the internet. The CHILDWISE (2009) trends report indicated 
that currently, almost all 5- to 15-year-olds have access to a computer at home, 
and nearly half own their own personal computer or laptop, with two-fifths of 7- to 
16-year-olds having access to the internet in their own room.

Access to the internet gives individuals the opportunity to engage with a series of 
rapidly evolving or developing interactive services, such as multiplayer games; content 
streaming services such as Spotify for music and YouTube for audiovisual material, 
message boards, weblogs (blogs) and a range of social networking sites such as 
MySpace (which has an age restriction of 14 years and above), Facebook, Bebo and 
the more recent mobile phone-driven Twitter (all three with an age restriction of 13 
years and above).

Universal internet access has brought with it a range of positive and negative perceived 
and actual impacts on users, including children. Table 4.1 summarises the principal 
benefits and risks associated with children’s use of the internet.

Table 4.1: Opportunities and risks associated with children’s internet usage, 
2008
Source: Hasebrink et al. (2008)

Opportunities Risks

 Access to global information

 Educational resources

 Social networking for old or new 
friends

 Entertainment, games and fun

 User-generated content creation

 Civic or political participation

 Privacy for expression of identity

 Community involvement or activism

 Technological expertise and literacy

 Career advancement or employment

 Personal, health or sexual advice

 Specialist groups and fan forums

 Shared experiences with distant 
others

 Illegal content

 Paedophiles, ‘grooming’, strangers

 Extreme or sexual violence

 Other harmful or offensive content

 Racist or hate material and activities

 Advertising or commercial persuasion

 Bias or misinformation (advice, 
health)

 Exploitation of personal information

 Cyberbullying, stalking, harassment

 gambling, financial scams

 Self-harm (suicide, anorexia, etc.)

 Invasion or abuse of privacy

 Illegal activities (hacking, 
downloading)
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Compared to TV, more serious worries were expressed by parents in Hasebrink et 
al.’s (2008) study about children’s exposure to the internet, particularly by parents 
who lacked experience of the internet. The concerns appeared to stem from parental 
awareness of the size of the internet and of its inherently unregulated nature: even 
where parents had confidence in children’s self-regulation there was a residual 
concern about their accidental exposure to unsuitable material. The concerns were 
balanced to some extent by an awareness of the internet’s potential, particularly in 
educational terms. The techniques employed in monitoring and controlling children’s 
internet usage included: 

 placing the computer where usage was visible

 controlling when the computer was turned on

 sitting with the child (especially younger or new users)

 children being required to keep their parents informed of all internet use

 random checks on usage

 no or limited random surfing

 time-limits on usage

 use of filtering controls (software blocking or rating services). 

However, filtering controls were often criticised for requiring too high a level of 
technical knowledge for many parents.

Often, the dangers associated with the internet or cyberspace are characterised 
in terms of the child as a potential victim. However, the internet also offers the 
opportunity for the child to become a perpetrator, not simply in terms of role reversal 
(such as the potential victim of cyberbullying becoming a bully) but by presenting 
new opportunities to engage in what amounts to criminal activity. Sharing files with 
copyright content is common but illegal, yet parents seldom express concern about 
their children engaging in this sort of activity.

Mobile phones

The CHILDWISE (2009) trends report indicates that mobile phone ownership for 
5- to 16-year-olds stands at about 75 per cent. More specifically, 50 per cent of 
5- to 10-year-olds have their own mobile phone, and this figure rises to 95 per cent 
among 11- to 16-year-olds (CHILDWISE 2009). Recently the French government 
announced plans to prevent the advertising of mobile phones to children under 12 
and to stop the sale of mobile phones to children under six years. These moves were 
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motivated by concerns about the heightened health risks associated with children’s 
exposure to the microwave radiation (LIMRadiation) emitted by mobile phones (Allen 
and Macrae 2009). Currently the British government has not taken equivalent steps.

Health risks notwithstanding, mobile phones offer parents a means of remaining in 
contact with their children on a permanent basis. Using qualitative research with a 
sample of 26 two-parent families with at least one child aged between 12 and 16, 
Lewis, Sarre and Burton (2007) found that although monitoring children via phone 
was universal, some parents expressed misgivings about the presence of mobile 
phones in their children’s lives. They felt that they were no longer able to monitor 
who was phoning their children; they did not know the phone numbers of their 
children’s friends, which meant that they could not check or contact the parents of 
their children’s friends; and while they could contact their children, they could not 
always be certain where they actually were. A further area of parental concern was 
that, like the internet, which can be accessed from a mobile phone, mobile phones 
also provide a medium for advertising – in this case, via text messaging, which largely 
escapes parental scrutiny.

Some of the children in the research conducted by Lewis, Sarre and Burton (2007) 
admitted that ‘other children’ exploited the potential of the mobile phone in order to 
deceive their parents, such as telling them that they were in one place deemed to 
be acceptable when in fact they were elsewhere. However, this may change in the 
near future. Technology now exists to allow a mobile device (phone or even a watch) 
to be tracked on the internet. In theory, parents will be able to locate the precise 
whereabouts of their child’s phone or watch, if not the child themselves, at any time 
(Daily Mail Reporter 2009). Currently, this innovation is being marketed in terms of 
increasing children’s safety and reducing parental concerns. However, it has not been 
met with universal approval. Some parents have expressed concerns that tracking 
children may be interfering or undermining parent–child trust. Further concerns have 
been expressed that if a parent can use a tracker to locate the whereabouts of their 
child, then so can someone else (goldacre 2006).

4.5 Are children growing up ‘too fast’?
Evidence indicates that young people’s transitions into many areas of adulthood, 
such as joining the labour force and living independently from the parental home, are 
subject to greater delay than they have been previously. The issue of whether children 
are growing up ‘too fast’ appears to be composed largely, if not entirely, of concerns 
about the age at which young people initiate sexual activity.
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Particular concerns have been raised about the premature ‘sexualisation’ of children, 
especially where it is orchestrated principally to further corporate interests and is 
realised via the media. These concerns have been articulated in at least two recent US 
books: So sexy so soon (Levin and Kilbourne 2009) and The Lolita effect (Durham 
2008). Yet a report by the American Psychological Association Task Force on the 
Sexualization of girls makes clear that, to date, there is very little research on the 
effects of the media on young girls (Zurbriggen et al. 2007).

There is no evidence that children are growing up any faster in physical terms: the 
average age of puberty has not declined significantly over recent decades, at least 
in the UK. The average age of menarche (onset of menstruation) in the UK currently 
stands at 12 to 13 years. Between the late 19th century and the mid-20th century, 
the average age fell by a year or more in many European countries, including the 
UK. This decline has been termed a ‘secular trend’, which ceased around the 1960s 
and now may even be reversing, at least in western Europe. The onset of menarche 
is related to a variety of factors, principally genetic, psychological, socio-economic 
and nutritional, and the latter two at least have improved considerably since the 19th 
century (Patton and Viner 2007; Whincup et al. 2001).

The picture in the USA is somewhat different: recent research has suggested that the 
average age of menarche has declined further (Whincup et al. 2001). Herman-giddens 
(2007) argues that until the 1960s, the factors influencing the trend in decreasing 
age of menarche were largely positive in health terms, such as improvements in 
nutrition and decline in the incidence of infectious diseases. However, further decline 
in the average age of menarche is likely to be due to less positive factors such 
as obesity, reduction in physical activity and chemical pollution. Herman-giddens 
(2007) also cites other possible factors such as exogenous hormones, and even the 
hypersexualisation of culture.

Murrin and Martin (2004) reported that children were becoming sexually active at a 
younger age: boys tended to have their first sexual experience at the age of 13, and 
girls at the age of 14, with the most frequent age at which sexual intercourse first 
takes place being 16. Around 1950, the average age was 20, although the decade 
with the steepest decline in the average age at which individuals lost their virginity 
was the 1950s. Predictors of earlier sexual activity include coming from a disrupted 
home, gaining no qualifications, learning about sex from peers rather than school and 
reaching puberty earlier than average (Murrin and Martin 2004).

However, there is an abiding problem with research concerning human sexual activity, 
and that is the reliability of the evidence. For example, response rates for surveys can 
be compromised if the area researched is sensitive, as is the case with respect to 
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sexual behaviour (Fife-Schaw 1995). The most obvious and perhaps most reliable 
indicator of sexual behaviour is pregnancy and, in this case, teenage pregnancy, which 
is discussed below.

Teenage conception, pregnancy and motherhood

Teenage conception, pregnancy and motherhood often raises moral, social and 
economic concerns. Central to these is the longstanding association between teenage 
motherhood and social disadvantage: the association between poor educational 
attainment and teenage motherhood, for example, has been observed Europe-wide 
(Berthoud and Robson 2001).

The rate of teenage pregnancy, both in the UK and in continental Europe, has varied 
considerably over previous decades. This section will examine these rates and the 
possible factors influencing them.

The first family planning centre designed for young unmarried people was established 
by Helen Brook in 1964. Later in the same decade two important pieces of legislation 
were passed: the Abortion Act 1967, which legalised abortion and placed it on demand; 
and the National Health Service (Family Planning) Act 1967, which allowed local 
authorities to give contraceptive advice to people who were unmarried. However, the 
uptake of services provided by organisations such as the Family Planning Association 
by individuals below the age of 16 was very low, at least until the early 1970s (Leathard 
1980, cited in Paton 2002).

Two significant developments in family planning occurred in 1974: contraception 
was made free to all via the National Health Service, and the then Department of 
Health and Social Security issued clarification concerning the legality of providing 
contraception to under-16s without parental consent. These milestones in family 
planning in the 1960s and early 1970s certainly preceded a discernible reduction in 
under-16 pregnancy rates between 1971 and 1981 (Figure 4.6).
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Figure 4.6: Conception rates for teenagers under 16 years, England and 
Wales, 1971–2007*
Source: ONS (2002b); Shrosbree (2009) 
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Clarification concerning the legality of providing contraception to under-16s without 
parental consent was reissued in 1980. However, in 1984 the Appeal Court, returning 
a judgment in the case of gillick v. West Norfolk and Wisbech Area Health Authority 
([1986] AC 112), prohibited the administration of contraception to under-16s without 
parental consent; this was reversed subsequently by a Law Lords ruling in 1985 which 
re-established the right to contraception without parental consent. It has been argued 
that, allied to a reduction in funding for community health services and concerns over 
confidentiality led to a decline in under-16s’ attendance at family planning clinics and 
a subsequent increase in teenage conception rates during the 1980s (Brook 2009). 
However, this account has been contested: Paton (2002) found neither evidence that 
the gillick ruling had an impact on under-16 conception rates, nor that greater access 
to family planning reduced under-16 conception rates; indeed, there was some 
evidence that greater access is associated with greater rates of teenage pregnancy, 
possibly by raising the likelihood of underage teenagers engaging in sexual activity to 
begin with (Paton 2002) or, as Paton (2008) remarks elsewhere, by increasing the 
likelihood of teenagers engaging in risky sexual behaviour.
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Since the 1980s there have been two government initiatives designed to reduce 
teenage conception rates. The first was part of the 1992 Health of the Nation 
initiative, which aimed at a 50 per cent reduction in under-16 pregnancies by 2000. 
The period from 1990 to 1995 saw a 16 per cent reduction in under-16 pregnancies, 
which coincided with an expansion of young people’s services: the number of health 
authorities providing specialist services for young people rose from 52 per cent to 85 
over this period (Brook 2009). After a brief rise in conception rates in the mid- to late 
1990s, which coincided with a shortlived scare about the safety of the contraceptive 
pill, the downward trend resumed: the 1998 conception rate for under-16s stood at 
9 per 1,000.

The second government initiative, the Teenage Pregnancy Strategy, was initiated in 
1999, prompted by concern about the higher rate of teenage pregnancies or births 
in the UK compared to other European Union (EU) countries. Teenage birth rates 
across EU Member States for 1970 and 1998 appear in Figure 4.7.

Figure 4.7: Teenage birth rates for EU Member States, 1970 and 1998
Source: Unicef (2001)
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Figure 4.7 indicates a clear reduction in teenage births from 1970 to 1998 for all EU 
countries except Ireland, which had a relatively low rate of teenage births in 1970 and 
a fractional increase by 1998.
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The stated objective of the Teenage Pregnancy Strategy was to reduce under-18 
pregnancies by half from the 1998 baseline over the course of the ensuing decade 
and to establish a downward trend in under-16 conceptions. There is evidence of 
a reduction in the teenage conception rate during this period, but this was neither 
uniform across all social groups, nor is the continued rate of reduction such that the 
stated target is likely to be met by 2010. The under-16 conception rate stood at 9 
per 1,000 in 1998; by 2006 it had reduced to 7.8. The pattern was similar for 15- to 
18-year-olds, where the conception rate dropped from 46.6 per 1,000 to 40.6 over 
the same period.

However, recently the rates for all teenagers have shown an increase. The increase 
in the conception rate for teenage girls under 16 was particularly steep: provisional 
figures show a rise from 7.8 conceptions per 1,000 in 2006 to 8.3 in 2007 – a 6.4 per 
cent increase. In absolute terms there was a 4.7 per cent increase in the number of 
conceptions for this age group between 2006 and 2007, with three-quarters of these 
conceptions belonging to 15 year-olds. Conception rates for 15- to 18-year-olds also 
showed an increase to 41.7 from 40.6 (Shrosbree 2009).

The Teenage Pregnancy Strategy reputedly marked a turning point in the approach 
to the issue of unintended teenage pregnancy in the UK, being based on evidence 
rather than moral judgement. The strategy had five main themes: 

 joined-up action

 a national media campaign

 support for the parents of teenagers

 prevention – including improving sex and relationship education and access to 
contraception 

 support for teenage parents (Department for Children, Schools and Families 
2008b).

The strategy further involved identifying the risk factors associated with teenage 
pregnancy. The most important included: 

 that the teenager’s own parent had been a teenage parent

 poor educational attainment, particularly if it showed a deterioration over time 
(Kiernan 1997)

 intended truancy

 NEET at 16 (Bynner and Parsons 1999). 
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Perhaps the single most important risk factor is socio-economic status: there is 
a tenfold increase in the likelihood of becoming a teenage mother for girls from 
the lowest socio-economic level (unskilled labour), compared to those from the 
highest (professional) level (Botting et al. 1998). Further research has identified 
the importance of area deprivation (McLeod 2001; Sloggett and Joshi 1998) and 
expectations about becoming a parent by 20 (Allen et al. 2007). Bradshaw et al. 
(2005) found an apparent association between higher levels of teenage pregnancy 
and areas with higher concentrations of ethnic minorities, but this was eliminated 
when socio-economic deprivation was taken into account.

Using data from 2001–02, Uren et al. (2007) found an association not only between 
area deprivation and conception rates, but also between area deprivation and 
conception outcome – maternity or abortion. Teenage conception rates by outcome 
from 1971 to 2007 are presented in Table 4.2.

Table 4.2: Teenage conception rates by age at conception outcome, rates per 
1,000 conceptions, England and Wales, 1971–2007
Source: ONS (2002b); Shrosbree (2009)

Age

Type of pregnancy

Leading to maternity Leading to abortion

1971 1981 1991 2001 2007 1971 1981 1991 2001 2007

Under 14* 0.5 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.7

14 2.8 1.7 2.6 2.2 2.0 2.4 2.9 3.5 3.5 3.8

15 13.5 7.1 9.8 8.0 7.0 6.9 8.7 9.3 9.4 10.5

All <16 * 5.5 3.1 4.3 3.5 3.2 3.2 4.1 4.6 4.5 5.1

16 41.0 21.5 25.0 21.9 19.4 13.0 16.2 17.1 18.5 20.0

17 68.5 36.7 41.5 37.2 34.0 15.2 20.1 22.7 26.6 28.0

18 95.0 54.6 57.0 52.2 50.8 16.7 21.6 26.6 31.4 33.1

19 114.5 73.0 66.2 61.1 62.0 16.4 21.0 28.6 33.4 34.9

* Rates for girls aged under 14, under 16 and under 20 are based on the population of girls 
aged 13, 13 to 15 and 15 to 19, respectively.
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Uren et al.’s (2007) research indicated that maternity and abortion rates increase 
with deprivation; that for girls under 16 the rate of abortion was three times greater 
for those in the most deprived areas compared to the least: 6.6 compared to 2.1 per 
1,000 girls aged 13 to 15, and in the case of maternity the rate was 12 times higher: 
21 per 1,000 compared to 1.7. The same trend was observed for older teenagers: the 
abortion rate for 15- to 17-year-olds was more than twice that for those in the most 
deprived areas compared to those in the least deprived (27.9 as opposed to 11.5 per 
1,000 women aged 15 to 17). The maternity rate was nine times higher (43.1 as 
opposed to 4.8). 

However, there is also evidence that pregnant teenagers in less deprived areas are 
more likely to have an abortion: i.e. the greater the deprivation, the lower the abortion 
rate per conception for both under-18s and under-16s. In the case of under-18s, 
the abortion rate in the least deprived areas is 71 per cent of conceptions, and in the 
most deprived, 31 per cent; for the under-16s the equivalent figures are 77 per cent 
and 50 per cent respectively. These figures suggest that there is a socio-economic 
distinction, perhaps realised in terms of a subtle gradation, between those teenagers 
who tend to opt for abortion and those who tend to opt for motherhood. Recent 
evidence of the importance of teenagers’ socio-economic status in conception rates 
and the eventual outcome of pregnancy has been indentified by Lee et al. (2004). This 
is returned to later in this section, when the relation between unplanned or unwanted 
teenage pregnancy and eventual motherhood is considered.

A further influence on the likelihood of abortion is age. As Figure 4.8 indicates, the 
likelihood of abortion decreases with age: 66 per cent of 14-year-olds have legal 
abortions, for 16-year-olds the figure falls to 51 per cent.
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Figure 4.8: Percentage of teenage pregnancies leading to legal abortions by 
age, England and Wales, 2007
Source: Shrosbree (2009) 
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There is a question as to whether the 1998 rate of teenage conception or births in 
the UK is constitutive of a problem at all. Lawlor and Shaw (2004) argue that the 
teenage birth rates found in the UK are high only when compared to other western 
European countries; considered globally in the context of 46 industrialised nations, 
England and Wales have only moderate rates of teenage births (Singh and Darroch 
2000). Lawlor and Shaw (2004) further point out that while the number of sexually 
active teenagers has increased and historically the age of menarche has decreased, 
thus increasing the at-risk population, nonetheless the rate of teenage births has 
gone downwards over the past 30 years.

While the rate of teenage pregnancies has fluctuated, an increasing proportion of 
teenage births now occur outside marriage. In 1971 the rate was 26 per cent, in 
1981 the figure was 47 per cent, in 1996 the figure stood at 88 per cent, and by 
2006, 93 per cent of live births to women aged under 20 in England and Wales 
occurred outside marriage (Kiernan 1997; ONS 2007).

However, the pattern of teenage pregnancy and motherhood is not uniform over 
ethnic groups. Using data from the Labour Force Survey 1987–99, Berthoud and 
Robson (2001) found that Bangladeshi young women had the highest rates of 
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teenage pregnancy (75 per 1,000), followed by Caribbean and Pakistani teenagers, 
with rates of 44 and 41 per 1,000 respectively. White British teenagers had a rate of 
29 per 1,000 and Indian teenagers the lowest, with 17 per 1,000. However, South 
Asians (Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi) had the highest rate of marriage among young 
mothers: approximately 85 per cent, compared to 47 per cent for white and 15 for 
Caribbean.

There are also differences by country in terms of the association between teenage 
motherhood and socio-economic disadvantage. Berthoud and Robson (2001) found 
considerable variation: the disadvantage experienced by teenage mothers was most 
acute in the Netherlands, and least acute in Austria, where it almost vanished entirely. 
In the case of the UK, it was far closer to the situation in the Netherlands than 
Austria. Berthoud and Robson (2001) also consider the issue of the association 
between disadvantage and teenage motherhood, specifically in terms of whether it 
exists simply because it is disadvantaged teenagers who are most likely to become 
mothers, or whether teenage motherhood itself exacerbates any disadvantage that 
the teenager is experiencing already. An analysis using National Child Development 
Study data conducted by Hobcraft and Kiernan (1999) found that while poverty tends 
to track individuals throughout their life, and the more disadvantaged teenagers tend 
to become young mothers, there was an explanatory role for teenage motherhood 
independent of background: that is, the age at which the first child is born accounts for 
more of the risk of poorer outcomes than the mother’s socio-economic background.

Unplanned or unwanted teenage pregnancies and motherhood

The Social Exclusion Unit (restructured and renamed the Social Exclusion Task 
Force in 2006) identified that one of the principal problems associated with teenage 
motherhood is that it can worsen the level of disadvantage that the mother already 
experiences. The occurrence of unplanned pregnancy has been given the following 
broad account by the Social Exclusion Unit (1999): mixed messages about sex 
from the adult world and an accompanying lack of knowledge about contraception 
dispose teenagers to both sexual activity and pregnancy; and once pregnant, to opt 
for motherhood as the most viable lifestyle or economic option, given their otherwise 
low expectations of education and employment opportunities (Social Exclusion Unit 
1999).

In reviewing largely qualitative research, Duncan (2007) offers an alternative account 
of teenage motherhood, if not pregnancy rates, which explicitly incorporates a 
sociocultural element. Predicated on the claim that working-class teenagers experience 
a different sociocultural environment from middle-class teenagers, working-class 
teenagers grow up in an environment where early motherhood is both common and 
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uncensored (Phoenix 1991), and where self-esteem, identity and social inclusion are 
centred around motherhood, with participation in the labour market being secondary 
to this (Duncan and Edwards 1999). Unplanned teenage pregnancy is less likely 
to be regarded as unwanted, being aligned more closely with family expectations 
concerning early motherhood and occurring within a network of family support. The 
environment inhabited by middle-class teenagers is different: identity is derived, 
chronologically at least, from higher education and labour market position, and while 
motherhood eventually may be no less central to middle-class mothers’ identity, it is 
realised after educational and career achievements. In a small-scale qualitative study, 
Arai (2009) found that the most isolated and least well-supported teenage mothers 
were middle-class or older, but still teenage, married women who were geographically 
distant from their families.

Furthermore, case study research suggests that rather than preventing participation 
in education, training and/or employment, early motherhood can prove to be a spur 
to participation for some – participation that would have been less likely without 
motherhood (graham and Dermott 2005; Phoenix 1991). There is also evidence that 
relatives, particularly the teenager’s mother, might be supportive of their daughter’s 
impending motherhood, and so act as an impediment to termination (Duncan 2007).

Attitudes to and consequences of teenage motherhood

Results from the British Social Attitudes Survey reported by Clarke and Thomson 
(2001–02) indicated that attitudes towards teenage pregnancy in the population are 
largely negative: it was identified as a ‘problem’ by 92 per cent of respondents, and 
56 per cent agreed that ‘a lack of morals’ was one of the main causes of teenage 
pregnancy. Additional ‘causes’ were identified by 66 per cent of the respondents as 
stemming from TV and advertising putting too much pressure on teenagers to have 
sex before they were ready. In addition, there was a widespread assumption that 
teenagers were neither ready nor able to bring up children.

Countering the construction of teenage pregnancy as a problem, Arai (2009) found 
that teenage mothers often characterise their own motherhood in a positive manner, 
particularly in (eventual) terms of family support. Arai (2009) does concede , however, 
that the mothers might be utilising a ‘consoling plot’ when recounting their own 
experiences and attitudes – that is, unduly emphasising (although not fabricating) 
positive elements.

Whether involuntary teenage pregnancy is a social problem or symptomatic of a wider 
social malaise is open to debate. However, what is clear is that there are specific social 
and health disadvantages associated with teenage motherhood. The children born to 
teenage mothers tend to have lower than average birthweight, and tend to be brought 



FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITUTE 131

PARENT–CHILD RELATIONSHIPS: DEPENDENCE AND INDEPENDENCE

up in a lone-parent family. Teenage mothers are more likely to leave school at the 
minimum age and to have lower educational outcomes than their peers; they are also 
likely to experience unemployment and low incomes when employed. Moreover, there 
is an elevated rate of infant mortality associated with teenage pregnancy, running at 
60 per cent higher than for older women (Botting et al. 1998). There is even evidence 
of longer-term disadvantages associated with teenage pregnancy. Using the National 
Survey of Health and Development concerning individuals born in 1946, longitudinal 
research found teenage parenthood in general to be associated with poorer coronary 
heart disease risk factors by the age of 52. That these extend to both the mother 
and father indicates that they are not the product of the biological impact of an early 
pregnancy, but the result of lifestyle factors. These lifestyle factors seem rooted in a 
lifelong occupancy of low socio-economic status, lower educational attainment and 
poorer health behaviours, such as smoking and lack of exercise, at least insofar as 
they were observed in the sample (Hardy et al. 2009).

4.6 How do parents and children perceive risk?
This section concerns parents’ and adolescents’ risk perceptions generally and 
examines the impact that these may have on parenting approaches to younger 
children and adolescents. The following section applies these to the issue of health-
related lifestyle choices and, in particular, examines the implications that they may 
have for adolescents’ risk-taking behaviour.

Parents and risk

The Nuffield Foundation (2009b) reports that through examination of published 
research, parents now exercise more control over younger children than they have 
done previously, especially in terms of restricting the range of out-of-home activities 
available to their children.

There is evidence of a shift in parental attitudes with respect to the perceived safety 
of children, which may go some way to explaining this change. Playday conducted 
a UK-wide survey in 2007, involving 1,030 children and 1,031 adults. The results 
indicated that 71 per cent of adults reported playing in the street or area near their 
home every day when they were children, compared to only 21 per cent of children 
today. The principal reason for this change was the attitude that parents took to the 
risk posed by increased volume of traffic (Lacey 2007).

Citing Hillman et al. (1990), Joshi and MacLean (1995) found that the proportion of 
independent journeys to school by seven- to eight-year-olds had dropped from 80 
per cent in 1971 to 9 per cent in 1990. However, it is not just practical considerations 
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which have informed these changes but also parental risk perceptions. Joshi and 
MacLean (1995) examined the reasons for parental accompaniment of children to or 
from school. “Stranger danger” was the reason most frequently given, with three-fifths 
of parents of children aged seven to nine years old citing it. This was followed by “child 
not able to cross roads” cited by half of parents, and “school being too far away” cited 
by approximately one-third of parents.

Research concerning people’s risk perceptions of technological hazards has indicated 
that it is not the likelihood of a particular negative event occurring by which it is 
judged to be high risk, but other considerations. These include whether exposure to 
the hazard is perceived as voluntary, controllable, known, equitable or dreaded, and 
the numbers likely to be affected by the hazard – the more affected, the greater the 
risk (Slovic 2000; Slovic et al. 1982). Latterly, attention has been paid to the influence 
of emotion, particularly in terms of emotional associations with risk judgements and 
risk-taking behaviour. Where there is a conflict between emotion and calculation, the 
emotional response usually dictates the judgement or decision (Slovic et al. 2002). 
Risks are also subject to ‘social amplification’: some risks assume greater importance 
because they receive greater attention, particularly through the media, rather than 
because of their likely eventuality (Kasperson et al. 1988).

The implications for parental risk perceptions are that they are likely to be related 
only tenuously to the likelihood of particular events occurring, and are likely to be 
influenced by the attention that a risk has received, the feelings associated with a risk 
and the possible severity of its consequences. Murrin and Martin (2004) found that 
parents were most worried about quite rare events affecting their children, such as 
abduction, but were less concerned about far more likely events, such as accidents 
in the home. The 10 concerns most frequently cited by parents appear in Table 4.3.
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Table 4.3: Concerns expressed by parents about their children and statistical 
likelihood of the event, 2002–03*
Source: Murrin and Martin (2004)

Risk

Per cent of parents 
expressing this 

concern Likelihood

Hit by a car or lorry 45 Medium

Abducted or murdered 42 Medium

Damaging health by eating too much 
sugar and too many sweet things 38 High

Too much time watching television or 
playing computer games 36 High

growing up too fast 33 High

Becoming the victim of crime 32 High

Eating too much junk food 31 High

Having friends who are a bad influence 28 High

getting a serious illness 28 Medium

Becoming the victim of physical violence 27 High

* Medium is a likelihood of less than 1/100; higher is any likelihood that is greater than this.

Lewis, Sarre and Burton (2007) reported a strong sense from parents that their children 
were now growing up in communities that were more dangerous than those in which 
they themselves had grown up, and that the risks children faced lay outside the home. 
The parents’ approach to managing their children’s exposure to such hazards was 
dependent on their children’s age and recognition of their growing independence. The 
approach to parenting with respect to older children involved negotiating a delicate 
balance between protecting children and alienating them. The approach adopted 
towards the older children approaching 16 and above involved setting ground rules 
for behaviour in the home and keeping in touch by phone when they were away. 
There was recognition that attempts to control children’s behaviour outside the home, 
however well intentioned, might simply serve to alienate them. The management of 
younger children’s (12 to 15 years) exposure to risks principally involved regulating 
or managing their time away from home, so as to reduce as far as possible their 
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opportunities to ‘loiter’ and encourage their ‘purposeful use of time’. However, there 
were widespread expressions of bafflement concerning how to control the kind of 
friends that their children made.

In addition to the use of rules, Lewis, Sarre and Burton (2007) highlight the pivotal 
role that trust plays with respect to parents managing their children’s exposure to 
possible risks:

“… most families relied on a complicated set of negotiations with their 
children, in which the degree to which they trusted their children and 
their children’s judgement played a major part in how far the parents 
were prepared to let go …” (p.86)

Lewis, Sarre and Burton (2007) identify the way in which parents can experience a 
growing sense of powerlessness as their children increase their independence, with 
parents having little choice but to rely on trust and negotiation rather than a dictatorial 
approach. However, the trust that parents have in their children may be somewhat 
misplaced: there were frequent examples of children misleading their parents and 
deliberately withholding information. The motivation was not just to avoid punishment, 
but also to prevent their parent from worrying needlessly.

Adolescence and risk

Over the last century, while the health of children and older people has improved the 
mortality rate for adolescents (15 to 19 years) from injury and suicide has increased 
from 11 per cent of total deaths between 1901 and 1910 to 57 per cent in 2003. 
This increase is linked to health inequalities – inequalities which are more pronounced 
in adolescence due to the greater ethnic diversity of younger generations. There is 
also evidence to suggest that risk behaviours such as binge drinking, delinquency 
and illicit drug use could be contributing to the development of health and social 
inequalities that eventually have an impact on mortality rates (Viner and Cole 2005).

Adolescents are more likely than adults to engage in risky behaviour. Furthermore, 
evidence suggests that while adolescent risk-taking behaviour is generally 
experimental, risk-taking behaviours tend to be clustered in individuals, so individuals 
who binge-drink are also more likely to smoke (Benthin et al. 1993). The source 
of adolescent risk-taking is less clear: it may stem from a sense of invulnerability 
(unrealistic optimism) or a general failure to appreciate certain activities as risky 
(Cohen et al. 1995).
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There is a further issue strongly associated with adolescent risk-taking: that of peer 
pressure. Evidence from criminology indicates that adolescents tend to commit 
crimes in groups of two or more, but adults tend to act alone (gardner and Steinberg 
2005). Hensley (1977) examined the phenomenon of ‘risky shift’ – that in specified 
conditions, group decisions tend to be more risky than individual decisions – and found 
a greater shift towards risk from adolescents than those of college age. However, the 
sample was small and the risky scenarios were abstract hypothetical choice dilemmas 
rather than ones relating to real-life situations.

However, using a sample of more than 300 individuals and both hypothetical and 
real-world scenarios, gardner and Steinberg (2005) found that there was a decline 
in risk-taking and risky decision-making between adolescence and adulthood. 
Furthermore, they found that risky shift operated as a function of age: while all 
groups’ decisions became more risky than individuals’, the group decisions of middle 
and late adolescents were more risky than those of adults. A slight disposition 
towards risk-taking behaviour among adolescents, then, is likely to be exacerbated or 
compounded by peer influence, an influence to which adolescents have heightened 
levels of susceptibility to in any case. This susceptibility may be due to limitations in 
adolescents’ psychosocial functioning in areas such as self-reliance, which then has 
an impact on their capacity to act independently.

The concern that parents express about the influence of their children’s friends is then 
well grounded; however, it is likely to be the children of parents who are indifferent 
to their child’s activities outside the home who are at greatest risk from any negative 
peer influence (Murrin and Martin 2004).

4.7 What are the trends in lifestyle-related health?
The trends in and health consequences of lifestyle choices concerning diet or exercise, 
smoking, alcohol consumption and drug use, particularly in terms of their impact on 
children and adolescents, are examined in this section.

“Many of the current most common causes of morbidity and 
premature mortality are linked to a range of individual behaviours 
such as diet, physical activity levels, smoking and drinking. Current 
government health strategies place a strong emphasis on reducing ill 
health through promoting healthy lifestyles.” (ONS 2009b, p.96)

Before examining what people actually do, it is worth considering some of the 
psychological underpinnings of people’s risky lifestyle choices. Previously the nature 
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of people’s risk perceptions was considered and this has a bearing on lifestyle 
choices, helping to explain why lifestyle shifts are slow to occur. The negative health 
consequences of poor dietary choices and smoking are not immediate but long-term 
and cumulative, while the benefits (such as they are) are immediate. Furthermore, 
exposure to the risks associated with particular food choices, smoking and drinking 
is largely voluntary, and continued exposure is under the individuals’ apparent control. 
These factors serve to minimise the risks psychologically, if they are considered 
at all. People also have a tendency to be unduly optimistic about the chances of 
experiencing both positive and negative events, termed ‘optimistic bias’, which may 
also contribute to particular lifestyle choices (Weinstein 1980).

Changes in diet and eating

Obesity made its first appearance in the international classification of diseases only 
as recently as 1948.4 Obesity has now reached epidemic levels internationally, in both 
the developed and developing world, and affects all age groups (Kipping et al. 2008). 
The simple explanation for the increased incidence of obesity is that individuals’ energy 
consumption has increased. Interestingly, while corresponding decreases in levels of 
physical activity may have contributed to the rise of obesity and positive associations 
have been identified between obesity and inactivity, the degree to which inactivity is 
responsible for obesity has not been established (British Medical Association Board 
of Science 2005).

Obesity is one of the most obvious results of poor dietary choices. Ultimately the 
consequence for the UK population of such poor choices, such as consuming too 
much saturated fat, salt and sugar and too little fruit, vegetables and oily fish, is an 
estimated 70,000 preventable or premature deaths a year5 (Strategy Unit 2008a).

Western society has become conducive to weight gain, given the greater prevalence 
and consumption of energy-rich foods and drinks and increase in sedentary 
occupations, car usage and TV viewing as a pastime (leisure activity). Even though the 

4 A commonly used metric to assess whether an adult individual is overweight is the Body 
Mass Index (BMI). The BMI is weight (kg)/height (m)2. An adult is defined as overweight 
if their BMI is above 25kg/m2 and obese if their IBM is above 30kg/m2 (British Medical 
Association Board of Science 2005). The situation for children is more complex, as 
the figures are adjusted for every six months of the child’s life, i.e. the BMI definition of 
overweight and obese in children is age-dependent (see Cole et al. 2000).

5 Dietary recommendations intended to eliminate these premature deaths involve reducing 
daily salt intake from an average 9g to 6g, saturated fat intake by 2.3 per cent, added 
sugar intake by 1.75 per cent, and increasing fruit and vegetable intake to five a day 
(Strategy Unit 2008a).
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precise relations between the factors thought to cause weight gain remain obscure, 
the evidence of widespread weight gain is clear. The period 1997–2007 saw the 
proportion of men in the UK aged 16 and over classified as obese rise from 17 
per cent to 24 per cent. For women the figure rose from 20 per cent to 24 per 
cent. Additionally, 41 per cent of men and 32 per cent of women were classified as 
overweight. The total figures for those classified as overweight or obese by 2007 
stood at 65 per cent of men and 56 per cent of women.

A similar pattern is evident among children. Between 1995 and 2007 there was a 
6 per cent rise in children classified as overweight or obese. By 2007, 30 per cent 
of all children aged between 2 and 15 years and 16 per cent of all children were 
classified as obese. This is over a period when average birthweights have changed 
little. Projections indicate that one-fifth of boys and one-third of girls will be obese by 
2020 (British Medical Association Board of Science 2005).

There has been a marked change in the British diet and eating habits since the 1970s. 
For example, between 1975 and 2000 there was a 20 per cent decline in the time 
spent eating at home, and correspondingly more time spent eating out. Approximately 
one in six meals are now eaten outside the home (Strategy Unit 2008b). By 2005 the 
UK was spending £27.6 billion on eating out, a figure which had risen by 29 per cent 
since 1995 (Strategy Unit 2008a).

However, perhaps the most striking change is the introduction of and growth in the 
consumption of convenience foods, such as ready meals, which has increased by 300 
per cent since 1977 (Strategy Unit 2008a). Convenience foods such as pizza have 
become widely available only since the 1970s, but are now firmly established in the 
national diet. Between 1993 and 2005 the fast food industry increased its sales by 
73 per cent. Trends in the consumption of various convenience foods between 1974 
and 2007 are indicated in Figure 4.9, which shows a sharp rise since 1974, but a 
current levelling off or even slight decline.
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Figure 4.9: UK household purchased quantities of convenience food, average 
per person per week, 1974–2007*
Source: Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2008)

* Adjusted National Food Survey Figures 1974–2000, Expenditure and Food Survey figures 
2001–02 onwards.

The growth in eating out and the consumption of convenience foods has led to 
concerns about the decline of the ‘family meal’ and people’s health. Concerns about 
this decline may be well placed, if overstated. The Nuffield Foundation (2009b) cites 
evidence that there has been a slight overall decline in family meals since the 1970s; 
additionally, the numbers of teenagers eating family meals with their parents once a 
week or more dropped from 83 per cent in 1986 to 72 per cent in 2006.

The health implications associated with the rise in the consumption of convenience 
foods and eating out are considerable. Typically, convenience foods are high in 
fat, sugar and salt, and food eaten out tends to have a greater sugar content and 
slightly greater fat content. Essentially, such foods are energy-rich. For example, it 
is estimated that it takes one to two hours of ‘extremely vigorous’ activity to burn off 
calories equivalent to a single large-size children’s meal (> = 785 kcal) from a fast 
food restaurant.
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When examining food choices, Viner and Cole (2006) found that increases in the 
BMI for those between 16 and 30 years were linked to consumption of takeaway 
meals at a rate of at least twice a week, and two or more soft or fizzy drinks a day. 
The issue of soft or fizzy drinks has particular relevance for children. These drinks 
are the greatest single source of non-milk extrinsic or ‘added’ sugar in the average 
child’s diet, and children from a low-income background get even more of their sugar 
from soft drinks than those from higher income families – with boys from low-income 
families in particular having the highest added sugar intake (Strategy Unit 2008a).

The issue of high or increased calorific intake may extend beyond processed or 
convenience foods and soft drinks. The sugar content of fruit has increased in recent 
decades: apples have approximately 50 per cent more sugar content than they did 30 
years ago, so consequently most fruit juice contains approximately the same amount 
of sugar as soft drinks, about 10g per 100g (Leak 2004). Chickens now contain 
twice the calories as they did approximately 100 years ago, due to an increase in their 
fat content and concomitant decrease in protein content. This has been attributed to 
changes in intensive farming methods (Wang et al. 2004). Further claims have been 
made about the decline in the mineral content of vegetables, but these are more 
controversial (Purvis 2005).

Parental influence and children’s diets

The diet of the average child in the UK mirrors that of a typical adult’s, but generally 
contains an even greater proportion of sugars and saturated fats (Strategy Unit 
2008a). There is evidence that the early years are critical in terms of later health 
outcomes. Using the 1970 British Cohort Study, Viner and Cole (2005) found that 
watching more than two hours of TV at the weekend as a child predicted (not to be 
confused with caused) later adult obesity. Each extra hour watched at weekends at 
age five increased the likelihood of adult obesity by about 7 per cent.

Research further indicates that childhood obesity is determined before the age of 
five, but not at birth. By the age of five years a child’s weight has little relation to their 
birthweight, but predicts their likely weight by age nine (Viner and Cole 2005).

Personal preferences, peers, school and the media all exercise an influence on 
children’s dietary habits, but the strongest influence during early childhood comes 
from parents. Parents act as providers, enforcers and role models (Clark et al. 2007). 
Parents with dietary or nutritional knowledge are more likely to influence their children’s 
diet positively: levels of such knowledge in mothers were found to be associated with 
greater levels of children’s consumption of both fruit and fibre and lower consumption 
of fat (gibson et al. 1998; Variyam et al. 1999). Correspondingly, Lake et al. (1997) 
found evidence of the intergenerational transmission of obesity: using the 1958 
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National Child Development Study, children with two overweight parents were 
themselves more likely to be overweight and at greater risk of obesity in adulthood. 
Being overweight as a child also disposes the individual to being overweight as an 
adult by about 50 per cent, as does being the child of overweight parents.

Using a sample of 226 families, Perez-Pastor et al. (2009) found an increased chance 
of obesity in children if their parents were obese, by gender. Daughters had a greater 
chance of being obese if their mothers were themselves obese, but not if their fathers 
were. Conversely, boys were more likely to be obese if their fathers were, but not 
if their mothers were. The implication of these findings is that the transmission of 
obesity is less likely to be genetic as behavioural: the authors attribute the difference 
to ‘behavioural sympathy’ – daughters copying mothers’ lifestyle, and boys copying 
fathers’.

Clark et al. (2007) examined the literature concerning not what children were eating, 
but the complementary issue of how parents fed their children, particularly in relation 
to children’s weight gain. Parental food behaviours included: 

 control over availability and portion size

 pressure to eat

 using food to reward, to pacify or as a treat.

An early study identified by Clark et al. (2007) had indicated the effect and importance 
of parental monitoring on the food choices of children aged four to seven. The results 
indicated not only the positive influence of parental monitoring, but also children’s 
inherent food preferences, their own knowledge about the nutritional or health 
properties of food, and what they thought their mothers’ attitudes to these were likely 
to be. Children allowed to make free food choices selected a large proportion that were 
high in sugar, but when simply told that their mothers would monitor their selection, 
the children’s choices were significantly lower in added sugar. When their mothers 
actually monitored the children’s choices, they were lower in total calories, saturated 
fat and salt than previously (Klesges et al. 1991). These findings suggest that children 
might well be aware of the kinds of food that parents approve and disapprove of, and 
what they are expected to eat, yet still seek to evade these constraints when the 
opportunity presents itself.

However, parental restrictions of child food consumption, particularly snacks, can 
be counterproductive. Clark et al. (2007) report only one cross-sectional study that 
failed to find a relationship between parental restriction of a favourite food and 
child weight. Fisher and Birch (1999) found that restricted foods were subject to 
greater attention from children than when they were not restricted. Several reasons 
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for this relationship have been suggested: restricted foods become more desirable 
and subject to greater consumption in the absence of parental control; furthermore, 
self-control may become attenuated and children possibly develop tendencies to ‘eat 
without hunger’. This should not be interpreted as restriction causing weight gain, but 
rather as being associated with it. Children may be overweight already, or perceived 
as being overweight, prior to any imposition of restrictions.

Socio-economic differences in diet and their implications for children’s health

Research has indicated a link between parental dietary or nutritional knowledge, 
which has a positive association with children’s diets, and socio-economic variables, 
such as education (Wardle et al. 2000). When combined with the tendency towards 
intergenerational transmission of obesity, this suggests that the children most at risk 
from obesity and other health issues associated with poor dietary habit will be those 
from families with low socio-economic capital.

Knowledge of a healthy diet is a starting point in making dietary changes, and this 
differs by socio-economic group. The Food Standards Agency Consumer Survey found 
that although 78 per cent of respondents had heard of the recommended ‘five-a-day’ 
portions of fruit or vegetables, only 58 per cent claimed to have achieved this. Of the 
respondents in the Food Standards Agency (2008) study, 89 per cent from the upper 
third socio-economic level correctly identified the five-a-day recommendation, but 
only 67 per cent from the lowest third did so. These differences in dietary awareness 
were reflected in behaviour. Figure 4.10 shows that the claimed consumption of five 
or more portions of fruit or vegetables a day declines with income, particularly in the 
case of men.
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Figure 4.10: Consumption of five or more portions of fruit and vegetables per 
day by income group and gender, 2007*
Source: ONS (2009u)
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* Equivalised household income (income adjusted by the size of the household) has been 
used to rank the households into five groups of equal size. The bottom fifth (quintile) group 
is the 20 per cent of households with the lowest incomes.

The distribution of those who are overweight or obese is not uniform throughout the 
population. Children from families with manual backgrounds were found to be more 
likely to be overweight as adults than children from non-manual backgrounds (Power 
and Moynihan 1988). When examining a sample of 2,127 individuals aged four to 18, 
Jebb et al. (2003) found those with Asian heritage almost four times as likely to be 
obese as white individuals.

Obesity has risen and is expected to continue to rise for many groups within the 
population. Zaninotto et al. (2006) studied adult population estimates of obesity from 
2003 and projections to 2010: they found that obesity levels in both manual and non-
manual groups for men are expected to increase by about 6 per cent, with greater 
levels of obesity for the manual group. However, women are predicted to remain 
at more or less the same level between 2003 and 2010, but with greater levels of 
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obesity for the non-manual group, which stood at 19 per cent in 2003, compared to 
28 per cent in the manual group.

Centre for Longitudinal Studies briefings (Centre for Longitudinal Studies 2006) 
provide a summary of research using longitudinal data concerning obesity, diet and 
exercise which highlight the likely precursors of being overweight or obese. These 
are frequently related to socio-economic differences. Using the 1970 British Cohort 
Study, Viner and Cole (2006) examined changes in individuals’ BMI from adolescence 
through to early adulthood. They found that it was young people from the high socio-
economic groups who were more likely to have reduced their BMI. Using the 1958 
National Child Development Study data and covering the period 1990–99, Parsons 
et al. (2005a) found that any lifestyle changes in terms of physical activity or diet were 
slow to take place. Those that were evident included greater consumption of fruit and 
vegetables largely by those from higher socio-economic levels, or with a lower BMI. 
However, reduction in the consumption of fried food was evident among those from 
lower socio-economic levels.

Using the 1958 National Child Development Study, Parsons et al. (2005) found for 
both genders that those who took more physical activity at ages 11, 33 and 42 years 
had a lower BMI, and by age 42 the most active men and women had an appreciably 
lower BMI than the least active. Viner and Cole (2006) found that four-plus hours of 
sedentary behaviour a day at 16 years of age was associated with increased BMI by 
the age of 30.

Consequences of being overweight or obese

The physiological consequences typically associated with being overweight are 
gathered under the title ‘metabolic syndrome’. These include: high levels of blood 
pressure, blood sugar and cholesterol and abdominal obesity. The health outcomes 
associated with metabolic syndrome include type-2 diabetes (non-insulin dependent 
diabetes controlled by diet or tablets) and cardiovascular disease.

Type-2 diabetes has shown a 10.9 per cent increase over the last 30 years in the 
male adult population, with the steepest growth occurring in the most recent years. 
The period 1979–2000 saw an increase within the range 4.3–6.9 per cent; between 
2000 and 2005, the increase was 11.2 per cent. Thomas et al. (2009) also argue 
that if all the respondents in their study had maintained a BMI below 22.5kg/m2, then 
68 per cent of all the diabetes cases that they observed could have been prevented.

Type-2 diabetes was largely restricted to adults and extremely rare in children: now its 
prevalence in children in the UK is growing, and obesity is one of the most important 
risk factors associated with its development (Haines et al. 2007). The appearance of 



FAMILY AND PARENTINg INSTITUTE144

FAMILY TRENDS

diabetes in the young increases the risk of complications of the ailment later in life, 
including cardiovascular disease, kidney failure, visual impairment and limb amputation.

A heightened risk of cardiovascular disease is related to being overweight. 
Cardiovascular disease denotes a group of conditions, including stroke and heart 
disease, which are caused by a narrowing of blood vessels due to build-up of fat and 
cholesterol. In 2006, cardiovascular disease was the second most commonly reported 
longstanding illness in great Britain. The physical consequences of being overweight 
or obese are paralleled by a number of negative psychological and social effects. 
These include low self-esteem, depression and body dissatisfaction, and appear to 
have a greater impact on girls than boys. Moreover, girls’ life chances appear to be 
affected by being obese: they are less likely to be accepted to university, married or 
economically well off (British Medical Association Board of Science 2005).

Children’s attitudes to those overweight or obese

There is evidence that the negative attitudes of others towards those who are 
overweight, which may well contribute to the psychological consequences of 
being overweight, are present already at quite a young age. Children’s attitudes to 
overweight or obese individuals are not charitable and appear to have worsened over 
the decades. In a 1961 study, 10- to 11-year-olds were given pictures of children 
suffering various disabilities and obesity, and were asked who they would like to be 
friends with – invariably, the obese child was ranked last. This was repeated in 2001: 
the results indicated that the children’s social reaction had worsened (British Medical 
Association Board of Science 2005). A US study reportedly found children as young 
as four regarding those who were overweight as “stupid and ugly” (Devlin 2008).

Smoking

The fatalities associated with smoking account for one-fifth of UK deaths annually. 
Approximately half of the individuals who start smoking during adolescence and 
continue lifelong will die of a smoking-related disease, and of these, half will die after 
the age of 70 and half before, experiencing an average reduction of 21 years of life 
(Doll et al. 1994).

The prevalence of smoking among the adult population in great Britain has shown a 
considerable decrease in recent decades. In 1974, 45 per cent of those aged 16 or 
above smoked; by 2007, the figure stood at 21 per cent (Figure 4.11).
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Figure 4.11: Percentage of adults smoking in Great Britain, 1974–2007*
Source: ONS (2009u)

* Adults are those aged 16 and over. From 1988 data are for financial years. Between 1974 
and 2000–01 the surveys were run every two years. From 2000–01 data are weighted to 
compensate for non-response and to match known population distributions. 

Research indicates that smoking has been more prevalent in lower socio-economic 
groups. This continues to be so despite reductions across the population as a whole, 
as indicated by time trend analysis of general Household Survey data (Davy 2007). 
According to data from the ONS Omnibus Survey, individuals whose occupations 
were classified as ‘routine or manual’ were almost twice as likely to smoke as those 
whose occupations were classified as ‘managerial or professional’ (30 per cent, as 
opposed to 16 per cent), and one-third were more likely to smoke than those in 
intermediate occupations (19 per cent). Figures from the general Household Survey, 
the original source of these questions, present a similar pattern (Lader 2008b).

The reduction in the proportion of adult smokers has had an impact on the proportion 
of children exposed to secondhand or environmental smoke (passive smoking). The 
inhalation of environmental smoke has been linked to a permanent increase in the 
risk of asthma and wheezing in younger children, impaired lung function and time off 
school, in the case of older children.
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From the 1980s to 2000 the numbers of children exposed to passive smoking have 
almost halved. In addition to the general reduction in smoking, the decrease is also 
attributed to restrictions on smoking in public places. However, children with parents 
who smoke did not see a reduction in their exposure (Jarvis et al. 2000). Children 
and young people who remain exposed to environmental smoke are likely to be 
concentrated in lower socio-economic groups. As well as passive smoking, for most 
parents their own adolescent children’s smoking, alcohol consumption or drug use is 
of concern. The following sections examine the prevalence of these activities among 
young people.

Adolescents and smoking

The Drug Use, Smoking and Drinking among Young People in England 2007 survey 
found that only 6 per cent of young people claimed to be regular smokers (smoking at 
least one cigarette per week, although the average was six cigarettes per day) – the 
lowest figure it had ever recorded. This drop exceeds the stated government target 
of a reduction to 9 per cent by 2010 (Lynch 2008a). The pattern in young people’s 
smoking is indicated in Figure 4.12 and essentially indicates a slow downward trend 
since 1996, with a precipitous fall between 2006 and 2007 to a low of 6 per cent. 
The data also indicate a greater prevalence of smoking among teenage girls than 
boys, the reverse of adult smoking patterns as indicated in Figure 4.11. Furthermore, 
the difference in prevalence between socio-economic groups in adults does not hold 
in the case of recent teenagers or young people, those born between 1971 and 1985 
(Davy 2007).
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In a US research study, Slovic (2000) identified a number of misconceptions that 
adolescents held about smoking, which may explain its general prevalence. Young 
smokers and non-smokers were found to be aware of the likely harm from long-
term smoking. However, young smokers were less aware of the short-term impact 
of smoking, particularly the likelihood and consequences of addiction. A belief in the 
short-term harmlessness of smoking and an underestimation of the difficulties of 
quitting mean that many young smokers expect to quit before they become exposed 
to health risks. The likelihood is that these expectations will not be realised. Slovic 
(2000) reports findings from the Teenage Attitudes and Practices Survey that, while 
32 per cent of those who smoked one pack a day expected to give up in five years’ 
time, six years later only 13 per cent had done so (Allen et al. 1993). Allied to this 
is that young smokers tend to feel personally less at risk from the health impacts of 
smoking (Benthin et al. 1993). It may be that corrections to these misconceptions 
result in the patterns of smoking apparent among the adult population. The rates of 
quitting are not uniform: Davy (2007) found that cessation rates – at least for those 
born after 1955 – tend to be higher among non-manual smokers than manual; there 
is every indication that this trend is likely to continue. Although fewer individuals now 
smoke, of those who do, it is those who are classified as manual that tend to remain 
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Source: Lynch (2008a)
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smokers. The consequence is that an increasing proportion of the children who are 
exposed to environmental smoke will be from lower socio-economic levels, as are the 
adults who will experience the most serious long-term health impacts of smoking.

Those from higher socio-economic levels tend to respond more to health-related 
warnings about tobacco consumption. These have far less impact on those from 
lower socio-economic levels, who tend to be more responsive to cost (Townsend et al. 
1994). Addressing the link between the prevalence of smoking and socio-economic 
status may depend more on manipulating the price of tobacco, or promoting the 
money to be saved from quitting, rather than providing additional information or 
reinforcing information about the health effects of smoking.

Alcohol

Adolescents and alcohol

Concerns about excessive drinking and any drug use tend to be concerns about 
the behaviour of adolescents or young adults, and as discussed previously, drinking, 
smoking and other risk-taking behaviours tend to be clustered together. Thus Lynch 
(2008b) found that those who reported that they had recently drunk alcohol also 
were more likely to report being regular smokers. Regular smoking was more likely 
among those who indicated that they had taken drugs; also, those who truanted from 
school or had been excluded from school were more likely to be regular smokers.

Tellingly, the Drug Use, Drinking and Smoking among Young People in England 2007 
survey was known as the ‘Smoking among Secondary Schoolchildren’ survey until 
1998. Lynch (2008b) found that one in five 11- to 15-year-olds had drunk alcohol in 
the past week, this figure having declined from 26 per cent since 2001. However, the 
level of consumption increased with age. Only 3 per cent of 11-year-olds had drunk 
alcohol in the past week, but 41 per cent of 15-year-olds claimed they had, with no 
difference apparent between boys and girls. Figure 4.13 shows the rate of alcohol 
consumption by gender.
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The rate of alcohol consumption between 1990 and 2007, presented in Figure 4.13, 
does not show any consistent trend. However, there are clear patterns relating to 
those who have consumed alcohol in the past week: these have been identified as 
those who were older, white and who had truanted or been excluded from school. 
Socio-economic distinctions were not evident. In addition, drinking alcohol in the 
previous week was related to a propensity to take drugs.

Drugs

Adolescents and drugs

The issue of drug-taking is frequently couched in terms of its impact on adolescents 
or young people. One-quarter of 11- to 15-year-olds reported ever having taken drugs 
in 2007, compared to 29 per cent in 2001.6 Over the same period, a fall was evident 
in the number of young people reporting that they had taken drugs over the past year, 

6 Although data was gathered on young people’s drug use from 1998, the method of 
collection was altered in 2001, and the data prior to this is not comparable with that 
gathered from 2001 onwards (Clemens et al. 2008).
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from 20 per cent to 17 per cent (Clemens et al. 2008). As with the consumption of 
alcohol, the incidence of drug use increased with age from 6 per cent of 11-year-olds 
to 31 per cent of 15-year-olds, although there was little difference by gender. Only 5 
per cent of young people reported usually taking drugs at least once a month.

Class A drugs – cocaine, Ecstasy, crack, heroin, LSD, ‘magic mushrooms’, amphetamines 
prepared for injection (Home Office 2009) – reportedly had been taken by only 4 per 
cent of young people: a figure which had remained approximately stable since 2001. 
The most frequently taken drug was cannabis, but the most frequently reported first 
drug experience, at 51 per cent, was sniffing a volatile substance such as glue.

Thus the data available does not point to any recent growth in drug consumption by 
adolescents. As with previously considered risk-taking behaviours, the young people 
more likely to have taken drugs share many of the characteristics of those who were 
the most likely to have drunk alcohol and who are regular smokers. Additional factors 
include being older, male and having truanted or been excluded from school.

4.8 What are the pathways to independence?
Benthin et al. (1993) remark that for at least some young people, engaging in risk-
taking behaviour may provide the only perceived path to realising certain goals, such 
as achieving independence from their parents.

Children’s transitions to young adulthood and independence appear to have changed 
qualitatively over recent decades. There no longer appears to be a “normative ordering 
along a single pathway (comprising a school-to-work transition followed some years 
later by a household-and-family-formation transition)” (Jones 2002, p.2). This kind of 
pathway perhaps was uniquely prevalent in the 1950s and early 1960s. A more recent 
form of transition involves ‘back-tracking’, where young people oscillate between 
the family and the outside world. At the same time as seeking greater autonomy 
and psychological independence, many young people stay at home longer so that 
their financial and physical dependency is prolonged. Perhaps more important than 
characterising a series of ‘non-standard’ transitions is Jones’s (2002) identification of 
a ‘youth divide’ in terms of young people’s life chances, which is perceptible in the kind 
of transition that young people make to adulthood and independence, specifically 
‘slow-track’ and ‘fast-track’.

The ‘slow-track’ pattern occurs mainly within middle-class families but also increasingly 
in affluent working-class families; it may be influenced as much by factors such 
as lack of affordable housing, ineligibility for benefits, wariness of commitment to 
relationships and unstable relationships, as by lifestyle choices. ‘Fast-track’ patterns 
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involve young people leaving home, entering or attempting to enter the labour market 
and becoming parents precipitously. Due to the erosion of much welfare support, 
grants and adequate minimum wages for people at the outset of work careers, they 
are exposed to considerable risk, perhaps leading eventually to social exclusion.

Jones (2002) suggests that the emphasis placed by recent governments on 
encouraging families to support themselves may have increased young people’s 
tendency to rely on within-family transference of material resources. In other words, 
strengthening processes of intergenerational transmission of resources may have led 
to a widening of the gap between rich and poor.

Risk of social exclusion can involve, or perhaps culminate in, young people becoming 
NEETs. NEETs stand as a group for whom transition into the labour force and 
economic independence has effectively stalled. Figures for England in 2008 indicate 
that 10.3 per cent of 16- to 18-year-olds are NEETs; in 2007 the figure stood at 9.7 
per cent, and in 1997 the figure stood at 8.9 per cent. Figure 4.14 shows the trend 
over the period for which records are available (1985–2008) and although 2008 is 
higher than 2007, the trend has been one of fluctuation around the 8 to 10 per cent 
level.

Figure 4.14: Percentage of 16- to 18-year-olds in England classified as NEET, 
1985–2008
Source: Department for Children, Schools and Families (2009)
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Often, NEET status is explained in terms of early experiences likely to heighten the 
individual’s risk of social exclusion, such as truancy and school exclusion. However, 
a recent explanatory approach has been to consider how multiple problems and 
processes of social exclusion combine and what their effect is over time (Webster et 
al. 2005). Webster et al. (2005) identified a series of likely factors associated with, 
or predictive of, social exclusion and youth offending and stressed the importance of 
the intergenerational transmission of disadvantage. These include neighbourhood, 
employment opportunities, family form and social capital.

Post-war de-industrialisation, the subsequent decline in employment opportunities and 
abandonment of public housing by the better off (by 1995 half of all local authority 
households had no breadwinner) have led to a geographical concentration of economic 
or social disadvantage, and higher levels of NEETs are found in such areas.

The nature of the labour market open to young adults at risk of exclusion, particularly 
those with few or no qualifications, also limits their opportunities for later inclusion 
and participation. Areas with a high concentration of NEETs tend to be characterised 
by the prevalence of low-wage employment. The interventions intended to enhance 
individuals’ transition into the labour market are likely to have little effect, given that 
the local labour market will be characterised by unstable and low-wage employment 
opportunities, as Webster et al. state:

“Young men and women who hold consistently conventional 
orientations to work continue to circulate around the bottom 
of the labour market, moving in and out of poor work and 
unemployment.” (2005, p.4)

Frequently, those at risk of exclusion have been brought up in lone-parent families. 
Although poor life chances might be associated with having been brought up by a 
lone parent, this might reflect the influence of poverty rather than anything inherent in 
lone parenthood and concomitant parenting styles. Financial privation renders it more 
difficult for parents to be effective.

4.9 Has the role of grandparents in family life altered?
grandparents’ integration with the rest of their family and particularly grandchildren 
can be gauged to some extent at least by frequency of contact. The data from ONS 
shown in Figure 4.15 indicates that in 2001, more than 60 per cent of grandparents 
saw their grandchildren at least once a week, 10 per cent saw them less than once 
every three months, and 2 per cent did not see them at all.
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Figure 4.15: Frequency of grandparents’ contact with their grandchildren, 
Great Britain, 2001*
Source: ONS (2003b)

* ‘Other’ included letter, telephone, fax, email.

The number of three-generation households had declined from about 25 per cent 
in the 1960s to fewer than 10 per cent in 1998 (Dench and Ogg 2002). Analysis 
of Millennium Cohort Study data has indicated that only 4 per cent of families had a 
resident grandparent (Hawkes and Joshi 2007b). However, there were differences 
by ethnic group. Bangladeshi and Pakistani households tend to be larger than white 
ones, partly because such households are more likely to contain grandparents, parents 
and children, and there are also differences by ethnicity in perceived ideal family size, 
particularly in terms of the number of children (ONS 2003b).

Murphy et al. (1999) estimated that approximately 60 per cent of adults aged between 
30 and 50 years, with a living mother, lived within half an hour of them. Clarke (2004) 
found that proximity varied with age and education. Approximately 75 per cent of 
those under 70 years lived within half an hour of at least one grandchild; additionally, 
those with lower educational attainment tended to live closer to their grandchildren 
(gray 2005). In a nationally representative survey of 870 grandparents, Clarke (2004) 
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found that grandparents with lower levels of education and those who had manual 
jobs were more likely to live nearer their grandchildren and had frequent contact with 
them.

gray (2005) cites two studies that indicate that the threshold distance – i.e. the 
distance beyond which the grandparent’s involvement in childcare declines – is 
between 15 and 20 minutes’ journey (Arthur et al. 2003; Meltzer 1994).

Despite the constraints that the geographic dispersion of family members creates, 
Hawkes and Joshi (2007b) found that one in four families received some kind of 
childcare support from grandparents and that almost all families received some kind 
of financial support from them. The financial support was more frequent for couple 
families at 90 per cent than for lone parents at 80 per cent. This difference may be 
because lone parents are less likely to maintain close relationships with both sets of 
grandparents. However, the greatest proportion of grandparent childcare is where 
grandparents provide informal (unpaid) care in the (temporary) absence of parents 
– usually to enable mothers to take up paid employment. Usually, such childcare is 
provided by the maternal grandmother (Koslowski 2009).

gray (2005) identifies the importance of grandparent childcare in allowing mothers 
the freedom to join or rejoin the workforce if they cannot afford formal childcare or 
have working hours that preclude the use of formal childcare. Koslowski (2009) cites 
various estimates of the unpaid value of grandparent childcare: these ranged from 
£3,886 million a year, through £50 billion to £220 billion.

The importance of (mainly paternal) grandparents for teenage or young fathers was 
considered in Chapter 3. More generally, grandparents provide the greatest degree 
of childcare support during their grandchildren’s very early years. Of those parents 
who received grandparent childcare support (from the maternal grandparent only) 
for their nine-month-old child, only 54 per cent were still receiving it when their child 
was three years old (Hawkes and Joshi 2007a). The role of grandparents, however, 
may be subject to pressures derived from the shrinking family: as a childcare resource 
they remain one of a decreasing number of options in the absence of, or reduction 
in, the number of other family members such as uncles and aunts. The demand for 
grandparents to provide informal childcare support is likely to increase, yet, as gray 
(2005) points out, rising employment rates amongst the over 50s is likely to act 
as an impediment to grandparental childcare. Koslowski (2009) comments that the 
willingness of grandparents to provide childcare support is unlikely to be open-ended, 
and may not be sustainable. 
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Recession and family 
relationships
Claire James

5
Introduction
This final chapter looks at international evidence of the effects of previous recessions 
on family life, specifically the great Depression and economic recessions experienced 
in the 1980s and 1990s. In addition, it examines the current situation of UK families 
and the likely impact of specific instances of economic hardship, particularly in terms 
of those most at risk.

5.1 Families in the Great Depression
The earliest in-depth research into the effects of economic hardship on family 
relationships used studies of a cohort of children born in Berkeley, CA, in 1928–29 
who were followed from early childhood, and an older group in Oakland, CA, who were 
born in 1920–21 and studied from early adolescence onwards.

A high proportion of both middle-class and working-class families in these studies 
suffered significant income loss in the great Depression of the 1930s. As fathers’ 
breadwinning ability reduced, mothers and older children took on more responsibility 
for generating family income. The reaction of the father to this situation and their 
psychological temperament before it developed seemed to be the key factors linking 
income loss to family wellbeing. Fathers who tended to be unstable before the 
Depression frequently became more irritable and explosive in temperament following 
a heavy loss of income. In these families, marital tension increased. These fathers 
were also more punitive and arbitrary in disciplining their children (Elder Jr et al. 
1986). Mothers’ parenting was not affected in the same way, although it has been 
suggested that the type of measures used may not have been sensitive to mothers’ 
responses to stress (Conger et al. 1992).

Inconsistent or arbitrary parenting increased the risk of child problem behaviour, 
which could exacerbate the situation further. Even otherwise calm fathers could 
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be arbitrary and punitive towards ‘difficult’ children, those young children who had 
showed problem behaviour before the Depression. It was found that where mothers 
were undemonstrative rather than affectionate – all these risks were heightened 
(Elder Jr et al. 1986).

The differences found between the two groups were attributed largely to the different 
ages of the children at this time of stress. The gender of the child was found to 
make a significant difference. For boys from the Berkeley study, those whose families 
experienced deprivation at a young age were less likely to be judged as goal-oriented 
and socially competent as adolescents. This impact was not found for the girls 
in this study (Elder Jr et al. 1986). For the boys in the Oakland study, who were 
in their teenage years during the Depression, the impact of family deprivation on 
their development was quite different. Boys from deprived families took on roles of 
responsibility such as paid jobs contributing to the family finances, and emerged from 
the experience generally more resilient and resourceful than others (Elder Jr et al. 
1986). For the older girls, the impact of deprivation in adolescence was more negative. 
Both teenage boys and girls could be targets of rejecting behaviour by fathers, but 
this was somewhat more so for girls. In addition, girls were more affected by fathers’ 
rejecting behaviour than boys. Daughters of rejecting fathers were less likely to aspire 
towards high goals and held a lower opinion of themselves. In particular, when the girls 
in the study were separated into those judged physically ‘attractive’ and those judged 
‘unattractive’, it was found that the latter were more likely to be rejected by fathers. 
Physically attractive daughters were not likely to be maltreated by their fathers, no 
matter how severe the economic pressure. This effect of physical appearance was 
not found for the adolescent boys (Elder Jr et al. 1985).

5.2 Families in the USA during the 1980s agricultural 
recession

A combination of factors led to an agricultural crisis in the USA in the 1980s. Many 
small farmers were unable to pay their debts and lost their farms, with a dramatic 
effect on rural communities which had been prosperous in the 1970s. The Iowa Youth 
and Families Project recruited families who had children in the seventh grade (12- or 
13-year-olds) during autumn 1989, following them to the present day. A comparison 
of wellbeing and relationships between families with different levels of economic 
stress led to the development of a family stress model. This model suggested that 
in families under economic pressure, this led to depressed mood in both parents. 
Depressed mood then had a direct impact on marital conflict and quality of parenting. 
In turn, the quality of the marital relationship affected parenting. Parenting was linked 
to children’s adjustment (Conger and Elder Jr 1994).
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Unlike the findings from the great Depression studies, the emotions and behaviour 
of both mothers and fathers were affected almost equally by financial difficulties, and 
disruptions in each parent’s interaction with their child had adverse consequences 
for adolescent development (Conger et al. 1992, 1993). However, findings on the 
relationships between different factors were not always consistent. For example, in a 
study of adolescent boys, both marital conflict and mothers’ and fathers’ depressed 
mood were found to be related directly to parenting (Conger et al. 1992), whereas in 
the equivalent study of girls, parents’ depressed mood did not affect their parenting 
directly; rather it affected it indirectly by increasing marital conflict (Conger et al. 
1993).

Additional pathways were indicated by the research. Simons et al. (1994) found that 
economic pressure had a direct effect on young people’s adjustment as well as an 
indirect effect through parenting. However, in general, the evidence supported the 
proposed model of family functioning.

5.3 Families in Finland in the 1990s recession
During the severe economic crisis of the early 1990s in Finland, unemployment rose 
from 3.5 per cent in 1990 to 18.4 per cent in 1994 (Kinnunen and Feldt 2004). 
Although the unemployment rate was higher in lower socio-economic groups, 
the recession affected families from all social classes. Business enterprises went 
bankrupt and their entire personnel were laid off. Many families had taken out loans 
during the preceding boom and experienced difficulties in paying them off. Moreover, 
the general cost of living went up, affecting all families (Solantaus et al. 2004).

Researchers were unsure as to whether the family stress model developed in the 
USA would apply to Finnish society, because the Finnish welfare state should buffer 
families from the worst financial deprivation. Yet despite a more generous welfare 
state, particularly in terms of unemployment benefits, and a strong norm of dual-
earner families, economic stress was found to have a significant impact on family 
relationships and parenting (Leinonen et al. 2002; Solantaus et al. 2004), highlighting 
the importance of stress rather than absolute deprivation in family relationships.

The general implications of a recession for families can be serious. Studies on couples 
and whole families show that economic pressure is linked to psychological distress 
(depressed mood or irritability) for both men and women, and that this has a negative 
effect on couple interaction (Conger et al. 1992, 1993, 1999; Leinonen et al. 2002; 
Solantaus et al. 2004). Furthermore, Papp (2009) found that conflicts about money 
tend to be more pervasive, problematic and recurrent than conflicts over other issues. 
gudmunson et al.’s (2007) research indicated that more frequent disagreements led 
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to more frequent fights and a decrease in quality time together. All three of these 
factors contributed to men and women perceiving their marriage as less secure for 
the future.

5.4 UK families and recession
The International Monetary Fund issued a report in March 2009 stating that the 
global economy would contract by 0.5 to 1 per cent during 2009, the first time that 
the global economy has failed to grow since the Second World War. Additionally, 
those countries with the most advanced economies were expected to experience 
the severest recessions, although an upturn, conditional on the appropriate 
implementation of a collection of measures, was predicted to take place by 2010 
(International Monetary Fund 2009). The stalling of the world economy is a product 
or consequence of the 2008 financial crisis and the sudden evaporation of credit 
from global financial systems.

The following sections examine the impact that various features of a recession are 
likely to have on UK families, beginning with the most critical of all – unemployment.

Unemployment

The British Chambers of Commerce predicted, in January 2009, that over the next 
two years, UK unemployment would rise to a peak of 3.1 million, affecting some 10 
per cent of the workforce (British Chambers of Commerce 2009). As an example, 
Experian is cited in the guardian as predicting that around 1,400 retail businesses 
will fail during 2009 (Inman 2009).

The TUC and Fawcett Society have drawn attention to the greater impact that this 
recession is expected to have on female employment, compared to the recession of 
the 1990s, where retail distribution and hotels and catering held up relatively well 
compared to manufacturing and construction. They point out that women are making 
a greater financial contribution to family incomes than ever before, and approximately 
one-quarter of all families are headed by lone parents (90 per cent of whom are 
women). Women may also face particular barriers to finding new jobs because of 
family responsibilities (Fawcett Society 2009; TUC 2009). However, women have 
been partly protected so far from the recession because 38 per cent work in the 
public sector – for example, in public administration, education and health – which 
has not suffered job losses to the same extent as the private sector as yet. The ONS 
(2009u) has reported that, to date, men have been more affected than women in the 
current recession which started in 2008, as the increase in the unemployment rate 
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for men was higher than that for women in the first quarter of 2009, compared to the 
first quarter of 2008.

Unemployment has been linked to negative consequences for individuals’ mental 
health (Warr et al. 1988). These are not due entirely to associated financial loss. 
Jahoda (1982, cited in gershuny 1994) identified five key psychological benefits of 
employment: 

 time structure

 social contact

 collective effort or purpose

 social identity or status

 regular activity.

Jahoda argued that the lack of these was a significant cause of poorer mental health 
among the unemployed. In addition, job security can be an important factor in health 
and wellbeing. Burchell (1994) found that men who are in insecure employment at 
the disadvantaged end of the labour market had about the same level of psychological 
disadvantage as unemployed men.

A US study on recently unemployed jobseekers (male and female) and their partners 
found that women who lost their jobs were as depressed as the men. The main gender 
difference was that for male jobseekers, their partners were on average about as 
depressed as they were, whereas for female jobseekers, their partners were affected 
much less. This difference did not seem to be due to the smaller financial impact of 
female job loss, since income loss was a poor predictor of depression (Howe et al. 
2004). For the female partners of male jobseekers, the correlation between their 
own and their partner’s depressive symptoms appeared to be due partly to stressful 
life events experienced in common. Also, it was mediated partly by their partner’s 
anger-irritation and depressive symptoms, and by the disruption of their relationship. 
However, in these couples the effects were not all one-way, since, although male 
jobseekers were not affected by their partner’s depressive symptoms, they were 
affected by their partner’s anger-irritation (Howe et al. 2004).

In Finland, Kinnunen and Feldt (2004) found that the longer the total spell of 
unemployment a man had experienced during the last five years, the poorer his 
wife’s marital adjustment. It was suggested that this could be indicative of men’s 
accumulated problems of social functioning, such as heavy drinking during long 
periods of unemployment.
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In an Australian qualitative study, Lobo and Watkins (1995) describe how couples use 
different strategies to cope with late-career unemployment. Usually, spouses were 
supportive at first, seeing redundancy as a short-term phase, but this could become 
more difficult in the longer term. Many marriages were put under serious strain by 
the experience. Research indicated that the husband’s unemployment had more of 
a negative impact on the marital relationship in couples with more traditional gender 
role expectations (Larson 1984).

The impact of unemployment is not confined to the couple relationship. Research with 
Canadian undergraduates has demonstrated that parental job insecurity or job loss 
may affect their children by shaping how they perceive paid employment and the labour 
market. Fathers’ experiences of unemployment seemed to be particularly relevant, 
perhaps because they were more likely to be the main breadwinner in the family. The 
undergraduates’ perceptions of their fathers’ job insecurity influenced how positive 
their own beliefs about work were, and their motivation and feelings of alienation 
from the world of work. This effect was stronger, the more strongly the young people 
identified with their fathers (Barling et al. 1998). In addition, these perceptions were 
related to their belief in the world as being unjust. This belief was linked to negative 
mood, and negative mood was strongly correlated with grade performance (Barling 
and Mendelson 1999). Furthermore, perceptions of a parent’s job insecurity were 
linked to students’ cognitive difficulties (for example, ability to concentrate), which in 
turn affected their grades. This effect was greater, the more strongly that the students 
identified with the parent. For mothers the effect was found only in students whose 
identification with their mother was high (Barling et al. 1999).

In a national US study, single mothers’ employment instability (compared to those 
steadily employed in jobs paying a living wage) was associated with an increased risk 
of school drop-out and decline in adolescents’ self-esteem and mastery. This effect 
did not seem to be mediated by differences in income (Kalil and Ziol-guest 2004).

Analysis of the post-war divorce rate in the USA shows a small but significant 
correlation between the divorce rate and the unemployment rate in the previous year 
(South 1985). In the Netherlands, Fischer and Liefbroer (2006) found that lower 
consumer confidence is linked to higher rates of divorce and relationship break-
up. Household-level research supports these findings. Lampard (1994) found that 
individuals who experience unemployment during one calendar year have a 70 per 
cent increased chance of divorce in the following year.

Blekesaune (2008) used data from the British Household Panel Survey between 
1991 and 2005, and found that unemployment increased the risk of partnership 
dissolution, and that the difference between the effects of male and female 
unemployment was not statistically significant. In the analysis, the financial impact of 
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unemployment seemed to be key. Around half of the impact of male unemployment 
on marital stability could be accounted for by their female partner’s perception of their 
financial situation. The factors linking female unemployment and marital instability 
were not identified. This research suggests that UK divorce rates are likely to rise as 
unemployment rises.

Mortgages and repossession

The Council of Mortgage Lenders predicted that by the end of 2009, 500,000 
households would be more than three months in arrears. It also predicted that 
repossessions would rise from 45,000 in 2008 to 75,000 in total in 2009, with 
the caveat that a significant number of these would be cases of properties being 
abandoned or property fraud, and a sizeable share would be buy-to-let mortgages 
(Council of Mortgage Lenders 2008).

Nettleton and Burrows (1999) interviewed adults and children whose homes were 
repossessed during the 1990s and who had subsequently moved into social housing, 
and explored the causes and consequences of repossession. In these families, 
repossession was never an isolated problem but was associated with other family 
stresses such as job loss or relationship break-up. Often, these problems had been 
the cause of families being unable to keep up mortgage repayments.

Two factors increase a family’s risk of repossession: having only one adult in the 
household, and having children (in particular, larger families with three or more 
children) (Bowie-Cairns and Pryce 2005). In 1992, 36 per cent of lone parents faced 
repayment difficulties compared to 18 per cent of couples with children under 16. In 
addition, lower socio-economic status increases the probability of repayment difficulty 
and arrears.

Families in the current recession whose homes are repossessed may find it much 
harder to access social housing. Families in many areas already face a wait of several 
years for social housing, with almost 1.8 million households on waiting lists (Local 
government Association 2009).

The majority of couples that Nettleton and Burrows (1999) interviewed during the 
1990s recession reported suffering from depression. The stress of repossession put 
severe strain on relationships, with individuals blaming themselves and each other. 
Some couples separated, temporarily or permanently. Some men said that they had 
left because they could not cope with the sense of failure. Parents and relations were 
an important source of support for some, but others found that the stigma of ‘failure’ 
meant that they felt unable to ask for help.
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It was difficult for families to move on and build a new life, as they could be pursued 
for outstanding debt for up to 12 years. Where couples had separated, women were 
particularly vulnerable, since having children resident with them made them easier 
for companies to locate and pursue settlement of debt. Sometimes these debts had 
been incurred by their ex-partners and put in their joint names without the women’s 
knowledge. In addition, being a lone parent made it more difficult to take on paid work.

Both parents and children felt shame at moving from owner status to that of tenant. 
It was difficult to prevent children from knowing what was going on, and difficult for 
the children themselves to be a part of a process that neither they nor their parents 
could control. Afterwards, most stayed at the same schools, although for many this 
meant long journeys. Those who changed schools and those whose family was moved 
repeatedly by the council found it the most difficult. Some children worried about 
their parents’ wellbeing, some had short-term behaviour problems and others were 
insecure and lacking in self-confidence following the move.

Debt

Currently, excluding mortgages, the average household debt in the UK (including 
households with no debts) is more than £9,500 (Credit Action 2009). In terms of 
families with dependent children, a 2007 review showed that 7 per cent of lone 
parents and 5 per cent of couples with children were spending more than one-quarter 
of their gross income on unsecured credit repayments. Further, 27 per cent of lone 
parents and 8 per cent of couples with children were at least two months behind on 
one payment, either mortgage, household bill or other debt, and 29 per cent of lone 
parents and 20 per cent of couples with children identified either their mortgage, 
other credit and bills or their total repayments as being a heavy burden (Department 
for Business Enterprise and Regulatory Reform 2007).

Using British Household Panel Study data for 1995 and 2005 to examine the 
consequences of debt, Brown et al. (2005) found that, after controlling for other 
factors, individuals with outstanding consumer debt (credit cards, instalment loans 
on purchases and overdue bills) and those who have higher amounts of such debt 
were significantly less likely to report complete psychological wellbeing. This was not 
found for mortgage debt. Debt appeared to increase couple conflict in two ways: as a 
subject for dispute in itself, and by increasing each person’s stress level.

Consumer debt has been found to contribute to changes towards more frequent 
marital conflict five years later, in addition to the impact of economic pressure (Dew 
2007). Large increases in consumer debt predicted a decrease in marital satisfaction, 
while mortgage debt did not. The main impact of mortgage debt was to increase work 
hours and decrease couples’ time together. Consumer debt also decreased couples’ 
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time together, but an increase in work hours was not detected (Dew 2008). However, 
being in arrears or having difficulty meeting mortgage payments has been shown to 
have a mental health impact of similar magnitude to that of a job loss or relationship 
break-up (Taylor et al. 2007).

Managing debt can be more difficult for those who are financially marginalised – 
those who have no access to standard bank loans, for example, since home credit 
companies or doorstep lenders charge much higher rates of interest. Any reluctance 
of banks to lend will mean that more people are likely to find themselves financially 
marginalised.

It is likely that those with relationship difficulties to start with will be more profoundly 
affected by economic stress (Conger et al. 1999). Lacking the buffering effect of a 
supportive relationship, individual stress, unhappiness and negative couple interaction 
are likely to interact and reinforce each other.

Furthermore, families’ pre-recession economic state is likely to influence significantly 
the impact of additional economic stress. Dearing et al. (2001) found that changes 
in family income had a much greater impact on the wellbeing of children from poorer 
families. During the first three years of children’s lives, changes in income-to-needs 
had little impact on children from non-poor families. However, for those whose families 
were below the poverty threshold at any period during the study, these changes had 
a significant effect on school readiness, receptive language (understanding requests) 
and expressive language.

Thus the effect of any of the negative consequences of recession is likely to be 
disproportionately greater for those families that enter the recession already 
disadvantaged.
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Annual Population Survey

The Annual Population Survey combines results from the Labour Force Survey, the 
Scottish, Welsh and English Local Labour Force Surveys, and for a limited time, the 
Annual Population Survey Boost Sample. The survey aims to provide enhanced annual 
data for England, covering a target sample of more than 300,000 individuals.

Further information: http://www.esds.ac.uk/government/aps/

Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings

The Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings provides information on the levels, 
distribution and make-up of earnings and hours for employees in great Britain. It is 
based on a sample of employee jobs taken from HM Revenue & Customs and from 
employers. In 2007, the survey was based on approximately 142,000 returns.

Further information: http://www.statistics.gov.uk/statBase/product.asp?vlnk=13101

Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children

This is is long-term health research project with respondents drawn from a particular 
region of the UK: Avon. It recruited 14,000 mothers during pregnancy from 1991 to 
1992, and the health and development of their children has been followed since then.

Further information: http://www.bristol.ac.uk/alspac/

British Cohort Study

The British Cohort Study, initially titled the British Births Survey, collected data about 
the births and families of babies born in the UK in one particular week in 1970. It was 
designed initially to examine the social and biological characteristics of the mother in 
relation to neonatal morbidity, and to compare the results with those of the National 
Child Development Study. The Northern Ireland sample was dropped subsequently 
from the seven successive sweeps, which have monitored the respondents’ health, 
education, social and economic status.

Further information: http://www.esds.ac.uk/longitudinal/access/bcs70/l33229.asp

Appendix: data sources
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British Household Panel Survey

This survey is conducted by the Institute for Economic and Social Research and 
was initiated in 1991 with 5,500 respondents from great Britain. It tracks the same 
individuals over successive years; in 2001 a further 2,000 respondents were added 
from Northern Ireland.

Further information: http://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/survey/bhps

British Social Attitudes

This survey, initiated in 1983, is administered by the National Centre for Social 
Research annually, face-to-face with a current sample of 3,600. It covers a range of 
social, economic, political and moral issues. Some core issues or questions feature 
every year, others less frequently.

Further information: http://www.britsocat.com/Body.aspx?control=HomePage

Drug Use, Smoking and Drinking among Young People

This survey is commissioned and the results published by the National Health Service 
Information Centre. Currently it is conducted by the National Centre for Social 
Research and the National Foundation for Educational Research. It has been running 
since 1982, and originally was called ‘Smoking among Secondary Schoolchildren’. 
The survey ran biannually until 1998, and has been an annual undertaking since then. 
In 2007 the sample size was 7,831 young people (secondary school students) aged 
11 to 15, drawn from England.

Further information: http://www.data-archive.ac.uk/findingData/snDescription.
asp?sn=6005

Effective Provision of Pre-school Education

This project is the largest European longitudinal study of a national sample of 3,000 
young children, specifically of their development between the ages of three and seven. 
The project looked at background characteristics, the child’s home environment and 
pre-school settings, and later developmental and intellectual outcomes. The project 
has been extended and will continue to follow the young people until their post-16 
choices of education, training and employment.

Further information: http://eppe.ioe.ac.uk/index.htm
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Family Resources Survey

This survey collects information on the incomes and circumstances of private 
households in the UK (or great Britain before 2002–03). It is sponsored by the 
Department for Work and Pensions. (Note that no questions concerning ethnicity are 
asked in Northern Ireland.)

Further information: http://www.dwp.gov.uk/asd/frs/

Labour Force Survey

This survey is a quarterly sample survey of 60,000 households in great Britain. Its 
purpose is to provide information on the UK labour market for the development of 
labour market policies. The questionnaire design, sample selection and interviewing 
are carried out by the Social and Vital Statistics Division of the Office for National 
Statistics, on behalf of the Statistical Outputs group.

Further information: http://www.statistics.gov.uk/statbase/Source.
asp?vlnk=358&More=Y

Longitudinal Study of Young People in England

This survey was initiated in 2004 with an initial sample of 15,770 young people in 
England aged between 13 and 14. The survey contains sample boosts for deprivation 
factors and ethnicity to ensure an adequate representation of the relevant sub-
populations. It is concerned with the transition between secondary school and further 
education, training or the workplace. The survey gathers data on the young person’s 
family background, personal characteristics, attitudes, experiences and behaviour, 
income, family environment, schools and educational attainment.

Further information: http://www.esds.ac.uk/longitudinal/access/lsype/L5545.asp

Millennium Cohort Study

This study began in 2001 by following the families of nearly 19,000 children aged 
nine months in the UK, with over-representation from areas of high child poverty 
and high minority-ethnic populations. The sample population for the study was drawn 
from all live births in the UK over 12 months from 1 September 2000 in England and 
Wales and 1 December 2000 in Scotland and Northern Ireland. There have been 
three follow-up surveys to date at ages three, five and seven. The study focuses on 
the social and economic backgrounds of the children, and child development in terms 
of education, health, employment and parenting of the next generation.

Further information: http://www.cls.ioe.ac.uk/studies.asp?section=000100020001
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National Child Development Study

This is a longitudinal study of 17,414 children born in the first week of March 
1958. Initially designed to examine the social and obstetric factors associated with 
stillbirth and death in early infancy, the study contains medical, demographic, social, 
psychological, educational and economic aspects of the respondents’ lives. Follow-
ups have been made on seven occasions, the most recent being in 2004.

Further information: http://www.cls.ioe.ac.uk/studies.asp?section=000100020003

National Survey of Health and Development

This survey, the oldest of the British birth cohort studies, has data from birth to age 60 
on the health and social circumstances of 5,362 individuals born in England, Scotland 
or Wales in March 1946. It was designed to identify lifecourse influences on normal 
and healthy ageing.

Further information: http://www.nshd.mrc.ac.uk/

New Earnings Survey

This survey began in 1972 and was replaced by the Annual Survey of Hours and 
Earnings in 2004. It was a repeated cross-sectional sample giving information on 
earnings and employment for one week in April each year in great Britain.

Further information: http://www.data-archive.ac.uk/findingData/snDescription.
asp?sn=2245

ONS Omnibus Survey (‘Opinions’)

This survey was initiated in 1990, and was designed to provide information quickly 
in relation to policy issues. It has been run 12 times a year for most of its existence, 
although there was a period when it was run eight times a year. It features approximately 
1,800 individuals aged 15+, one from each household approached. From January 
2008, Opinions became a part of the Integrated Household Survey.

Further information: http://www.esds.ac.uk/government/omnibus/

Women and Employment Survey

This survey, taken in 1980, is a cross-sectional representative sample of 5,588 
women aged 16 to 59 in great Britain, and 800 husbands, in order to establish the 
place of employment or unemployment in women’s lives.

Further information: http://www.esds.ac.uk/findingData/snDescription.asp?sn=1746
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