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Relationships Foundation is the think tank for a better connected society 

We believe that a good society is built on good relationships, from family and community to 

public service and business. We study the effect that culture, business and government have 

on relationships. We create new ideas for strengthening social connections and campaign on 

issues where relationships are being undermined. And we train and equip people to think 

relationally for themselves.  

We work with a wide range of policy-makers and  leaders in business, academia, public 

services and politics to implement relational ideas. Our approach goes beyond the 

traditional left-right political distinction and we work with any party or group that wants to 

engage with us. 

A list of our other research reports is available at Appendix 3. They are downloadable from 

our website www.relationshipsfoundation.org  

Report by John Ashcroft and Sam Barker, statistical work by David Wong. 
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Foreword 

 

The Relationships Foundation is launching its “Family Pressure Gauge” in order to measure 

progress towards the goal of making Britain the “most family friendly” country in Europe. 

This index will be updated annually and will provide the framework for press and policy 

comment as we hold government to account as well as promoting greater awareness of 

ways in which families can be undermined, and may be supported. 

The extent of the problem the UK faces with its families is well-known. As David Willetts 

wrote in his introduction to The Childhood Review: “In February 2007, UNICEF published a 

league table ranking the well-being of children in 21 developed countries. It compared 

children’s material, educational and subjective well-being, how healthy and safe they are, 

their  behaviour, and the strength of their family and peer relationships. Shamefully, Britain 

came bottom. We were judged the worst place to be a child.” 

David Cameron (then in opposition) agreed: “If today, Britain is the least family-friendly 

country in the developed world, the aim of the next Conservative Government is to make it 

the most family-friendly.”  More specifically, as the election got closer, this became a much 

repeated pledge on the part of the Conservative Party to make the UK the “most family-

friendly country in Europe” by “helping families with the pressures they face.” The 

Relationships Foundation had long argued that relieving pressures is a key way for any 

government to approach its responsibilities towards families. This helped shape the way we 

set about measuring family-friendliness – through a “pressure gauge”. 

The commitment to family friendliness survived the process of putting together a coalition 

Government. As recently as May 4th, 2011 Sarah Teather, the (Liberal Democrat) junior 

minister with responsibility for family policy, told the House of Commons: “It is vital that we 

support families as much as we can, and this Government believe that we should do much 

better. It is our ambition to make this country the most family-friendly in the world.” 

Our index, built entirely on official data from Eurostat, Eurofound, and the OECD, shows that 

the UK is almost the least family friendly country in Europe. Families in the UK are the third 

most pressured of 27 European countries. Only families in Bulgaria and Romania have a 

worse time of it. Financial and work pressures, combine with poor maternity and paternity 

provision, and poor living environments put our families among the most pressured in 

Europe . 

Conservative, Liberal Democrat, and Coalition warm words on family friendliness are fast 

becoming cold comfort. The Childhood and Families Taskforce, once billed as the driving 

force of family policy, is invisible and rarely meets. One of the specific pledges that was 

common to both the Conservative and Lib Dem manifestos and which was pledged anew in 

the coalition document – the extension of flexible working – has been significantly delayed. 

We are publishing this report to stimulate debate. Dialogue with specialists, campaigning 

groups, politicians and the public (after all, we all have some experience of family) will, we 

hope, establish a robust and clear framework to inform, and measure, government action. 

As we, with others, develop a means to guide activity and measure progress, the rhetoric of 
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the Coalition Government will surely develop a hollow ring if it fails to address the growing 

concern about a lack of clear strategy for the family.  

The Relationships Foundation has been making the case for a clear over-arching family policy 

for a number of years. We begin our days in families, and they care for us in old age. Our 

families touch every aspect of our development as human beings, and of our lives at work, at 

home, and in society: as such they offer the greatest potential for social change, for wealth, 

and well-being. Sideline family policy and you court systemic failure. We hope that as the 

broadly based clamour of concern increases we will soon see a change in approach from the 

heart of government.  

A year on from the general election it is time the government got its act together on family 

policy. 

Michael Trend, Executive Director, Relationships Foundation 
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Executive Summary 

All three main parties have talked about the pressure on UK families. The Conservatives in 

particular made family friendliness a key part of their election offering. That pledge survived 

into the coalition agreement, and into contemporary Government rhetoric.  

But there is growing concern that family policy is falling by the wayside. The Government has 

not prioritised reform here as it has prioritised reform in the economy, in public spending, in 

education and in health. Yet health, wealth, educational attainment, and wellbeing all find 

their roots in stable family lives. 

To develop the dialogue around family-friendliness that the Government seems to be 

avoiding, to aid the coalition in identifying effective interventions, and to assist voters and 

the media in holding the Government to account on its pledges, Relationships Foundation 

has built the Family Pressure Gauge. Using official data the gauge enables simple comparison 

with our European neighbours. It highlights where we are doing well, and it challenges 

where we are doing badly. 

David Cameron has pledged to make the UK the most family friendly country in Europe. This 

gauge shows how far there is to go, and will measure progress towards that goal.  

Pledges 

In his 2008 Spring Forum speech David Cameron first set out his ‘long-term vision of making 

Britain the most family-friendly country in the world.’ This pledge was echoed as recently as 

May 4
th

 2011 by Sarah Teather, the Liberal Democrat junior minister with responsibility for 

family policy. She told the House of Commons: “It is our ambition to make this country the 

most family-friendly in the world.” The ‘need to make our society more family friendly’ was 

also there in the coalition agreement. The Pressure Gauge has focussed on Europe because 

that was the pledge from the Conservative Election Manifesto, which also gave what is to 

date the clearest description of what the Government thinks pressure is: ‘lack of time, 

money worries, the impact of work, concerns about schools and crime, preventing unhealthy 

influences, [and] poor housing.’ 

Inaction 

The Coalition is widely agreed to have failed to take up family policy seriously. In a Centre for 

Social Justice report card on 10th May 2011, they were awarded just 2 out of 10. The 

Childhood and Families Taskforce, once billed as the driving force of family policy, is invisible 

and rarely meets. One of the specific pledges that was common to both the Conservative 

and Lib Dem manifestos and which was pledged anew in the coalition document – the 

extension of flexible working – has been significantly delayed. 
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The Pressure Gauge 

Our index consists of 25 indicators drawn from official Eurostat, Eurofound, and OECD data. 

These have been grouped into four domains: financial pressures, work pressures, caring and 

parenting pressures, and living environment. Data has been cleaned and normalised. 

It builds on the pressures identified in the Conservative Party Election Manifesto, available 

data, and issues identified by others. Other attempts at gauging family friendliness have 

been made, but none as wide-ranging as ours. 

Aim 

The aim of the index is to bring clarity to what ‘family friendliness’ means, to show the 

Government where most effective action can be taken, and to enable voters to hold them to 

account come the next election. Relationships Foundation intends to update this index each 

year, and welcomes feedback on the index and indicators. Whilst we believe our index is 

robust, we are keen for feedback, and some specific consultation questions are set out after 

the conclusion. 

Findings 

Across all our datasets, UK families come out as very highly pressured, with only families in 

Romania and Bulgaria having a worse time of it.  

The greatest pressures are financial, with household debt (excluding mortgages), childcare 

costs and living costs pushing us to the very top of the table.  

• UK households with dependent children experiencing “difficulty” of “great difficulty” 

in making ends meet make up 20.9% of the total population. (There are 7.1 million 

households in the UK with dependent children, so this represents 1.5 million 

households). 

• 14 % of UK and German households with dependent children experience ‘highly 

critical’ debt burdens compared to 1% of Swedish, Finnish and Norwegian 

households. 

• For UK families childcare costs represent 23.5% of family income, twice the 

percentage for French families, three times that for German families and four times 

the percentage for families in Sweden. 

• 15.4% of Britons live in households that experience housing cost overburden. By 

contrast, only 1.8% of the French population experience housing cost overburden. 

We do better overall on work pressures, but at one end of the spectrum we have long 

working hours and high numbers working unsocial hours, and at the other we have high 

numbers of people living in workless households.  

• Britons work some of the longest average weekly hours in Europe (43). The 

Scandinavians work some of the fewest hours: Norway (39.2), Denmark (40.2), 
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Finland (40.3) and Sweden (40.9). 25% of men in the UK work over 50 hours a week 

compared to 8% of Norwegian men. 

• Working unsocial hours: the Dutch beat the rest of Europe with about a fifth of the 

Dutch workforce (20.9%) usually working in the evening and/or at night. The UK is 

the third most pressured (17.7%). Norway is among the least pressured (10.2%). 

• The UK has the second highest rate of low work intensity with 12.6% of adults 

working less than 20% of their total work potential during the past year. 

Many European countries put greater caring burdens on their citizens than we have in the 

UK, although we have the second worst maternity and paternity provisions (as well as an 

imbalance between the two).  

• The aggregate statutory provision of full-rate-equivalent paid maternity and 

paternity leave shows the UK to be the second worst in Europe with 9.6 ‘Full Rate 

Equivalent’ weeks.  This compares to 14 weeks for Germany, 16 for Italy and 18 for 

France and 20 for Denmark. 

Finally we have one of the poorer living environments in Europe, again coming third, behind 

Bulgaria and Estonia. This is evidenced in our high adolescent fertility rates, high levels of 

underage drunkenness, and relatively high levels of teenage drug use. 

• In teen drinking the UK was once again in the ‘high pressure’ group with 47% of 15 

year olds having been drunk at least twice. This time the UK came after Denmark at 

57%. France (25%), Italy (20%) and Greece (19%) were at the lower end of the 

spectrum.  

• In the UK 2.59% of births were to women aged 15-19, the second highest percentage 

in Europe with Bulgaria (3.85%) as the most pressured. The UK had almost two and a 

half times the percentage in France (1.17%) and Germany (1.06%) and over four and 

a half times the 0.56% in Denmark. 
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Families under Pressure 

Families are under pressure. They face financial pressures from inflation, changes to tax and 

benefits, the burden of household debt, childcare and housing costs. Work pressures impact 

on family time and increase stress. Care responsibilities can put other family relationships 

under strain, with particular pressures for the ‘sandwich generation’ and those caring for 

disabled children. The quality of the living environment can make parenting more difficult, 

with cramped conditions, concerns about neighbourhood safety, and worries about both 

peer and commercial influences. These pressures can reduce the time and energy invested 

in relationships; they may increase arguments and diminish the quality of care and support 

provided.  

These pressures are growing at a time when much is expected of families. It is anticipated 

that stronger families will play an important role in increasing children’s life chances, and 

reducing poverty and welfare dependency. Families are seen as the key providers of social 

care, of improvements in education and of community safety.  The desired increase in 

general happiness and wellbeing depends upon the success of the family. 

It is in this context that the government has made ambitious pledges to make Britain more 

family friendly. Despite the regular appearance of this phrase, it is not clear what the 

Government is defining as family friendly. What does family friendliness looks like in relation 

to our European neighbours? What levers does the Government have to deliver change? Is it 

restricted to more flexible working, child care and parental leave? Is it a broader 

understanding of stronger relationships within and between families? Is it an outcome 

target, aiming at reduced breakdown? How would we know if progress was being made?  

To help answer these questions we have constructed a pressure gauge, comparing the 

pressure on families in the UK with that experienced by families in other European nations.  

It shows families in the UK to be among the most pressured. 

The scale of the problem will be a challenge for the coalition. Too often family is seen as a 

narrow agenda, but there is much that shapes the experience of family life. The first year of 

the coalition has been dominated by articulating a strategy for deficit reduction. We now 

need a clearer indication of how the family, one of the institutions at the heart of the 

government’s overall strategy, will be strengthened and supported. 

This report is the start of a consultation process. We want to find out what pressures people 

are facing, how the measurement of pressure can be improved, and what changes are most 

important to achieve this reduction of pressure. We hope that it will provide a reference 

point for continuing debate about the impact of future policy decisions on families. 

 

Making the UK family friendly: the pledges 

1.1  “If today, Britain is the least family-friendly country in the developed world, the aim of 

the next Conservative Government is to make it the most family-friendly... ‘I am clear 

about how we will go about achieving our long-term vision of making Britain the most 

family-friendly country in the world.’”
 
 (David Cameron, Spring Forum Speech, February 

2008)
1
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1.2  At the Conservative Party Spring Forum in Gateshead, in March 2008, David Cameron 

opened his speech saying ‘my ambition is to make Britain more family-friendly, to make 

our country a better place to bring up children.’ He announced plans to support couples 

by ending the couple penalty in the benefits system and rewarding marriage in the tax 

system; to ensure businesses act responsibly in marketing to children; to extend 

parental leave and give parents 12 months to divide between them as they choose; and 

to provide an extra 4,200 NHS health visitors to create a universal health visiting service 

for all parents.
2
  

1.3 An entire chapter of the Conservative Manifesto was devoted to this oft-repeated 

pledge ‘to make Britain the most family-friendly country in Europe’ (p. viii) It included 

the following family friendly policies: ending the couple penalty in the tax credits system, 

recognising marriage in the tax system, freezing council tax and scrapping the 

revaluation, protecting older people’s benefits, extending flexible working, introducing 

flexible parental leave, supporting a range of childcare providers including childminders. 

The Party also pledged to provide stable long-term funding for, and promote 

relationship support; increase the use of mediation in divorce; provide greater access 

rights to non-resident parents and grandparents; reverse the commercialisation of 

childhood; and to reform Sure Start. 

1.4 The pledge on family friendliness struck a chord with the public. The manifesto itself 

included the testimony of Julie Fallon from Llandudno “I went to a...meeting in our local 

town hall where David Cameron answered questions...one thing he said...was that he 

wanted Britain to be one of the most family-friendly countries…I think that’s just a great 

outlook to have... I think that the Tories have some great ideas and I believe that their 

policies on family, especially on flexible working, are the best thing for my future and for 

my children’s future” (p. 41). 

1.5 This focus on the family was not limited to the Conservatives. The ‘Your Family’ section 

of the Liberal Democrat Manifesto pledged the right to time off for fathers for ante-natal 

appointments; shared and extended parental leave; protection of childcare 

arrangements; support to bring men into the childcare workforce; the extension of 

flexible working; and a number of policies around children (p. 49-54). 

1.6 The Family Friendly pledge survived into the Coalition Agreement: ‘the Government 

believes that strong and stable families of all kinds are the bedrock of a strong and 

stable society. That is why we need to make our society more family friendly.’ After the 

coalition agreement was signed, David Cameron wrote in the Daily Mail that ‘making 

Britain more family-friendly is still a crucial objective of this coalition government’ (21 

May 2010).
3
 On 25

th
 November 2011 David Cameron launched the Wellbeing 

consultation stating ‘I want every decision we take to be judged on whether it makes our 

country more or less family-friendly, and this new focus on wellbeing I believe will be an 

important part of that’.
4
 

1.7 The Department for Education now has the pledge: ‘the Government is wholeheartedly 

committed to making this country as family friendly as possible.’
 
 But as recently as 

May 4th 2011 Sarah Teather, the (Liberal Democrat) junior minister with responsibility 

for family policy, told the House of Commons: “It is vital that we support families as 

much as we can, and this Government believes that we should do much better. It is our 

ambition to make this country the most family-friendly in the world.”  
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Families under pressure: the consequences 

Reducing the pressure on families matters, both for those directly affected and for wider 

society. Families are an important factor in achieving a wide range of social outcomes; 

increased pressure decreases the family’s ability to contribute to these positive outcomes. 

Various studies have focused on the impact of family pressure on outcomes in the UK. 

A 2007 UNICEF report showed that the UK was the least child-friendly country in the OECD, 

coming 21
st

 of 21 countries in a ranking of Child Wellbeing.
5
 The report looked across 6 

‘dimensions:’ material well-being; health and safety; educational well-being; family and peer 

relationships; behaviours and risks; and subjective well-being. As well as ranking worst 

overall, the UK was bottom in ‘family and peer relationships.’ In this ‘dimension’ the report 

looked at: the percentage of children living in single-parent families; the percentage of 

children living in stepfamilies; the percentage of children who report eating the main meal of 

the day with parents more than once a week; the percentage of children who report that 

parents spend time ‘just talking’ to them; and, looking at peer relationships, the percentage 

of 11, 13 and 15 year-olds who report finding their peers ‘kind and helpful.’ 

In 2009 the OECD published a similar report, Doing Better for Children. It ranked 30 OECD 

countries across 6 dimensions:  material well-being; housing and environment; educational 

well-being; health and safety; risk behaviours; and quality of school life. The UK fell broadly 

in the bottom third of the table.  

Alongside this mainstream focus on family pressure, social justice campaigners had been 

assessing the pressures on families at the bottom of the socio-economic scale. For the 

Centre for Social Justice, family breakdown is one of five ‘pathways to poverty,’ the others 

being economic dependency and worklessness, educational failure, addiction, and personal 

indebtedness. These pathways are seen as always interconnected, but family breakdown is 

often at the root of the other pathways. 

How big a problem is family breakdown in the UK? Eurostat figures show that there was one 

divorce for every two marriages in the UK in the last decade. Of these divorces, more than 

half (54.6%) involved children. The Relationships Foundation ‘Cost of Family Breakdown 

Index’ showed family breakdown to have cost the UK £42 billion in 2010-2011, or £1,364 for 

every taxpayer. The index looks at the cost of family breakdown to five key areas of public 

policy: Tax and Benefits, Housing, Health and Social Care, Civil & Criminal Justice and 

Education & Young People not in education, employment or training.
6
  

Pressure on the family impacts many areas of public policy, and damages positive outcomes 

in all these areas. The social and financial costs of family breakdown demonstrate the real 

seriousness of these pressures. 
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Developing the Pressure Gauge 

Our initial methodology is shaped by: the issues that the Government has identified as 

causing pressure on families; available Europe-wide data; and issues identified by others. 

The latter include the other recent family-friendly scorecards and indices summarised in 

Appendix 1. 

Identifying issues 

The Conservative Manifesto provides one list of pressures on the family: ‘the lack of time, 

money worries, the impact of work, concerns about schools and crime, preventing unhealthy 

influences, poor housing’ (p. 41). 

This implies a broad definition of family life, which we embrace. Relieving family pressure 

should not be boiled down to looking after under fives, or supporting relationships, 

important as those are.  It includes caring for parents as well as caring for children, and 

caring for teenagers as well as toddlers. Every aspect of a family member’s life – work, 

school, home, commute, leisure, income, expenditure, health – will have an impact on the 

other members of the family. 

The pressures identified in the Conservative manifesto are similar to the issues raised by 

many groups and organisations concerned with families: money, including debt, tax breaks 

and benefits, and rising prices; parental leave; the burdens of caring for children (not least 

childcare costs) and other, often older, relatives; the impact of work on family life, in time, 

and in stress; the availability and quality of housing; the child-friendliness of a society (for 

example in marketing, education and school life, space to play); and rates of family 

breakdown. 

Data sources 

The only sources of rigorous, comparable, Europe-wide data are the Eurostat and Eurofound 

(specifically EurLIFE) databases.
7
 Under the purview of the EC, these hold data on the 30 EEA 

members. Because of missing data for Lithuania, Iceland and Switzerland on a number of 

indicators, they have been left out of this study. In addition, we have used OECD (Family 

Database and StatExtracts) data where there is no Euro equivalent, which covers most of the 

27 remaining European Countries. Whilst this data provides the comparative picture, there is 

a wealth of qualitative and quantitative data which can illuminate specific issues. We will 

explore this in future reports. 

Selecting indicators 

These databases provided 147 potential indicators, some overlapping, that were broadly 

related to the subject of family. We have narrowed this down to 25, which we present 

below. Within the research team here, and in consultation with a few external experts, we 

looked at each of the 147 indicators. We have tried to include those which most closely align 

with, or are the closest proxies for the Conservative Manifesto ‘pressures.’ We have tried to 

use those which apply to families rather than to the populations as a whole, and we have 
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tried to use indicators which do not obviously overlap. However we have not run correlation 

analyses. The other common statistical tool, the regression analysis, is complicated because 

it depends upon an outcome variable to regress against, and at this stage in the debate, 

there is no agreed overall measure, or proxy, of family friendliness. 

Grouping the indicators: finance, work, care responsibilities and 

living environment 

Comparing the Conservative manifesto domains with the available data it became clear that 

there is plenty of comparable data on financial pressure (‘money worries’). ‘Lack of time’ is a 

predominately a factor of work and caring pressures, which it makes sense to assess 

separately.  The rest of the domains (concerns about schools and crime, preventing 

unhealthy influences, poor housing) we have included under ‘living environment’. There is 

very little good comparative data on ‘concerns about schools’ (which would include things 

like quality of teaching, results, and getting the choice of schools) and we have included 

nothing on this. We have assumed that for crime the anxiety about crime is a higher 

pressure than the experience of crime. There is no comparative measure of the sexualisation 

of childhood, and we assume that unhealthy influences manifest themselves in teen 

pregnancy, drinking, and drug use. There are comparative measures of poor housing. 

We have thus grouped the indicators into four key domains that reflected the pressures 

modern families in Europe face, namely Finances (6 indicators), Work (9 indicators), Care 

Responsibilities (5 indicators) and Living Environment (5 indicators). 

Normalising the data 

Having chosen our indicators, the data was extracted, then subjected to a cleaning and 

preliminary conversion process. This involved selecting the most recent years measured, 

eliminating non-European countries (for data extracted from OECD databases), sorting by 

countries, amalgamating classes, converting different units of measurement into 

standardised measures (e.g. Purchasing Power Standard), and working out and inverting 

percentages. At the end of this stage, data was presented “raw” in each indicator’s own unit 

of measurement.  

Using the indicators’ original units of measurement, we then ranked the countries for each 

of the indicators in descending order – the higher a country ranked, the greater the pressure 

on families in that country.  

Because there were many different units of measurement in the basket, it was impossible to 

compute a composite index – even by using simple averages – for each of the four domains. 

Normalised scores were therefore calculated from the raw data for each of the indicators. 

The converted scores now ranged from 0.000 to 1.000. From this we were able to compute 

an unweighted average for each of the four domains, where countries were again ranked in 

descending order. The average across all 25 domains allowed for the computation of an 

overall composite index that gauges the pressure families in Europe face. 
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Determining the quartiles 

The overall composite index and the domain sub-indices rank countries according to their 

overall scores, which are averages of the normalised scores. Normalised scores indicate the 

relative distance between the rankings. In other words, they provide an idea of how much 

more or less pressured families in a country are compared to families in other countries. The 

difference between country rankings is not constant – families in a country ranked second 

are not twice as pressured as families in a country ranked fourth. The scale of the differences 

between countries is represented by their normalised scores rather than by their rankings.  

This necessitated the calculation of quartiles by using normalised scores instead of simply 

dividing the 27 countries into four equidistant sections based on the rankings. The range of 

normalised scores (i.e. the maximum minus the minimum scores) was divided into four 

equidistant sections, and countries whose scores fell into a particular section (quartile) were 

then identified. This method of calculating and determining quartiles provides a more 

accurate representation of the relative distance between countries as it takes into account 

the skew of the data. For instance, in some indicators where many countries actually do not 

experience much pressure (e.g. indicator C5), the differences between countries can be very 

small. Hence, the grouping of these countries in the same quartile reflects more accurately 

on the actual situation. 

Limitations 

There are some obvious limitations to our approach but we feel the benefits of beginning to 

categorise family friendliness outweigh them. 

At this stage the indicators are unweighted and not tested for statistical significance. Overall 

rankings should therefore be treated with some caution, as countries may, for example, fare 

poorly on issues that have less of an impact on families than others. A high pressure ranking 

does indicate that a country does badly on several indicators, but it is important to look at 

the data behind the indicators to gauge the nature and extent of the problem. 

There is no way of telling within the data which families are affected by each pressure: does 

a smaller proportion of the population experience a larger number of pressures, and thus a 

higher overall pressure, or is it more evenly spread? However, as the analysis of such 

pressures as housing, local environment, and unsocial working hours makes clear, some 

pressures are known to disproportionately affect poorer families. 

There is a dual cost for making the index comparative. The first is that the index is limited to 

what is measured on a comparable basis across the countries we are looking at. The second 

is that the index cannot take account of pressures for which there is good UK data, but not 

international data. So, for example, there is no way of including in this index a comparative 

measure (or measures) of the sexualisation of children across Europe. Future editions may 

give more space to detailed analysis of selected indicators, drawing on research and data 

from individual countries where this is likely to inform the debate. 

Another limitation of the data is its datedness. With continuing economic upheavals across 

Europe, questions of stress, salary, working hours and job security are much more 

contemporary than the data reflects. Nevertheless, the data should give broadly accurate 

comparative readings, and a fair indication of the current trends. 
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Table 1: Indicators, units, source 

Domain Indicator Unit Date Source 

Households with dependent children making ends meet with 

“difficulty” or “great difficulty” 

% of total 

population 

2009 Eurostat 

Households with dependent children with household debt more 

than 100% of its monthly disposable income (highly critical) 

% of total 

population 

2008 Eurostat 

Average of net childcare costs for dual earner and lone parent 

families 

% of family 

income 

2004 OECD 

Households with dependent children experiencing housing cost 

overburden 

% of total 

population 

2009 Eurostat 

Costs of energy for domestic consumers (converted to Purchasing 

Power Standard) – Gas, Electricity, Unleaded, Diesel: NB 

Relationships Foundation amalgamation of Eurostat figures 

Purchasing 

Power Standard 

2009/

2010 

Eurostat 

Money 

Food and non-alcoholic beverage prices Price Level 

Indices, EU-27 = 

100 

2009 Eurostat 

Hours worked per week of full-time employment hours (annual 

average) 

2008 Eurostat 

Weekend working (Average of  Population in employment usually 

working on Saturday, and Population in employment usually 

working on Sunday  

% of total 

employment 

2009 Eurostat 

Working unsocial hours (average of Population in employment 

usually working in the evening and Population in employment 

usually working at night 

% of total 

employment 

2009 Eurostat 

People for whom it has been difficult to fulfil their family 

responsibilities because of the amount of time spent on the job 

% of employed 

individuals 

2007 Eurofound 

People who find their work too demanding and stressful % of employed 

individuals 

2007 Eurofound 

Employees not allowed to adapt working hours within certain 

limits 

% 2005 OECD 

People who take more than 20 minutes to travel to place of work 

or study 

 

 

% of individuals 2005 Eurofound 

People in employment who think it is very likely or quite likely 

that they will lose their job in the next 6 months 

% of employed 

individuals 

2007 Eurofound 

Work  

People living in households with very low work intensity % of total 

population 

2009 Eurostat 

Full-rate-equivalent paid maternity and paternity leave 

(aggregate) 

weeks 2007 OECD 

Employed persons between 25 and 49 having to make special 

working time arrangements over the last 12 months to care for 

children due to… 

% of 25-49 in 

employment 

2005 Eurostat 

Employed persons 25-49 years old regularly taking care of other 

children up to 14 or people older than 15 in need of care  

% of 25-49 in 

employment 

2005 Eurostat 

Average weekly hours allocated by women and men aged 18 or 

over to care for elderly/disabled relatives 

Hours 2007 OECD 

Caring 

and 

parenting 

Average of children 11-15 who have been bullied at school at 

least twice in the last couple of months and who do not like 

school 

% 2006 OECD 

Households with dependent children experiencing severe housing 

deprivation 

% of total 

population 

2009 Eurostat 

Individuals aged 18 and over who think that it is very unsafe or 

rather unsafe to walk around the area they live at night 

 

% of individuals 2003 Eurofound 

Adolescent fertility rates (births to women aged 15-19) % 2005 OECD 

15 year-olds who have been drunk at least twice % 2006 OECD 

Living 

environm

ent  

15 year-olds who have used cannabis in the last 30 days % 2006 OECD 
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Overall Results 

The overall Pressure Gauge ranks countries on a normalised range of scores from 0.00 to 

1.00 across the four domains of Finance, Work, Care Responsibilities and Living 

Environment. It shows families in the UK to be the third most pressured in Europe. 

Some components of the index will be influenced by prevailing economic conditions, and in 

some the best available data is now some years old. So while noting that the overall ranking 

fits poorly with the ambition to be the most family friendly country in Europe, it is important 

to look at the individual indicators to see where the greatest challenges lie. 

The following sections of the report look at each of the four domains in turn and highlight 

where the UK significantly falls short of the standards set by the best in Europe, as well as 

where it fares well.  

Particular challenges for the UK are shown to be: 

• Household debt burdens 

• Childcare costs 

• Housing costs 

• Long working hours 

• Working unsocial hours 

• Households with low work intensity 

• Amount of statutory paid maternity and paternity leave 

• Unhealthy influences on children 
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Table 2: Overall Pressure Ranking 

 

Overall pressure 

ranking 

Country Overall pressure 

score 

1 Romania 0.524 

2 Bulgaria 0.504 

3 United Kingdom 0.477 

4 Slovakia 0.474 

5 Latvia 0.470 

6 Greece 0.468 

7 Germany 0.455 

8 Ireland 0.454 

9 Spain 0.437 

10 Malta 0.435 

11 Slovenia 0.420 

12 Cyprus 0.408 

13 Czech Republic 0.404 

14 Denmark 0.400 

15 Austria 0.391 

16 Hungary 0.387 

17 Italy 0.385 

18 Estonia 0.380 

19 Poland 0.378 

20 France 0.376 

21 Portugal 0.375 

22 Netherlands 0.360 

23 Belgium 0.346 

24 Finland 0.311 

25 Luxembourg 0.297 

26 Sweden 0.287 

27 Norway 0.235 

 

     

Least pressured 

(4
th

) score 

quartile 

Low-pressure 

(3
rd

) score 

quartile 

Moderate-

pressure (2
nd

) 

score quartile 

High-pressure 

(1
st

) score half-

quartile 

Most pressured 

(1
st

) score half-

quartile 
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Financial Pressures 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Debt, housing costs and childcare are much greater pressures for UK families than 

elsewhere in Europe. 

Financial pressures on families partly reflect the state of the national economy, and partly 

reflect specific costs such as child care, housing and energy which can vary widely between 

countries. The latest available EU data shows that in terms of households with dependent 

children who have difficulty in making ends meet, the UK fares comparatively well and is in 

the least pressured quartile of EU countries. Having said that, UK households with 

dependent children experiencing “difficulty” of “great difficulty” in making ends meet make 

up 20.9% of the total population representing 1.5 million households. Despite current 

concerns about rising petrol, energy and food prices, the UK also compares reasonably with 

other countries. 

The overall high ranking for the UK with regard to financial pressures on families is due to 

the burden of household debt, housing costs and childcare. In these three areas families in 

the UK are under much greater pressure than most of their European counterparts. 14% of 

UK and German households with dependent children experience ‘highly critical’ debt 

burdens compared to 1% of Swedish, Finnish and Norwegian households. For UK families 

childcare costs represent 23.5% of family income, twice the percentage for French families, 

three times that for German families and four times the percentage for families in Sweden. 

15.4% of Britons live in households that experience housing cost overburden. By contrast, 

only 1.8% of the French population experience housing cost overburden. 
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Money worries affect family relationships and functioning  

Families face financial pressures in a variety of forms. Some households simply struggle to 

make ends meet, while others face difficulties with credit repayment. There are yet others 

for whom childcare and housing consume a large proportion of their income, leaving them 

with barely enough for other household expenses. Already having to get by on very tight 

budgets, many families are forced to grapple with rising energy prices and inflation, while 

the current deficit reduction plans are squeezing many household’s incomes. Taken 

together, these can put a tremendous strain on family finances, which can in turn affect 

family relationships and wellbeing. 

Money worries are a major source of argument and relationship conflict. A 2006 survey for 

the FSA found that over a third (35%) of British couples are kept awake at night worrying 

about their money situation and over a quarter (27%) of couples regularly argue when they 

try to discuss their finances.
8
 This chimes with a report for the Department of Trade and 

Industry in 2002, which found a clear link between friction in the household and the extent 

of financial difficulties being faced. A third (34%) of households in this study who were in 

financial difficulty said that money was a source of friction, compared to 14% of households 

with no financial difficulties at all. The most common consequence was stress or anxiety, 

experienced by about a quarter of those in financial difficulty. It also found that one in 

twelve households had experienced relationship problems as a result of financial 

difficulties.
9
 A more recent YouGov survey found that 10.7 million people suffer relationship 

problems because of money worries.
10

 Another report found ‘debt problems can bring about 

ill-health, relationship breakdown and loss of employment’ and bring ‘particularly distressing 

impacts on parents’ relationships with their children.
11

 The Government’s Foresight Report 

into mental wellbeing suggested that debt is a much stronger risk factor for mental disorder 

than low income (p. 19). 

Families in other EU countries face similar pressures. In seeking to understand how the 

nature and extent of financial pressures varies between countries we looked at six areas: 

• households with dependent children who report ‘difficulty’ or ‘great difficulty’ in 

making ends meet 

• households with dependent children with ‘highly critical’ household debts 

• average of net childcare costs for dual earner and lone parent families 

• households with dependent children experiencing housing costs overburden 

(consuming more than 40% of their disposable income) 

• energy costs (gas, electricity, unleaded petrol and diesel), and 

• food and non-alcoholic beverage prices. 

These figures tell us not only the extent to which households face serious financial 

pressures, but also illustrate how the sources of these pressures may vary between 

countries. Taken together they can inform debate about the extent to which the UK is family 

friendly, and where action is most needed if we are to become among the best in Europe. 
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While popular opinion might be that the wealthier countries in Europe are generally more 

insulated from family financial pressures, our Financial Pressure Index shows that this could 

not be further from reality. The following table shows how 27 European countries are 

ranked based on the FPI, which is a composite of six individual indicators related to family 

finances. The UK, Germany and Ireland have the unwanted distinction of being the countries 

in Europe where families experience the greatest financial pressures. While families in 

Greece and Denmark experience relatively high financial pressures, families in Luxembourg, 

Estonia and Finland are quite well off. From the FPI rankings, it is clear that families in 

wealthier economies – mostly those in Western Europe and the original members of the EEA 

– do not necessarily less financial pressure than families in the emerging economies. Families 

in several relatively less affluent countries (e.g. Estonia, Poland, Slovenia, Malta, Romania, 

Slovakia, Latvia) are less financially pressured than those in some relatively more affluent 

ones (e.g. UK, Germany, Ireland, Denmark, Italy, Austria, Spain). 
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Table 3: Financial pressures: rankings of 27 European countries on the Financial Pressure 

Index and component indicators (in descending order of pressure on the family). 

Indicator ranking Pressure 

ranking 

Country Financial 

Pressure 

Index (fpi) 
M1 

Households 

with 

dependent 

children 

making ends 

meet with 

“difficulty” or 

“great 

difficulty” 

M2 Households 

with dependent 

children with 

household debt 

more than 

100% of its 

monthly 

disposable 

income 

M3 Average 

of net 

childcare 

costs for 

dual earner 

and lone 

parent 

families 

M4 

Households 

with 

dependent 

children 

experiencing 

housing cost 

overburden 

M5 Costs 

of energy 

for 

domestic 

consumers 

M6 Food 

and non-

alcoholic 

beverage 

prices 

1 United 

Kingdom 0.558 19 1 3 4 21 15 

2 Germany 0.557 21 1 11 2 15 8 

3 Ireland 0.514 12 9 1 20 18 3 

4 Greece 0.497 3 5 17 1 23 13 

5 Denmark 0.473 23 15 10 3 12 2 

6 Bulgaria 0.448 1 7 - 17 1 25 

7 Hungary 0.447 2 10 19 8 3 23 

8 Italy 0.418 9 8 - 12 11 10 

9 Portugal 0.396 6 20 20 11 6 19 

10 Austria 0.394 20 4 7 22 17 6 

11 Cyprus 0.377 8 3 5 27 25 10 

12 Spain 0.375 10 18 - 5 13 15 

13 Latvia 0.373 7 16 13 16 10 20 

14 Slovakia 0.367 12 12 6 9 8 21 

15 Romania 0.365 5 19 - 6 14 26 

16 Czech 

Republic 0.356 14 14 4 13 7 24 

17 Malta 0.349 4 21 2 25 24 18 

18 Netherlands 0.335 22 16 12 7 9 14 

19 Slovenia 0.331 15 6 - 24 5 17 

20 Belgium 0.322 16 13 18 15 20 7 

21 France 0.310 16 11 8 26 19 9 

22 Sweden 0.302 25 25 15 17 2 12 

23 Norway 0.301 26 23 21 10 - 1 

24 Poland 0.299 11 27 9 14 4 27 

25 Luxembourg 0.232 24 21 16 21 22 5 

26 Estonia 0.206 18 23 22 19 16 22 

27 Finland 0.162 27 25 14 23 26 4 

 

     

Least pressured (4
th

) 

score quartile 

Low-pressure (3
rd

) 

score quartile 

Moderate-pressure 

(2
nd

) score quartile 

High-pressure (1
st
) 

score half-quartile 

Most pressured (1
st
) 

score half-quartile 

Financial Indicators 

Making ends meet  

Financial pressure is not the same as poverty. Middle income households can experience 

financial pressures that may impact on their relationships due to the extent of their financial 

commitments. Thus, rather than simply looking at the numbers of households with children 

in poverty, we have used Eurostat survey data on the percentage of households with 
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dependent children making ends meet with “difficulty” or “great difficulty” (% of total 

population, 2009, Eurostat). 

UK households with dependent children experiencing “difficulty” of “great difficulty” in 

making ends meet make up 20.9% of the total population. Behind such a figure is the daily 

reality of deciding which bills can be paid, the things that can’t be afforded, restricted 

opportunities, and all the stresses and pressures on relationships that go with this. By 

contrast, Scandinavian families experience the least difficulties in making ends meet, with 

only 7.6%, 8.1% and 8.8% of the total population in Finland, Norway and Sweden 

respectively are households with dependent children in such a position. These are less than 

half the rate of the UK. Yet while we are far from the best in Europe we should spare a 

thought for families in Bulgaria, Hungary, Greece, Malta and Romania where over half the 

households with dependent children have difficulty making ends meet. Bulgaria has the 

most families facing difficulties in making ends meet, as high as 63.4% of total population. 

This is followed by Hungarian (59.7%) and Greek (57.1%) families. 

Debt 

Debts such as mortgages are not necessarily a pressure on families if repayments are 

affordable. Eurostat provide a measure of ‘highly critical’ debt burdens which looks at the 

amount owed in arrears for housing bills/repayment, consumption loan/credit repayment 

and other non housing bills. In addition, the outstanding amounts were recorded for bank 

overdrafts and credit and/or store card(s). The ‘highly critical’ debt burden is defined as such 

debts amounting to more than 100% of the households’ monthly disposable income. 

Although the scale was not strictly additive it was possible to characterise the overall degree 

of the household financial difficulties when aggregating the different dimensions. For 

instance, a household can be said to be in a ‘critical’ situation with respect to arrears if the 

household had a debt higher than its monthly disposable income in one dimension or in the 

combination of various dimensions. 

The UK and Germany top the league with 13.9% of households with dependent children 

experiencing highly critical debt burdens, whereas the next highest in the rankings – Cyprus 

– has considerably fewer proportion of families experiencing the same predicament (9.8%). 

The rate in the UK and Germany is more than ten times the percentage of such households 

in Norway, Sweden and Finland, as the Scandinavians once again prove that their families 

are among the least affected when it comes to financial problems. Only 0.9% of Swedish and 

Finnish and 1.0% of Norwegian households with dependent children have highly critical 

levels of debt.  Indeed, the only other countries where more than 5% of such households 

have a highly critical debt burden are Bulgaria, Greece, Cyprus, Austria and Slovenia. 20 out 

of the 27 countries ranked have less than 5% of families shouldering highly critical levels of 

debt. Polish families have virtually no highly critical levels of debt. 

Childcare costs 

Looking at particular areas of expenditure that are important for families helps understand 

the source and nature of the pressures they face. With UK policy strongly encouraging 

mothers to participate in the labour force, and more dual earning households, childcare 

costs have become an increasingly significant factor.  
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A survey published in February 2011 by the Daycare Trust, the national childcare charity, 

found that low-income families and working women are being priced out of nurseries and 

forced out of their jobs as childcare costs rise twice as fast as wages. While pay rose 2.1% 

over the past year, the cost of a nursery place for a child aged two or over increased by 

4.8%. London and the south-east saw the biggest price rises but the most expensive nursery 

in the survey was in the West Midlands charging £11 an hour. Parents needing 50 hours of 

childcare provision every week could pay more than £28,000 a year. Parents of young 

children now face an average annual bill of £5,028 for 25 hours of nursery care a week in 

England rising to as high as £6,164 in London. In the North East, parents pay an average of 

£82.70 a week or £4,300 a year. 
12

 

To compare pressures we used OECD data (2004), averaging the net childcare costs for dual 

earner and lone parent families as a percentage of family income. Childcare eats up a 

staggering 40.5% of family income in Ireland, the most pressured country in Europe. Given 

that the figure is an average, it is likely that Irish dual earner or lone parent families expend 

more than 40.5% of its income on childcare. For UK families – the third most pressured – 

childcare costs represent 23.5% of family income, twice the percentage for French families, 

three times that for German families and four times the percentage for families in Sweden. 

In as many as 15 out of the 23 countries for which data is available, childcare costs amount 

to no more than just 10% of family income. 

More recent OECD data highlights the problem for UK families. “In the UK, before accounting 

for childcare, the cost of entering work for an average-wage family’s second earner is lower 

than the OECD average.  After accounting for childcare, over two-thirds of the family’s 

second wage is effectively taxed away: a rate that is well above the OECD average (68% in 

the UK vs. 52% on average in the OECD).”
13

 

Housing costs 

This is not simply an immediate pressure on rent or mortgage payers. The deterioration of 

affordability has adverse economic and social consequences. In recent years, household 

formation has been lower than projected on the basis of demographic trends (Meen and 

Andrew, 2008; Holmans, 2008).
14

 A 2009 report for the Department of Communities and 

Local Government found that though other socio–economic factors have played a role, low 

affordability is likely to have been an important factor. As many as 1.2 million households 

cannot be formed in England alone because high housing costs force young adults to live 

with their parents or share dwellings.
15

 

In January 2010, Shelter reported that more than two million Britons are being forced to 

delay having children due to the high cost of housing. Their findings suggested 18% of 18 to 

44 year olds, equivalent to 2.4 million people, are actively putting off having children 

because of high housing costs. This rises to 24% among 18-34 year olds. One in five 18-44 

year olds have waited for as long as six years to start a family, while 37% expect housing 

costs to continue to delay their plans for another four years.
16

  

There are economic implications too. Higher affordability can have positive growth and 

competitiveness effects. Household mobility would be increased, improving the allocation of 

labour and employment creation. In regions where house prices are high, especially London 

and South England, hiring and retaining workers can be difficult. This is particularly true for 

the public sector, where the inability to attract or retain experienced key workers (e.g. 

teachers, nurses) may impair the quality of public services. High housing costs raise the cost 
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of living and labour costs, resulting in a loss of competitiveness for the British economy.
17

 

Improving affordability might also reduce social inequalities. Increases in house prices 

generate a transfer of wealth from renters to homeowners and from younger to older 

households. 

To compare housing cost pressures we have used Eurostat (2009) data on households with 

dependent children experiencing housing cost overburden. This is defined as occurring when 

the total housing costs (net of housing allowances) represent more than 40% of disposable 

income (net of housing allowances). 

Greece, Germany and Denmark have the most families experiencing housing cost 

overburden. More than one in five of the total population in these countries live in 

households with dependent children where the total housing costs amount to more than 

40% of disposable income. In Greece’s case, nearly a quarter (24.1%) of the population live 

in such households. The UK is ranked fourth, with 15.4% of Britons live in households that 

experience housing cost overburden. By contrast, only 1.7% and 1.8% of the population in 

Cyprus and France respectively experience housing cost overburden. Apart from Germany 

(21.4%), Denmark (20.9%), the UK (15.4%), Spain (13.6%) and the Netherlands (12.0%), less 

than 10% of the population in all other high-income economies of Europe live in households 

that experience housing cost overburden. 

Costs of energy for domestic consumers  

Energy costs cover domestic heating, hot water and electricity use, as well as petrol or diesel 

for car use. This issue is often to the fore of public debate, and the decision to remove the 

fuel duty escalator was a notable decision in the last budget. As the IFS have noted: 

Day-to-day changes in fuel prices are highly visible and fuel is an important share of 

spending for many households, so the salience of the issue is unsurprising. In 2009, 

vehicle fuel made up on average 4.9% of household spending, and more than one in five 

households spent over 9% of their budget on fuel. As prices have risen since 2009, fuel's 

prominence in household budgets has probably grown further
18

 

To compare energy cost pressures on families we have taken an average (converted to 

Purchasing Power Standard) of (i) gas prices for domestic consumers in PPS per gigajoule (for 

average consumption between 20-200 GJ) (2009, Eurostat); (ii) electricity prices for domestic 

consumers in PPS per kilowatt/hour (for average consumption between 2500-5000 kWh) 

(2009, Eurostat); (iii) prices of premium unleaded gasoline 95 RON in Euro per litre (2010, 

Eurostat); and (iv) prices of diesel oil in Euro per litre (2010, Eurostat). The definition for the 

latter two is the monthly average pump prices as being the most frequently encountered 

prices, including all taxes and VAT. The prices for these have been converted to Purchasing 

Power Standard (PPS), an artificial currency commonly used by the European Commission to 

compare prices across Europe.  

Bulgarian families pay the most for energy – 7.05 PPS per unit of the combined fuels. They 

are followed by families in Sweden (6.42 PPS per unit) and Hungary (6.09 PPS per unit). 

Polish, Slovenian, Portuguese, Czech, Slovak, Dutch and Latvian families all pay between 5.00 

and 6.00 PPS per unit of the combined fuels. Energy costs are the lowest in Finland and 

Cyprus, where families pay just 0.89 PPS per unit, while Maltese (1.14 PPS per unit) and 

Greek (1.26 PPS per unit) families also enjoy relatively cheap energy.  
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Despite seeing an upward trend in recent years, energy costs are still relatively low in the 

UK, where families pay 4.00 PPS for a unit of the combined fuels. Families in most high-

income economies of Europe – including France, Germany, Spain, Denmark, the Netherlands 

and Sweden – pay more for a unit of energy than UK families do. The fact that other 

countries have higher energy costs does not mean that this is not a significant source of 

pressure for UK families, but only that it is not an area where we are less family friendly than 

other countries. In an interesting reversal of other aspects of the pressure gauge, Swedish 

energy costs are 50% higher than those in the UK. 

Food and drink costs 

Feeding the family brings the costs of the weekly shop. While the consequences of pressure 

here (as with other costs) are captured in the reported difficulty in making ends meet, it is 

helpful to see to what extent this is a distinctive source of pressure. To compare pressures 

we have used food and non-alcoholic beverage prices (Price Level Indices, EU-27 = 100, 

2009, Eurostat).  

Food prices tend to be broadly in line with cost of living. Food in countries with higher cost 

of living, such as Scandinavia, Benelux, Germany, France and the UK, costs more than in 

countries with comparatively lower cost of living, such as those from Eastern Europe. 

Topping the rankings is Norway, where families pay 54% more for food than the EU-27 

average. The next most expensive countries for food are Denmark, Ireland and Finland, 

where families pay respectively 39%, 29% and 20% more for food than the European 

average. Food is cheapest in Poland, Romania and Bulgaria, where families pay respectively 

36%, 34% and 32% less than the European average. 

The UK is in mid-ranking, with Denmark, Finland and Norway having notably higher food 

costs pressures. Families in the UK (0.97) pay just under the average prices in Europe. While 

UK prices are similar to much of Europe, the rate at which prices change influence the 

perception of pressure so it is worth noting that UK food price inflation is much higher than 

the EU average. OECD figures show that food price inflation in January ran at 6.3% on an 

annual basis, compared with an average of 1.5% in the Eurozone. In most countries outside 

of the Eurozone, prices also climbed more modestly in, with increases of 2.1% in America 

and 2.5% in Australia. 

Conclusion 

The liquidity of money in support terms makes it the area that Government can deliver the 

quickest changes. With a budget speech claiming that “helping families with the cost of 

living” and “backing enterprise, support business and undertake far-reaching reform to help 

the economy grow” are “one and the same thing,” the Government itself believes that 

relieving money pressures is relieving pressure on the family. But with inflation high, and 

cuts affecting family incomes directly, and the services around them, money worries and 

pressures are set to rise. The CSJ gave the Government only 6/10 for its progress on tackling 

serious personal debt. At the next budget we will look for analysis to see whether the net 

impact of measures will be to improve the UK’s family friendly ranking. 

Tackling the affordability of housing and the vulnerability of UK families to debt problems 

are longer term challenges. It is these longer term structural pressures on families that make 
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it so important to have clear strategy for family policy that works across all government 

departments. 
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Work Pressures  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 ‘I don’t just want to give people a tax cut. I want to give people a time increase. 

Time for many families is the most precious commodity of all - time you can spend 

at home, time to help with the homework, time you can do things in the house, 

and that’s why I think it’s time not just for these benefit and tax changes I’ve 

spoken about, but also to say to all employees in all companies with children that 

you should have the right to ask for flexible working’. 

                         David Cameron, Conservative Party Conference, 2007 

UK pressures are long and anti-social working hours for some, worklessness for others 

Just like financial pressures, families face a variety of work pressures. Long and unsocial 

working hours, weekend working and long commutes all detract from the potential amount 

of shared time family members can spend together. The resulting time-squeeze may also 

adversely affect the quality of parental relationships with one another, and with children. 

Unsurprisingly, some people find it tough to juggle work pressures and fulfil family 

responsibilities. Already hard-pressed for time, this may be worse for those who find their 

jobs too demanding and stressful. For many, flexible working may be one of the precious few 

ways to attenuate some of these pressures, but access to flexible working is subject to 

national labour laws and organisational policy.  

Britons work some of the longest average weekly hours in Europe (43). The Scandinavians 

work some of the fewest hours: Norway (39.2), Denmark (40.2), Finland (40.3) and Sweden 

(40.9). 25% of men in the UK work over 50 hours a week compared to 8% of Norwegian men. 
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The Dutch have the most anti-social working hours in Europe. About a fifth of the Dutch 

workforce (20.9%) usually work in the evening and/or at night: but the UK is the third most 

pressured with 17.7% of our workforce out at similar times. Norway is among the least 

pressured (10.2% of the workforce). At the other end of the spectrum, the UK has the 

second highest rate of low work intensity with 12.6% of adults working less than 20% of their 

total work potential during the past year. 

Work, with the implication of the income it brings, is widely acknowledged as a way out of 

poverty and a source of relief for families under some form of financial burden. But it can 

also be a source of pressure – particularly that of a psychological and emotional nature – to 

the family if breadwinners face a very real prospect of losing their jobs. Stress from work can 

be hard to leave at work. If too much work can cause problems, so can too little: a lack of 

work also destabilises relationships. 
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Table 4: Work pressures: rankings of 27 European countries on the Work Pressure Index 

and component indicators (in descending order of pressure on the family). 

Indicator ranking 

P
re

ss
u

re
 r

a
n

k
in

g
 

C
o

u
n

tr
y

 

W
o

rk
 P

re
ss

u
re

 I
n

d
e

x 
(w

p
i)

 

W
1

 H
o

u
rs

 w
o

rk
e

d
 p

e
r 

w
e

e
k

 o
f 

fu
ll

-t
im

e
 e

m
p

lo
y

m
e

n
t 

W
2

 W
e

e
k

e
n

d
 w

o
rk

in
g

 

W
3

 W
o

rk
in

g
 u

n
so

ci
a

l 
h

o
u

rs
 

W
4

 P
e

o
p

le
 f

o
r 

w
h

o
m

 i
t 

h
a

s 

b
e

e
n

 d
if

fi
cu

lt
 t

o
 f

u
lf

il
 t

h
e

ir
 

fa
m

il
y

 r
e

sp
o

n
si

b
il

it
ie

s 
b

e
ca

u
se

 

o
f 

th
e

 a
m

o
u

n
t 

o
f 

ti
m

e
 s

p
e

n
t 

o
n

 

th
e

 j
o

b
 

W
5

 P
e

o
p

le
 w

h
o

 f
in

d
 t

h
e

ir
 w

o
rk

 

to
o

 d
e

m
a

n
d

in
g

 a
n

d
 s

tr
e

ss
fu

l 

W
6

 E
m

p
lo

y
e

e
s 

n
o

t 
a

ll
o

w
e

d
 

to
 a

d
a

p
t 

w
o

rk
in

g
 h

o
u

rs
 

w
it

h
in

 c
e

rt
a

in
 l

im
it

s 

W
7

 P
e

o
p

le
 w

h
o

 t
a

k
e

 m
o

re
 t

h
a

n
 

2
0

 m
in

u
te

s 
to

 t
ra

v
e

l 
to

 

p
la

ce
 o

f 
w

o
rk

 o
r 

st
u

d
y

 

W
8

 P
e

o
p

le
 i

n
 e

m
p

lo
y

m
e

n
t 

w
h

o
 t

h
in

k
 i

t 
is

 v
e

ry
 l

ik
e

ly
 o

r 

u
it

e
 l

ik
e

ly
 t

h
a

t 
th

e
y

 w
il

l 
lo

se
 

th
e

ir
 j

o
b

 i
n

 t
h

e
 n

e
xt

 6
 m

o
n

th
s 

W
9

 P
e

o
p

le
 l

iv
in

g
 i

n
 

h
o

u
se

h
o

ld
s 

w
it

h
 v

e
ry

 l
o

w
 

w
o

rk
 i

n
te

n
si

ty
 

1 Greece 0.683 2 1 4 3 2 3 22 16 20 

2 Romania 0.612 15 2 9 2 13 5 7 5 12 

3 Bulgaria 0.609 7 18 20 4 7 2 13 1 15 

4 Slovakia 0.577 12 8 2 13 8 10 5 2 24 

5 Latvia 0.556 13 13 24 1 12 7 3 4 18 

6 Spain 0.530 8 6 10 10 11 8 15 14 14 

7 Germany 0.527 10 10 5 20 15 15 1 20 5 

8 Cyprus 0.517 8 15 27 7 1 1 13 11 27 

9 Slovenia 0.510 6 12 7 6 6 14 21 13 24 

10 United 

Kingdom 0.499 3 20 3 17 22 19 9 15 2 

11 Malta 0.497 14 8 8 14 4 9 15 24 8 

12 Poland 0.473 4 24 24 5 14 4 22 7 15 

13 Estonia 0.470 18 21 11 11 5 17 2 10 24 

14 Portugal 0.446 11 14 22 16 3 6 25 6 15 

15 Czech 

Republic 0.440 4 18 23 9 21 12 18 9 23 

16 Austria 0.434 1 4 16 12 10 20 26 26 13 

17 Italy 0.423 15 3 13 22 9 13 22 18 6 

18 Netherlan

ds 0.422 21 5 1 15 26 25 4 25 9 

19 France 0.417 17 6 11 27 17 16 9 8 9 

20 Hungary 0.411 21 27 26 8 18 11 18 16 4 

21 Ireland 0.408 25 16 17 19 20 18 18 22 1 

22 Belgium 0.371 18 22 19 18 22 22 9 19 3 

23 Finland 0.341 23 10 6 25 25 26 15 3 11 

24 Luxembou

rg 0.301 25 26 14 20 19 21 7 23 21 

25 Denmark 0.299 24 17 18 24 24 24 9 11 7 

26 Sweden 0.268 18 25 14 26 16 27 5 21 22 

27 Norway 0.149 27 23 21 23 27 23 - 27 18 

 

 

     

Least pressured (4
th

) 

score quartile 

Low-pressure (3
rd

) 

score quartile 

Moderate-pressure 

(2
nd

) score quartile 

High-pressure (1
st
) 

score half-quartile 

Most pressured (1
st
) 

score half-quartile 

Our Work Pressure Index, a composite of nine individual indicators, ranks 27 European 

countries on the pressures of work affecting families. Countries ranked in the top quartile of 

work pressures are the newer members of the EEA and/or the emerging economies of 

Europe, while the majority of those in the bottom two quartiles are among the older 

members of the EEA and/or high-income economies. Families in Greece experience the 

greatest work pressures in Europe. They are followed by Romania, Bulgaria, Slovakia and 
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Latvia, the quartet of countries where work pressures are relatively high. Norwegian and 

Swedish families have the least work pressures, and in Denmark, Luxembourg, Finland, 

Belgium, Ireland and Hungary families enjoy a relatively low-pressured work life.  

The UK is ranked 10
th

, and sits among countries in the moderate pressure quartile. Families 

in the UK experience greater work pressures than families in Malta, Poland and Estonia, but 

are relatively less pressured than those in Slovenia, Cyprus, Germany and Spain. However, 

when examined in greater detail, the UK is ranked as a high pressure country in two of the 

nine component indicators: working hours (W1), and working unsocial hours (W3). UK 

families experience moderate pressure when it comes to flexible working allowance (W6), 

commuting time (W7) and low work intensity (W9). Despite working among the longest and 

most unsocial hours in Europe, the UK is among a handful of countries where people tend 

not to find work too demanding and stressful (W5). Greek families experience the greatest 

level of pressure in four of the nine component indicators, and high pressure in another two. 

Scandinavian families once again come out on top. Norway is ranked as least pressured in six 

out of eight indicators where data is available, Sweden in five, and Finland in four. 

Work Indicators 

Working hours 

Long working hours can affect health
19

 and time for family relationships. Analysis of the 

average hours worked per week of full-time employment (Eurostat 2008) shows that Britons 

work some of the longest hours in Europe. 

Full-time employees in the UK work an average of 43.0 hours a week, and are topped only by 

the Austrians and Greeks, who work 44.0 and 43.7 hours respectively. The next most 

hardworking Europeans after the British are the Czechs (42.7 hours), the Poles (42.7 hours) 

and the Slovenians (42.5 hours). Full-time employees in 21 out of the 27 countries ranked 

work 42 hours or less a week. The Scandinavians are among those who work the fewest 

hours – the Norwegians only 39.2 hours, the Danes 40.2 hours, the Finns 40.3 hours and the 

Swedes 40.9 hours. The distribution of countries in the rankings defies conventional belief 

that workers in the high-income, advanced economies of Western Europe enjoy shorter 

working hours than their peers in the emerging economies of mostly Eastern Europe. For 

instance, UK (43.0 hours), Spanish (41.9 hours) and German (41.7 hours) workers toil longer 

than Slovakian (41.5 hours), Latvian (41.3 hours), Romania (41.1 hours) and Estonian (40.9 

hours) workers. 

A focus on average working hours masks the number of individuals working very long 

hours.
20

 There is a huge variation by country in the proportion of men and women working 

very long hours (defined here as over 50 hours per week; OECD 2005), ranging from 

Australia (28% of men, 9% of women) and the UK (25% of men, 7% of women), to Norway 

(8% of men, 2% of women) and the Netherlands (9% of men, 1.5% of women). Of the 25% of 

men in the UK working over 50 hours per week, 16% work between 50 and 59 hours and 9% 

work over 60 hours per week. For women in the UK, 5% work over 50 hours and 2% work 

over 60 hours per week. 

Both mothers’ and fathers’ working hours affect the time that parents spend with their 

children on certain activities. 46% of mothers working over 49 hours a week reported that 

their work limited outdoor activities with children. The figures for their partners were even 
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more striking, with over two-thirds (68%) of mothers whose partners worked over 60 hours 

a week saying that his work had prevented him from spending time reading, playing and 

helping children with homework. Other activities were also adversely affected, especially 

involvement in children’s recreational and sport activities, and outdoor activities with 

children. 

Another UK study (CIPD, 2001) found that 42% of long hours workers felt that their working 

hours had damaged their friendships and 19% of those with children felt that it had also 

damaged their parent-child relationships. However, 83% of the partners of these workers 

felt that the long hours worked had a negative impact upon their partner’s relationships with 

their child(ren). 

Weekend working 

Weekend working can put families under pressure when it means that parents of school age 

children are less able to spend time with them. For couples who ‘shift-parent’ with one 

working weekdays and the other weekends in order to manage their childcare, shared time 

in the couple relationship may be the biggest casualty. 

The average couple mother who works at unsocial times (weekends or evenings/nights) 

spends approximately eight hours less with her children over a whole week and is 

particularly likely to miss out on time with her children at weekends. Fathers in sole-earner 

families (i.e. whose partner doesn’t work) who work at unsocial times spend approximately 

ten and a half hours less with their children over a whole week. Many parents – particularly 

those who work atypical hours – adopt some form of shift-parenting. Research shows that 

29% of partnered mothers who worked atypical hours did so in order for their partner to be 

able to look after the children.
21

  

While shift-parenting is generally believed to be motivated by a need or the desire to avoid 

non-parental childcare, the underlying reasons often vary. Some parents who work atypical 

hours prefer their children to be looked after by their other half, while others shift-parent 

either because childcare is unaffordable or simply through necessity (e.g. employer 

expectations, shift contracts).
22

  Parents who adopt shift-parenting arrangements are often 

prepared to put their partner’s and their own needs after their children’s.
23

 In as many as 

four in ten dual-earner families, parents work at least some hours at atypical times. 

However, these atypical hours rarely overlap. On average, these parents spend 2 ½ hours 

per week working at the same time in atypical hours, with most of this overlapping time 

being at weekends. This presents the potential for shift-parenting during these hours, but 

also means that, while children benefit from such arrangements, it effectively reduces the 

time couples spend together and as a family. Studies show that fathers expressed sadness 

and dissatisfaction with the time they spent as a couple, and parents who both frequently 

worked atypical hours expressed the greatest dissatisfaction about time couples had 

together, leading to the risk of their marriage crumbling.
24

 

To assess the pressures arising from weekend working we took an average of the population 

in employment usually working on Saturday (% of total employment, 2009, Eurostat) and 

population in employment usually working on Sunday (% of total employment, 2009, 

Eurostat). 

Greece has the largest proportion of workforce working on weekends in Europe. 28.0% of 

the employed Greek population usually work on either Saturday and/or Sunday. They are 
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followed closely by the Romanians on 26.0%. Another seven countries make up the cluster 

where at least one-fifth of the national workforce usually work on weekends. Compared 

with most European countries, weekend working in the UK appears relatively less 

widespread. 15.5% of the UK workforce usually works on weekends, leaving the UK in 20th 

place. Hungary is the country with the smallest proportion of workforce (9.0%) usually 

working on weekends, while less than one in seven employed persons in Luxembourg 

(13.1%), Sweden (13.3%), Poland (13.6%) and Norway (13.8%) usually work on weekends.  

Working evenings and nights 

We took an average of the population in employment usually working in the evening (% of 

total employment, 2009, Eurostat) and the population in employment usually working at 

night (% of total employment, 2009, Eurostat). 

In terms of working unsocial hours, the Dutch beat the rest of Europe with about a fifth of 

the Dutch workforce (20.9%) usually working in the evening and/or at night. They are 

followed by the Slovaks (18.8%), the British (17.7%), the Greeks (17.6%) and the Germans 

(17.4%). At least one in ten employed persons usually work unsocial hours in 15 out of the 

27 countries ranked. They include two Scandinavian countries – Finland (15.1%) and Sweden 

(10.2%) – where people work among the fewest hours in Europe. Cyprus stands out as the 

country with the smallest proportion of workforce (2.8%) usually working unsocial hours. 

There are also relatively few Hungarians (6.6%), Poles (6.7%) and Latvians (6.7%) usually 

working unsocial hours. 

Long hours and a lack of flexible working tend to disproportionately affect those lower down 

the socio-economic scale. Barnes and Bryson (2004) found that weekend working was more 

common among the self-employed and those in lower-skilled jobs than other workers.
25

 

Those who regularly work weekends are more likely to have no qualifications (38%, 

compared with 15% educated to degree level), and to be on a lower income (38%, compared 

with 28% not claiming housing or council tax benefits). 

Fulfilling family responsibilities 

The extent and impact of care responsibilities are considered in the third element of the 

pressure gauge. Here, under the work heading, we address the impact of the amount of time 

spent on the job on people’s ability to fulfil their family responsibilities (% of employed 

individuals, 2007, Eurofound). 

Between two in five and half of the workforce in a number of countries from Eastern and 

Southern Europe experience difficulties in fulfilling their family responsibilities because of 

the amount of time spent on the job. Leading the pack are workers in Latvia, 47.1% of whom 

experience such difficulties. They are followed closely by workers in Romania (46.6%), 

Greece (45.7%) and Bulgaria (45.3%). In stark contrast to the top half of the rankings, 

workers in Western and Northern Europe are least likely to experience difficulties in fulfilling 

their family responsibilities because of the amount of time spent on the job. Only 17.3% of 

French workers are in such predicament. Scandinavian workers are also among the least 

likely to report of such experience. The UK is ranked mid-table at 17th spot, with 28.5% of 

workers reporting of difficulties in fulfilling family responsibilities. While the figure is bigger 

than those in Belgium (28.1%), Ireland (25.0%) and Germany (24.3%), it is considerably 

smaller that in Spain (38.1%) and marginally smaller than the Dutch figure of 29.2%.   
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Recent analyses conducted by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and 

Working Conditions (www.eurofound.europa.eu) show that around 30% of both working 

men and women in the UK reported in 2003 that they do not have enough time to give to 

partners and family due to the amount of time they spend on their jobs, representing a 

significant increase from 1996. Only Portugal and Spain had higher proportions of employees 

reporting problems. A UK study by the Chartered Institute of Personnel & Development 

found that 11% had experienced a non-marital relationship break-up because of the effect of 

hours worked, 27% of long hours workers had strained relationships with a partner, and 3% 

had divorced because of long hours.
26

 In the Third European Working Conditions Survey 

(2000), parents across Europe were asked whether or not the time demands of their job 

were compatible with family life. 25% of fathers and mothers who work full-time said that 

their working hours were incompatible with family life (Fagan and Burchell, 2002). 

Stress 

Stress at work can carry over into the family. Whilst little research has been done on the 

direct impact of work stress on couple and parent-child relationships, it is known that work-

related illness impacts family life. This includes changes to emotional and affective states 

and impaired relationships (Dembe, 2005: 399).
27

  Amick and Mustard (2005: 428) argue that 

“work, and how it is structured, can affect the interconnectedness of parents and children 

and both parent and child health” and that “the intergenerational transmission of work’s 

negative consequences” can have negative effects upon other family members.
28 Galambos 

& Walters (1992) found that husbands with wives who worked longer hours were more 

prone to depression and anxiety compared with husbands whose wives worked fewer 

hours.
29

 The authors suggest that wives often play an emotionally supportive role for the 

husband. When wives work long hours they may be unavailable to provide a buffer against 

the stresses of work for the husband, which in turn, may result in the husband experiencing 

more stress. This argument was supported when no relationship was found between 

husbands' work hours and wives' stress levels. Crouter et al. (2001) also suggest that those 

fathers working long hours and feeling overloaded may focus inward on their own fatigue or 

stress, meaning that they may be less in tune with their children than other fathers
30

 (see 

also Ilies et al., 2007
31

) 

Data on the percentage of employed individuals who find their work too demanding and 

stressful (Eurofound, 2007) shows that a relatively low proportion of UK workers (32.5%) 

find their work too demanding and stressful, as evidenced by the UK being ranked 23rd out 

of 27 countries. Nearly three quarters of employed individuals (71.7%) in Cyprus find their 

work too demanding and stressful. They are followed by workers in Greece (62.8%), Portugal 

(59.4%) and Malta (58.9%). At the foot of the rankings, about one in five (19.6%) Norwegian 

workers find their work too demanding and stressful, whereas less than a quarter of Dutch 

(23.4%) and Finns (24.4%) report of similar experience. Showing broad similarities to the 

distribution of countries on the W4 indicator, a relatively smaller proportion of the 

workforce in Western and Northern Europe find work too demanding and stressful 

compared with their counterparts in Eastern and Southern Europe. 

Flexible working 

There is a broad consensus that a lack of flexible working adversely impacts family life. The 

government itself, in its most recent Impact Assessment of extending flexible working, 

makes the point that ‘family life may suffer if parents and carers cannot work flexibly,’ and 
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that the key non-monetised benefits of flexible working are ‘better work-life balance for 

employees and improved family life, increased labour supply, improved health and 

wellbeing.’
32

 

Looking at the percentage of employees not allowed to adapt working hours within certain 

limits (%, 2005, OECD) we find that Scandinavians lead the way in flexible working, with just 

over half (56.3%) of Swedish employees not allowed to adapt working hours within certain 

limits. Finland (65.1%), Denmark (67.0%) and Norway (68.4%) also have relatively low 

proportion of employees not allowed such flexibility. By contrast, Cypriot workers 

experience the greatest inflexibility, with nearly all employees (97.1%) not allowed to adapt 

working hours within certain limits. They are followed closely by Bulgarian (96.4%), Greek 

(96.1%), Polish (93.8%) and Romanian (93.5%) workers. At least four in five workers in about 

half of the 27 countries ranked are not allowed such flexibility, implying that flexible working 

is not as widespread in Europe as many would like to believe. Although ranked in the bottom 

half in 19th spot, as many as 78.6% of UK workers are not given such flexibility with their 

working hours. 

Commuting 

Commuting time adds to the pressure of long working hours, and can add to the stress at the 

beginning and end of the day. Data on the percentage of people who take more than 20 

minutes to travel to place of work or study (Eurofound, 2005) provides an indicator of this 

source of pressure.  

Germans (88%) are the most likely people in Europe to take more than 20 minutes to travel 

to their place of work or study. More than four in five commuters in Estonia (85%), Latvia 

(83%) and the Netherlands (81%) also take more than 20 minutes for their daily grind to 

work or study. In fact, at least two-thirds of the population in 25 out of the 26 countries for 

which there is data commute for more than 20 minutes each way daily. The UK is ranked in 

mid-table in the 12th spot, with 77% of Britons taking more than 20 minutes to get to work 

or study. This is similar to the Finns (75%) and Swedes (79%), but more than the Italians 

(69%). 

Job security  

The fear of losing a job, with all the financial implications, can increase work stress and 

working hours, and add to the strains within families. Levels of job insecurity reflect 

prevailing economic conditions, the flexibility of the labour force, as well changes in the 

prospects of different industries and major employers. While this is not an issue which 

government policies can often easily change, it is an important part of the pressures that 

families may face. 

In the UK, and elsewhere in Europe, the banking crisis and pressures to reduce government 

deficits have increased job insecurity. Comparative EU data is not yet available for this new 

environment, so this element of the index may not reflect current pressures. 

Looking at the percentage of employed individuals who think it is very likely or quite likely 

that they will lose their job in the next 6 months (Eurofound, 2007), we find that Bulgarians 

are by far the most insecure about their jobs. More than one in five (22.2%) Bulgarian 

workers thought it is “very likely” or “quite likely” that they would lose their job in the next 
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six months. This figure is far higher than that of Slovakia, in second spot with 13.7% of 

workers feeling insecure about their jobs. Finland, Latvia and Romania make up the top five 

countries in the job insecurity league, with the job insecurity rate as high as 13.4%, 13.0% 

and 12.2% respectively. Norwegians felt most secure about their jobs in Europe, with only 

2.2% thinking they might be imminently laid off. The Austrians (3.0%), the Dutch (3.6%) and 

the Maltese (3.9%) also feel relatively very secure about their jobs. The fear of losing their 

jobs was not very pronounced in 15th ranked UK, where a relatively modest 8.3% of workers 

felt insecure about their jobs. Although this figure exceeded that in Europe’s largest 

economy, Germany (6.1%), it was considerably lower than the figure in neighbours France 

(11.1%). 

Joblessness and low work intensity 

Although causality is complex, a lack of work destabilises families. One analysis of US data 

found that ‘a high rate of unemployment increases the rate of divorce.’
33

 An ISER working 

paper using British Household Panel Survey data similarly found that ‘unemployment 

increases the risk of partnership dissolution.’
34

 Furthermore two-thirds of all children in 

workless households are in lone parent households and half of all children of lone parents 

live in households that are workless.  This compares to just one in fourteen for children of 

couples.
35

 The UK has a higher proportion of its children living in workless households than 

any other EU country.
36

 

Data on the percentage of people aged 0-59 living in households where the adults work less 

than 20% of their total work potential during the past year (Eurostat, 2009) provides an 

indicator of very low work intensity. This again is influenced by prevailing economic 

conditions, with country rankings reflecting differing economic performance. Nevertheless it 

is also a significant pressure on families, and a reminder that it is not just long working 

hours, but also the absence of work, that can be a problem. 

Ireland has by far the highest percentage of people living in households with very low work 

intensity. About one in five (19.8%) of the Irish population under 60 live in households where 

adults work less than 20% of their total work potential. The UK has the second highest rate 

of low work intensity, but at 12.6% it is still some way off the level of the Irish. The rates of 

low work intensity in Belgium and Hungary, at 12.3% and 11.3% respectively, are not very far 

behind the UK’s. Even Europe’s largest economy, Germany, has about one in ten under 60s 

(10.8%) living in households with very low work intensity. The rate in the majority of Europe 

is between 6.0% and 9.0%. Cyprus, however, stands out as the country with the lowest rate 

– a mere 4.0%. With the exception of Hungary and Malta, the highest rates of low work 

intensity can be found in the high-income, advanced economies of Western and Northern 

Europe, whereas the emerging economies of Eastern Europe have comparatively lower 

rates. 

Conclusion 

Work is good for families, providing both income as well as enjoyment and purpose (though 

not for all). There is, however, clear evidence regarding the impact of both long and atypical 

working hours on family life. Employment protection can help families manage the pressures 

associated with working, but rights to flexible working are not always exercised and need to 

be set against any impact on job creation. 
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Enabling better work/home integration has long been a concern of public policy debate. The 

Pressure Gauge data shows that it cannot be neglected if the government is to succeed in its 

ambition to make Britain the most family friendly country in Europe. There are many factors 

that shape the impact of work on the family: the state of the economy; the attitudes of 

employers; national cultures; as well as government policy. Not all aspects of pressure on 

families can be readily influenced by government: all the more reason for a clear, long term, 

cross-government strategy for making the government’s family-friendly ambitions a reality. 
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Care Responsibilities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UK comes out better than many of her neighbours, but poor maternity and paternity 

provision holds us back 

This domain consists of a range of pressures related to caring and arranging care and 

support for family members of all ages and with a variety of needs – from early years and 

childcare to the disabled and the elderly – and to children’s experience of school. Whilst we 

come out better than many of our neighbours, our performance is hampered by below 

average maternity and paternity leave. The aggregate statutory provision of full-rate-

equivalent paid maternity and paternity leave shows the UK to be the second worst in 

Europe with 9.6 Full Rate Equivalent weeks.  This compares to 14 weeks for Germany, 16 for 

Italy and 18 for France and 20 for Denmark. 

Caring for the family and parenting dependent children deliver unique pressures of their 

own. From giving a newborn child the best start in life to arranging childcare when parents 

go to work, families sometimes struggle to hold it all together. This is an even greater 

challenge for the “sandwich generation” – people who care for young children, disabled 

relatives, and elderly family members, often alongside full or part time work. The magnitude 

of these pressures and the stress of parenting may increase if school-age children encounter 

problems such as bullying in school and do not enjoy going to school. All these only add to 

the financial and work pressures that already overwhelm some families, straining family 

relationships and wellbeing. 
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While it is good that people take on the responsibility of caring for both children and other 

adults, care responsibilities can bring time and financial pressures, as well as anxiety about 

the wellbeing of others. The Government’s horizon-scanning ‘Foresight’ report into Mental 

Capital and Wellbeing points out that these pressures will grow: ‘The relentless demands for 

increased competitiveness will combine with changing family commitments, such as the 

two-earner family and the increasing need to care for older adults. These demands will have 

major implications for work-life balance and the wellbeing of workers, and have knock-on 

effects for their families and communities’ (p. 12). The report went on to say explicitly that 

these will create ‘pressures on families’ and that ‘maintaining and improving wellbeing in the 

face of these trends will be a major challenge’ (p. 25). 



 
41 

 

Table 5: Caring and parenting pressures: rankings of 27 European countries on the Caring & 

Parenting Pressure Index and component indicators (in descending order of pressure on 

the family). 
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1 Romania 0.636 8 11 1 5 - 

2 Malta 0.606 1 8 - 5 - 

3 Slovakia 0.585 7 18 - 5 1 

4 Latvia 0.471 23 5 - 15 - 

5 Ireland 0.465 19 7 19 1 11 

6 Denmark 0.438 22 2 4 19 12 

7 Czech 

Republic 0.411 4 6 5 13 4 

8 Norway 0.371 6 1 20 25 20 

9 Finland 0.370 10 4 3 27 7 

10 Greece 0.353 14 14 21 2 2 

11 Germany 0.346 5 22 - 9 15 

12 Slovenia 0.343 15 20 14 8 - 

13 Sweden 0.341 20 3 10 25 14 

14 Spain 0.340 17 16 8 2 13 

15 Italy 0.333 9 15 7 18 3 

16 Luxembourg 0.331 11 26 - 13 5 

17 United 

Kingdom 0.322 2 18 11 9 18 

18 Portugal 0.321 21 23 12 4 8 

19 Belgium 0.316 3 10 15 24 9 

20 France 0.309 17 12 13 21 6 

21 Hungary 0.293 15 13 9 21 15 

22 Austria 0.283 11 9 18 21 17 

23 Poland 0.278 24 21 17 11 10 

24 Estonia 0.263 25 25 - 15 - 

25 Netherlands 0.257 11 17 6 20 19 

26 Cyprus 0.229 - 24 2 17 - 

27 Bulgaria 0.140 26 - 16 11 - 

 

 
     

Least pressured (4
th

) 

score quartile 

Low-pressure (3
rd

) 

score quartile 

Moderate-pressure 

(2
nd

) score quartile 

High-pressure (1
st
) 

score half-quartile 

Most pressured (1
st
) 

score half-quartile 

The UK is ranked 17
th

 and sits among countries in the low pressure quartile. The UK does 

well on three out of the five component indicators, where it emerges as among the least 

pressured countries in terms of the need to make alternative childcare arrangements (C2), 

the caring burden of the sandwich generation (C3) and the parenting implications of children 

having unpleasant school experience (C5).  
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Apart from maternity-paternity leave provision (C1) and caring for elderly or disabled 

relatives (C4), UK families experience markedly less caring and parenting pressures than 

their European peers. It is also clear that, within the domain of caring and parenting, 

maternity/paternity leave provision (C1) is the single source of greatest pressure for families 

in major European countries.  

A number of countries actually do well on at least three out of the five indicators, where 

twelve countries, including the UK, are ranked as the least pressured. The Netherlands has 

the most rankings on the least pressured quartile – four out of five indicators. The rankings 

for indicators C3, C4 and C5 are somewhat skewed, with an outlying country ranked most 

pressured while the majority least pressured in each of the three indicators. This implies that 

families in one particular country experience a very intense level of pressure that is 

inconsistent with the majority of families in Europe. 

Caring and Parenting Indicators 

Maternity and paternity leave 

The demands of the later stages pregnancy and the care of a new baby is a source of 

pressure on families. Impaired sleep and the time demands of care can all impact on family 

relationships. The generosity of maternity and paternity leave arrangements is an important 

factor in helping families to manage these pressures. The combination of maternity and 

paternity rights, state and employer provision, and the balance between paid leave and the 

right to take time off, makes simple comparisons between nations difficult.  

We have used statutory provision of full-rate-equivalent paid maternity and paternity leave 

(aggregate) (weeks, 2007, OECD) as the best available indicator. The experienced reality of 

pressure may be different where companies offer additional funded leave, but the 

comparison of family friendly policy is best compared by looking at statutory provision. 

In order to compare entitlements the OECD figures convert them to full rate equivalent (FRE) 

weeks. So, for the UK, the combination of the first 6 weeks of maternity pay, the reduced 

rate for the remaining 33 weeks, and paid paternity leave entitlements add up to 9.6 FRE 

weeks. This compares to 14 weeks for Germany, 16 for Italy and 18 for France. Bulgaria has 

by far the most generous aggregate FRE paid maternity and paternity leave, at 56.7 weeks. 

Only five countries are generous enough to give at least 20 weeks’ worth of full-rate pay. 

Despite the Scandinavians’ family-friendly credentials, parents there do not enjoy the most 

generous statutory maternity-paternity pay – the Norwegians only 15 weeks, the Finns 16.2 

weeks, the Swedes 18.9 weeks and the Danes 20 weeks – as compared to parents in Eastern 

European countries such as Latvia (20.6 weeks), Poland (22 weeks) and Estonia (30 weeks). 

The importance of paid leave is illustrated by the response to new UK provisions for 

paternity leave which do not attract statutory pay. Responding to a survey that suggested 

40% of men would not take up extended paternity leave rights, the head of consumer policy 

at uSwitch noted: 

'However, the biggest reason for men not taking paternity leave in the past, and to not 

be doing so in the future, is money. Unfortunately, the same financial constraints that 

force new mums back to work before they are ready will also deprive fathers of the 

option of spending more time with their new baby. Sadly, the financial realities of 
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modern life will prevent many men from being the hands-on fathers they would like to 

be.”
37

 

Special care arrangements 

Problems with child care, particularly when children are sick or during school holidays, are a 

major concern for working parents. An indicator of this sort of pressure can be found in the 

numbers of employed persons between 25 and 49 having to make special working time 

arrangements over the last 12 months to care for children due to:  

• lack of alternative childcare services during the day;  

• lack of alternative childcare services at special times;  

• alternative childcare services being too expensive; or 

• alternative childcare services not of sufficient quality (Eurostat, 2005). 

The extent of this pressure in different countries is likely to be influenced by the number of 

households where both parents work, the ability to make special working time 

arrangements, as well as differences in local patterns of child care provision including the 

proximity and availability of other potential family carers. 

The figures suggest that only 1.6% of UK employees have made special arrangements due to 

childcare problems. This is lower than many European countries and compares to 8% of 

employees in Sweden, 10.8% in Denmark and 12% in Norway. While noting the various 

factors above that may influence these figures, it seems this is not an area where the UK falls 

short when judged by the standards of other countries in Europe. 

Other care responsibilities 

Care responsibilities are not limited to families’ own children: some may regularly care for 

other children or adults. The percentage of employed persons 25-49 years old regularly 

taking care of other children up to 14 or people older than 15 in need of care  is relatively 

small. Eurostat (2005) data reveals that this applies to less than 1% of employees in the UK, 

with only Cyprus and Romania exceeding 1%. 

Elderly and disabled care  

The combination of work and other care responsibilities can be a source of pressure, 

particularly for the ‘sandwich’ generation who may be combining care for older children with 

support for elderly relatives. The extent of care responsibilities is indicated by the average 

weekly hours allocated by women and men aged 18 or over to care for elderly/disabled 

relatives (hours, 2007, OECD). 

The average for UK adults is 11 hours a week, similar to Germany. Sweden and Norway (both 

5 hours), France and Austria (6.5), Netherlands (7), Denmark (7.5) and Italy (8) all have 

notably lower care burdens in terms of time spent. Adults in Spain (13) and Portugal (12.5) 

spend more time than their UK counterparts caring for elderly or disabled relatives. Ireland, 

with an average of 22 hours a week spent caring, is something of an outlier. 
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A survey of 3,500 carers undertaken by the Princess Royal Trust for Carers in 2007 found 

that one of the most difficult challenges carers have to cope with is the impact on their 

relationships. Two thirds (66%) of those surveyed said their relationships had suffered as a 

result of their caring responsibilities. These effects are both emotional and physical, with six 

in ten reporting that they had little quality time with their partners and a similar number 

saying that their sex lives had taken a back seat directly as a result of their caring role. When 

carers did get time to relax, more than a fifth used it to catch up on their sleep.
38

 

Care responsibilities also add financial pressures: the same survey found that more than two 

thirds (67%) said they were financially worse off as a result of caring. Part of this was 

because carers face reduced promotion and training prospects, and therefore could not 

focus on their career (according to 57% of those questioned). 

We have not included any measure related to disabled children directly. It is worth noting 

that Contact a Family states that in the UK, there are 770,000 disabled children under the 

age of 16. That equates to one child in 20. 99% live at home and are supported by their 

families. These families are at greater risk of financial pressure. The income of families with 

disabled children averages £15,270, 23.5% below the UK mean income of £19,968, and 

21.8% have incomes that are less than half the UK mean, and half the families are at risk of 

experiencing poverty. They are also at risk of relationship pressure. According to one study, 

31% of couples report some problems, 13% cite major problems and 9% actually separate. 

Stress, depression and lack of sleep are other commonly experienced problems.
39

 

School experience  

Anxiety about children’s schooling is another source of pressure linked to care 

responsibilities. While there is no robust comparable data on parental worries about 

schooling (or worries about school admissions) the potential for such pressures are can be 

indicated by the average of children 11-15 who have been bullied at school at least twice in 

the last couple of months and children who do not like school (%, 2006, OECD). 

Despite the annual round of anxiety in the UK when it comes to school admissions it is worth 

noting that children’s experience of school compares favourably to other countries in 

Europe. While the fact that 37% of children in the UK have been bullied or do not like school 

is a concern, this is (slightly) less than the percentage in such countries as Germany (39.5%), 

Sweden (40.1%), France (46.1%) and Italy (47.6%). Only Norway (33.3%) and the Netherlands 

(34.4%) have a smaller proportion of children with negative experience of school. 

Conclusion 

Care brings responsibility and pressure – unavoidably. The extent of this pressure is affected 

by support within the family, as well as the support available in terms of leave, quality and 

reliability of child care provision, and sources of care available to other relatives in need. 

While many families in the UK will experience considerable pressure in this area, and rightly 

look for support, with the exception of statutory paid leave provision, the UK ranks 

reasonably well. This suggests that construing family friendliness too narrowly in terms of 

maternity/paternity rights and support for care responsibilities will be too narrow an 

agenda. 
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Living Environment  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While the majority of families in the UK enjoy adequate housing and a safe environment, 

the high rates of teenage conceptions, drink and drug usage may be indicators of the 

concern about the commercial and cultural environment, and the pressures they bring 

The environment in which families go about their daily lives can create certain pressures that 

may take a toll on family relationships and wellbeing. This domain covers, in broad terms, 

areas such as housing, crime and security, social norms, and unhealthy influences. Some 

families live in poor housing, the consequences of which may spill over to other aspects of 

healthy functioning and wellbeing, while others are constantly worried for their own safety 

when out and about in the neighbourhood. Although the data cannot support this, it is likely 

that such pressure is felt more keenly by those with lower income and assets, as they are 

least able to move away from bad neighbourhoods and into good ones. A pressure that the 

individual has limited control over is always likely to more psychologically oppressive. 

The coalition government has raised concerns about the commercialisation and 

sexualisation of childhood. The pressure arising from parental anxiety about these issues is 

more difficult to capture in comparative data, but levels of teenage conceptions, drug use or 

frequency of being drunk may serve as proxy indicators. 
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In teen drinking the UK was once again in the ‘high pressure’ group with 47% of 15 year olds 

having been drunk at least twice. This time the UK came after Denmark at 57%. France 

(25%), Italy (20%) and Greece (19%) were at the lower end of the spectrum.  

In the UK 2.59% of births were to women aged 15-19, the second highest percentage in 

Europe with Bulgaria (3.85%) as the most pressured. The UK had almost two and a half times 

the percentage in France (1.17%) and Germany (1.06%) and over four and a half times the 

0.56% in Denmark. 

Table 6: Living environment pressures: rankings of 27 European countries on the Living 

Environment Pressure Index and component indicators (in descending order of pressure 

on the family). 

Indicator ranking Pressure 

ranking 

Country 
Living 

Environment 

Pressure Index 

(lpi) L1 Households 

with 

dependent 

children 

experiencing 

severe housing 

deprivation 

L2 Individuals aged 

18 and over who 

think that it is very 

unsafe or rather 

unsafe to walk 

around the area 

they live at night 

L3 

Adolescent 

fertility 

rates (births 

to women 

aged 15-19) 

L4 15 

year-olds 

who have 

been 

drunk at 

least 

twice 

L5 15 

year-olds 

who have 

used 

cannabis 

in the last 

30 days 

1 Bulgaria 0.599 3 25 1 4 12 

2 Estonia 0.497 6 24 4 2 11 

3 United 

Kingdom 0.495 14 19 2 3 8 

4 Denmark 0.458 21 1 26 1 17 

5 Romania 0.456 1 21 - 9 25 

6 Ireland 0.454 22 7 9 13 9 

7 France 0.448 15 3 13 21 3 

8 Spain 0.441 20 11 14 15 1 

9 Latvia 0.432 2 26 5 6 16 

10 Slovenia 0.427 4 9 23 8 14 

11 Austria 0.416 12 2 11 7 19 

12 Poland 0.402 5 17 10 11 13 

13 Czech 

Republic 0.387 9 16 15 14 7 

14 Netherlands 0.382 26 8 25 19 2 

15 Finland 0.374 25 3 18 5 22 

16 Hungary 0.364 7 22 7 10 21 

17 Belgium 0.362 17 10 19 18 6 

18 Luxembourg 0.341 18 11 12 22 4 

19 Italy 0.329 8 13 22 24 5 

19 Slovakia 0.329 13 20 6 12 18 

21 Malta 0.324 19 13 3 26 10 

22 Cyprus 0.320 26 3 21 - - 

23 Germany 0.289 16 13 16 16 15 

24 Portugal 0.279 11 17 8 23 20 

25 Sweden 0.249 23 3 24 20 24 

26 Greece 0.161 10 23 17 25 23 

27 Norway 0.128 24 - 20 17 - 

 

 
     

Least pressured (4
th

) 

score quartile 

Low-pressure (3
rd

) 

score quartile 

Moderate-pressure 

(2
nd

) score  quartile 

High-pressure (1
st
) 

half-quartile 

Most pressured (1
st
) 

half-quartile 
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Bulgaria tops our Living Environment Pressure Index, as shown in the above table. The LPI 

ranks 27 European countries and is a composite of five individual indicators related to issues 

in the living environment that create pressures on the family. Trailing Bulgaria are Estonia 

and the UK, where families experience relatively high living environment pressures. By 

contrast, Norwegian and Greek families experience the least pressure from the living 

environment, while Swedish, Portuguese, German and Italian families live in relatively low 

pressure environment. 

The UK, although the third most pressured country on this index, has a mixed bag of 

rankings when the component indicators are scrutinised. While the UK has the third highest 

teenage drinking rate (L4) and the second highest teenage pregnancy rate (L3), it is also 

ranked among low-pressure and least pressured countries on perceptions of neighbourhood 

security (L2) and quality of housing (L1) respectively. Greece and Sweden both appear 

among the least pressured countries on four of the five indicators. The rankings for 

indicators L1 and L3 are somewhat skewed, with an outlying country ranked most pressured 

while the majority appear among the least pressured. This implies that families in Romania 

experience very severe levels of housing deprivation (L1) and Bulgaria has very high levels of 

teenage pregnancy that are inconsistent with the majority of countries in Europe. 

Living Environment Indicators 

Housing deprivation  

The link between housing deprivation and family pressure cannot be understated. A large-

scale study by the World Health Organisation on European housing and health has found a 

relationship between depression/anxiety and living in a dwelling that has insufficient 

protection against external aggressions (e.g. cold, draughts, noise), has little space for 

solitude or freedom, and lacks light and/or an external view (Bonnefoy et al., 2004). This 

underscores the importance of proper housing if families were to thrive. A house becomes a 

home when it acts like a “physical and psychological envelope” that fosters the growth of 

relationship intimacy and development among its occupants.
40

 

To assess this aspect of pressure on families we looked at the number of households with 

dependent children experiencing severe housing deprivation (% of total population, 2009, 

Eurostat). Severe housing deprivation is defined as living in an overcrowded dwelling which 

also has poor amenities. This includes households with at least one of the following 

conditions: a leaking roof, no bath/shower and no indoor toilet, or a dwelling considered too 

dark. 

UK households with dependent children living in such conditions make up 4.8% of the total 

population (There are 7.1 million households in the UK with dependent children, so 340,800 

households). This is twelve times more than in the Netherlands, at 0.4%. It is also 

significantly worse than in the Nordic countries, Germany and Spain. However, France shows 

a similar trend at 4.2% and families in Italy are significantly more likely to experience severe 

housing depravation at 10.9%. 

The Government’s Foresight report into Mental Wellbeing noted that ‘poor housing is a key 

factor associated with children’s mental development, although it is not known whether the 

association is causal.’
41

 Recent research shows that the longer children live in bad housing 

the more vulnerable they are to a range of poor wellbeing outcomes, implying the need for 
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policy to focus on reducing the number of children who live in bad housing for long periods 

and that interventions in housing provision for families are likely to lead to improvements in 

many other aspects of children’s lives (Barnes et al., 2011).
42

 

Poor housing can also bring about pressure on families’ psychological wellbeing and affect 

their mental health. A review of 27 studies suggests that overall housing quality is positively 

correlated with psychological wellbeing (Evans et al., 2003), whereas other studies have 

found specific evidence linking housing quality with mental health (Evans, 2003; Shaw, 

2004). Existing evidence suggests that the level of change in psychological distress is a 

function of the degree of improvement in housing, and that when people move to better 

quality housing mental health improves (Evans et al., 2000; Wells and Harris, 2007).
43

 

Feeling unsafe  

Parental anxiety about neighbourhood safety can restrict children’s ability to play outside 

the home with friends
44

, as well as being a psychological pressure in its own right. 

Perceptions of safety do not necessarily relate to actual levels of crime or anti-social 

behaviour, but do indicate how the environment around the home is perceived and 

experienced.  

We have taken as a starting point Eurofound survey data on individuals aged 18 and over 

who think that it is very unsafe or rather unsafe to walk around the area they live at night (% 

of individuals, 2003, Eurofound). Although now some years old, it is the most recent data on 

this issue covering all EU countries. It shows (perhaps surprisingly) high levels of fears, with 

the UK ranking rather better than many European countries. 67% of individuals aged over 18 

think it is unsafe to walk around at night, as compared with 94% in Denmark, 91% in France 

and 77% in Germany.  

Other national data reports lower levels of fears. The 2009 Scottish Household Survey, for 

example, found that even in the most deprived areas of Scotland, 37% of people felt unsafe 

walking alone in the neighbourhood after dark.
45

 This compares to 22% for Scotland as a 

whole. 

While the extent of the problem may be portrayed differently in different data sets, it is 

clear that this is not an area where the UK fares notably worse than other European 

counterparts, and that there are, at least, sizeable minorities for whom this is a significant 

pressure. Again, these may well be families experiencing other income related pressure 

factors: an FPI and YouGov survey suggested that poorer parents’ experience of their 

neighbourhood is much more negative.
46

 

Teen behaviour and outcomes 

Teen births, teen drinking, and teen drugs use are regularly used as measurements of ‘risky 

behaviour.’
47

 They reflect both wider social norms, and the immediate peer environment. 

‘Preventing unhealthy influences’ as a pressure on families was a pledge in the Conservative 

manifesto, and whilst the immediate policy manifestation of this is the work around the 

sexualisation of children, it surely implies wider unhealthy influences. Whilst the link 

between these measures and pressures on the family is complex (as with many measures, 

they can be read as outcomes of or inputs to pressure), teen drinking and drug use is likely 

to generate parental anxiety and to undermine relationships with parents and parental 
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authority. Drink and drugs can also lead to crime and health issues, which bring greater 

pressures. They are also likely to reflect anti-social peer influences. Peer influences on 

children can be key in driving behaviour. At the extreme end of the spectrum, Don Andrews’ 

puts ‘antisocial associates’ as one of his ‘central four risk/need factors at the heart of 

criminal behaviour.
48

 

To compare this area of pressure on families we therefore looked at the data for three 

issues: 

• Adolescent fertility rates (births to women aged 15-19) (% , 2005, OECD)  

• 15 year-olds who have been drunk at least twice (%, 2006, OECD) 

• 15 year-olds who have used cannabis in the last 30 days (%, 2006, OECD)  

In the UK 2.59% of births were to women aged 15-19, the second highest percentage in 

Europe and the only country in the ‘moderate pressure’ group, with Bulgaria (3.85%) as the 

most pressured. The UK had almost two and a half times the percentage in France (1.17%) 

and Germany (1.06%) and over four and a half times the 0.56% in Denmark.  

In teen drinking the UK was once again the ‘high pressure’ group with 47.44% of 15 year olds 

having been drunk at least twice. This time the UK came after Denmark at 57.48%. France at 

24.76%, Italy at 20.21% and Greece at 19.10% were at the lower end of the spectrum.  

In teen drugs the UK was in the ‘moderate pressure’ group at 9.36%, with Spain at 15%, the 

Netherlands at 12.5% and France at 12.49% having significantly higher percentages of 15 

year olds who had used cannabis in the previous 30 days. Germany had just over half 

amount at 5.01%, and Sweden was significantly lower at just 1.5% 

Conclusion 

The pressures that arise from the living environment are not always easy to compare. There 

are families in the UK for whom housing and neighbourhood safety are serious concerns and 

it is important that such issues are addressed. However, taking the country as a whole, this is 

not the area where the ambition to make the UK more family friendly falls short by 

European standards. 

It may be expected that the government’s review of the sexualisation of children will shed 

further light on this area of pressure on families. Relevant findings will inform the future 

development of the index. 
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Final Conclusions 

Combining all the indicators, UK families come out as very highly pressured, with only 

families in Romania and Bulgaria having a worse time of it. The greatest pressures are 

financial, with debt, childcare costs and living costs pushing us to the top of the table. We do 

better overall on work pressures, but at one end of the spectrum we have long working 

hours and high numbers working unsocial hours, and at the other we have high numbers of 

people living in workless households. Many European countries put greater caring burdens 

on their citizens than we have in the UK, although we have the second worst maternity and 

paternity provisions (as well as an imbalance between the two highlighted in other reports). 

Finally, the extent of unhealthy influences on children makes the living environment for 

families in the UK among the worst in Europe, coming third, behind Bulgaria and Estonia.  

Behind those powerful headlines, the bigger story of the report is a lack of focus, clarity, and 

strategy from a Government which has pledged much: 

The government does not have an adequate definition of pressure on families 

Despite family and child friendliness being part of the political conversation for some years, 

the government has not published, and perhaps not even developed, a clear understanding 

of where the pressure on families comes from. Without this understanding, the Government 

cannot hope understand how and where to intervene most efficiently to reduce pressure on 

families.  

The family agenda lacks focus… 

It is unsurprising, then, that the Government’s family agenda has lacked focus. A Childhood 

and Families task force, set up in June last year, has met rarely and delivered nothing. 

Coalition pledges on flexible working were reneged upon at budget time, and the budget did 

little to engage with pressures on families. A wider debate on the ‘squeezed middle’ has 

failed to identify who are squeezed, and how.  

…leaving the nation guessing 

The lack of clarity denies voters a coherent framework against which to assess, judge, and 

when the time comes, vote on, the performance of the coalition. 

Family friendliness is not, however, simply something we can expect Government to deliver. 

It is also a consequence of our own personal choices and priorities. Becoming the most 

family friendly country in Europe is not something that can be attained without a 

commitment to seeing some change. We are keen that as the public, we think through the 

implications of this pledge for our own lives, potentially our tax burdens, our consumption, 

our job choices. Family Friendliness has played well as political rhetoric, but we must now 

ask whether it is really something we want as a society, and if we are willing to pay the 

prices for it. 
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Consultation 

This report highlights the areas in which we are outperforming, and underperforming, our 

European neighbours: in itself, that should give the Coalition something to think about. 

However, we are keen to bring together all those with a specialist, or generalist, interest in 

this area, to begin a conversation around family friendliness, and to begin to deliver clarity 

on what policy to alleviate it should look like. With that in mind, we hope to convene a 

conference later in the year, and as a pre-cursor to that we hope that you will respond to 

some or all of the questions below: 

 

1. Does the index give a fair indication of where the UK Government should focus its 

efforts in order to make the UK the most family friendly country in Europe? As it 

stands, our index suggests that the Government should tackle household 

indebtedness, living costs, childcare costs, working hours (quantity, and timing of), 

worklessness, maternity and paternity leave provision, and teenage influences and 

behaviours.   Should the Government be seeking to address these first and 

foremost to deliver its pledge of a more family friendly Britain? 

 

2. Does the index give a fair reflection of what the UK public and voters think family 

friendliness means, and what they want? Do these areas of policy reflect the real 

worries and everyday pressure that families face? For these areas, are there 

indicators which deliver effective comparisons, or could they be developed?  

 

3. Below is a list of elements from the three other indices that we have not included, 

but which might be relevant. Should we build these in? 

• Percentage of children in lone parent families (Fatherhood Institute) 

• Cost of raising a child (Family and Parenting Institute) 

• Affordable transport (FPI) 

• Green Spaces (FPI) 

• Child and pensioner poverty (FPI), child poverty (IDWK – the Cologne Institute 

for Economic Research)  

• Gender balance of certain pressure areas, for example equality in parental leave, 

the percentage of men in the part-time workforce, or the rate of women in the 

workforce (FI and IDWK). 

• Fertility rates (IDWK), 

• Average Level of Educational qualification (IDWK) 

• Number of children in pre-school education (IDWK) 

• Maternity, Child Benefit and Tax Credit payments (IDWK). 
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4. Is there an ideal measure of family friendliness, or an ideal basket of measures, 

against which we could run regressions? 

 

5. Are there better indicators that we could use? 

 

6. Any other thoughts? 

 

Many thanks in advance. Please respond to: 

Sam Barker 

info@relationshipsfoundation.org  

3 Hooper Street, Cambridge, CB1 2NZ. UK 

+44 (0)1223 341286  
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Appendix 1: Other Indices 

We have come across three similar attempts at measuring family friendliness, the FPI’s 

‘Family Friendly scorecard’, the Fatherhood Institutes ‘Family Friendly Index’, and the 

‘Familienfreundlichkeitsindex’ from the Instituts der Deutschen Wirtschaft Köln (Cologne 

Institute for Economic Research). 

The FPI published its report card in the summer of 2010. It looked at family friendliness 

across ten indicators, giving the UK an overall grade of C minus. A helpful overview, it makes 

no claims to be comparative across Europe and its gradings are necessarily subjective.
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Indicator Data Source Grade 

Indicator 1: Cost of raising a child the LV Annual Cost of Living Survey, and Nursery 

cost  information from the Daycare Trust   

 D 

Indicator 2: Maternity and paternity leave DirectGov C 

Indicator 3: Elderly care  Counsel and Care D 

Indicator 4: Work/life balance FPI brief (Euro data) B 

Indicator 5: Affordable transport - C 

Indicator 6: Affordable housing CABE D 

Indicator 7: Commercialisation of childhood Marketing to Children C 

Indicator 8: Neighbourhoods and green 

spaces 

FPI brief – Familes and Neighbourhoods C 

Indicator 9: Child and pensioner poverty ONS, UK Parliament, The Households Below 

Average Income series 

C- 

Indicator 10: Our most vulnerable children BBC D 

The Fatherhood Institute’s Fairness in Families Index was published in December 2010.
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 It 

took 10 OECD indicators, and was thus able to rank the UK against 21 OECD countries. The 

UK ranked 18
th

, above Japan, Austria, and Switzerland (last), and with Sweden, Finland, 

Norway and Denmark in the lead. 

The Indicators  Data Source UK Rank 

Gender equality in parental leave Ray, Gornick and Schmitt’s Gender Equality Index.
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  12 

Gender pay gap OECD: percentage difference in full-time median 

earnings between women and men 

15 

Percentage of men in the part-time 

workforce 

OECD: Incidence of FTPT employment – common 

definition By sex 

14 

Percentage of women sitting in 

parliament,  

OECD (2006):  Brochure ‘Women and Men in OECD 

countries’, page 22 Women in Parliament. 

15 

Percentage of women in management 

positions,  

OECD Family Database 5 

Percentage of children in lone parent 

families, 

OECD Family database 17 

Percentage of GDP spent on childcare and 

education of children under 5 

OECD Family database 8 

Ratio of men’s to women’s time spent 

caring for children,  

OECD family database and Social Policy Section, 

compilation of time/use studies – NB European 

Countries only 

12 

Ratio of men’s to women’s time spent on 

unpaid work,  

OECD family database and Social Policy Section, 

compilation of time/use studies 

10 

Maximum FTE2 leave available for fathers. Ray, Gornick and Schmitt 15 

 



 
54 

The ‘Familienfreundlichkeitsindex’ from the Instituts der Deutschen Wirtschaft Köln (Cologne 

Institute for Economic Research) is in fact two indices, one for ‘targets’ (Ziele) and one for 

‘levers’ (Rahmenbedingungen). Interestingly, the UK comes in the middle of both indices. It 

gets 53.6 points (out of 100) in the former (Finland, Sweden and Norway are at the top, with 

73, and Italy, Spain and Greece at the bottom, with 28). It gets 50.2 points in the latter, 

between Denmark, Norway and France (around 64) at the top,  and Greece (29.6), Poland 

(28.1), and Switzerland (26.8).
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Targets Indicators 

High birth rate Fertility rate, rate of women with 3 and more children (age group 1965), rate of 

women without children (age group 1965), age of mother at birth of first child 

High rate of women in 

gainful employment 

Rate of working mothers (with children 0-2/3-5/under 16 years), rate of working 

mothers according qualification (high/medium/low qualified) 

High level of education Average percentage IGLU (IGLU = German abbr. For PIRIS = Progress in International 

Reading Literacy Study), Average percentage PISA science/literacy/numeracy, rate of 

pupils over/under level 1 PISA  science/literacy/numeracy, increase of gradiant / socio 

oeconomical index, correlation between performance in literacy and ESCS* rate of 

persons without Sek II* graduation (*ESCS= Index of Economic, Social and Cultural 

Status in PISA, Sek II graduation in Germany equivalent to sixth form colleges, evening 

colleges with A-level graduation in UK) 

Low rate of family 

poverty 

Child poverty single parents with children, two partners with 1 child, 2 children and 

more children 

Gender equality Gender specific wage difference, gender specific difference in occupation according 

qualification (high/medium/low), rate of women in 

management/parliament/ministerial office, segregation of genders according 

profession/industry 

Levers Indicators 

Infrastructure Expenses for infrastructure in percentage of GDP, rate of children in preschool 

education (preschool/nursery/ age groups 0-2 and 3/5), proportion between 

nurses/preschool teachers and children in preschool education, rate of private 

expenses for preschool education. 

Time Age of Sek II graduates (graduates of sixth form colleges/ evening colleges etc. In UK), 

Age of graduates with UNESCO ISCED Level 5 and higher, actual time of parental leave 

(weighed with the continued payment of wages in weeks), actual tax load / work come 

back, satisfaction with compatibility work/parenting. 

Money Expenses for monetary transfers in percent of GDP, tax reductions in percent of GDP, 

payments during maternity leave, payments of child-allowance/child benefit. 
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Appendix 2: Base Data 

N.B. This data has been cleaned 

Table 7: Financial Base Data 

 M1: Households with 

dependent children 

making ends meet with 

“difficulty” or “great 

difficulty”, 2009 (% of 

total population). 

M2: Households 

with dependent 

children with 

household debt 

more than 100% 

of its monthly 

disposable 

income, 2008 

(%). 

M3: Average of 

net childcare 

costs for dual 

earner and lone 

parent families, 

2004 (% of family 

income). 

M4: Households 

with dependent 

children 

experiencing 

housing cost 

overburden, 

2009 (% of total 

population). 

M5: Costs of 

energy (gas, 

electricity, 

petrol, diesel) for 

domestic 

consumers, 

2009-2010 

(Purchasing 

Power Standard). 

M6: 

Food 

and non-

alcoholic 

beverage 

prices, 

2009 

(Price 

Level 

Indices). 

Belgium 23.4 2.5 3.9 6.4 4.01 1.15 

Bulgaria 63.4 5.3  5.3 7.05 0.68 

Czech Republic 30.6 2.3 15.1 7.4 5.49 0.75 

Denmark 10.4 2.2 8.1 20.9 4.92 1.39 

Germany 11.5 13.9 7.6 21.4 4.59 1.11 

Estonia 22.5 1.0 -4.6 4.6 4.53 0.80 

Ireland 31.1 4.6 40.5 3.7 4.10 1.29 

Greece 57.1 5.8 4.7 24.1 1.26 1.01 

Spain 34.2 1.7  13.6 4.91 0.97 

France 23.4 3.1 10.0 1.8 4.05 1.10 

Italy 42.4 4.9  8.0 4.95 1.08 

Cyprus 45.4 9.8 12.9 1.7 0.89 1.08 

Latvia 48.4 2.1 7.0 5.7 5.13 0.85 

Lithuania 32.6 0.1 1.7 4.5 5.29 0.74 

Luxembourg 9.0 1.1 5.3 3.6 3.32 1.17 

Hungary 59.7 3.4 3.2 8.8 6.09 0.79 

Malta 53.7 1.1 30.6 2.7 1.14 0.93 

Netherlands 10.9 2.1 7.3 12.0 5.19 0.98 

Austria 18.1 8.2 12.1 3.1 4.44 1.16 

Poland 33.7 0.0 8.6 6.5 5.92 0.64 

Portugal 49.3 1.4 3.1 8.3 5.50 0.92 

Romania 51.5 1.6  13.4 4.83 0.66 

Slovenia 24.7 5.5  2.9 5.64 0.96 

Slovakia 31.1 2.6 12.5 8.6 5.31 0.81 

Finland 7.6 0.9 5.7 3.0 0.89 1.20 

Sweden 8.8 0.9 5.5 5.3 6.42 1.04 

United Kingdom 20.9 13.9 23.5 15.4 4.00 0.97 

Iceland 18.6 2.6 14.2 7.9  1.04 

Norway 8.1 1.0 1.0 8.4  1.54 

Switzerland 14.8  22.3 8.8  1.41 

 

Note: M6 figures are comparative and expressed as indices, EU-27 = 1.00. 
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Table 8: Work Base Data W1-W5 

 W1: Hours 

worked per 

week of full-

time 

employment, 

2008 (hours). 

W2: Population 

in employment 

usually working 

on Saturday or 

Sunday, 2009 

(% of total 

employment). 

W3: Population 

in employment 

usually working 

in the evening 

or at night, 2009 

(% of total 

employment). 

W4: People for whom it 

has been difficult to fulfil 

their family 

responsibilities because of 

the amount of time spent 

on the job, 2007 (% of 

employed individuals). 

W5: People who find 

their work too 

demanding and 

stressful, 2007 (% of 

employed individuals). 

Belgium 40.9 14.8 9.2 28.1 32.5 

Bulgaria 42.0 16.6 8.5 45.3 50.6 

Czech 

Republic 42.7 16.6 7.2 38.7 34.1 

Denmark 40.2 16.8 9.4 21.2 27.7 

Germany 41.7 18.9 17.4 24.3 43.5 

Estonia 40.9 15.1 11.7 33.3 52.1 

Ireland 40.0 17.4 9.8 25.0 36.1 

Greece 43.7 28.0 17.6 45.7 62.8 

Spain 41.9 21.9 12.2 38.1 45.6 

France 41.0 21.9 11.7 17.3 40.4 

Italy 41.1 23.9 10.5 23.9 48.8 

Cyprus 41.9 17.7 2.8 41.2 71.7 

Latvia 41.3 18.1 6.7 47.1 45.4 

Lithuania 40.1 15.0 8.8 39.7 68.8 

Luxembourg 40.0 13.1 10.2 24.3 39.1 

Hungary 40.8 9.0 6.6 40.5 40.3 

Malta 41.2 21.5 13.2 29.3 58.9 

Netherlands 40.8 23.1 20.9 29.2 23.4 

Austria 44.0 23.5 9.9 31.6 46.9 

Poland 42.7 13.6 6.7 43.4 44.0 

Portugal 41.6 17.9 7.4 28.8 59.4 

Romania 41.1 26.0 12.9 46.6 44.1 

Slovenia 42.5 18.3 14.3 42.6 50.7 

Slovakia 41.5 21.5 18.8 30.8 49.8 

Finland 40.3 18.9 15.1 19.7 24.4 

Sweden 40.9 13.3 10.2 18.5 43.1 

United 

Kingdom 43.0 15.5 17.7 28.5 32.5 

Iceland 46.1 15.3 10.2   

Norway 39.2 13.8 7.9 23.0 19.6 

Switzerland 42.7 25.0 11.4   
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Table 9: Work Base Data W6-W9 

 W6: 

Employees 

not allowed 

to adapt 

working 

hours within 

certain 

limits, 2005 

(%). 

W7a: 

Average time 

spent 

travelling to 

and from 

work, 1999-

2006 

(minutes in a 

week day). 

W7b: People 

who take more 

than 20 

minutes to 

travel to place 

of work or 

study, 2005 (% 

of individuals). 

W8: People in 

employment who think 

it is very likely or quite 

likely that they will lose 

their job in the next 6 

months, 2007 (% of 

employed individuals). 

W9: People living 

in households with 

very low work 

intensity, 2009 (% 

of total 

population). 

Belgium 75.4 20 77 6.2 12.3 

Bulgaria 96.4 20 76 22.2 6.9 

Czech Republic 84.4  74 9.9 6.0 

Denmark 67.0  77 9.3 8.5 

Germany 79.9 20 88 6.1 10.8 

Estonia 79.6 24 85 9.4 5.6 

Ireland 79.3  74 5.2 19.8 

Greece 96.1  69 8.2 6.5 

Spain 92.4 24 75 8.4 7.0 

France 79.7 19 77 11.1 8.3 

Italy 83.2 24 69 7.9 8.8 

Cyprus 97.1  76 9.3 4.0 

Latvia 92.5 30 83 13.0 6.7 

Lithuania 88.8 23 82 18.6 6.9 

Luxembourg 76.2  78 4.5 6.3 

Hungary 90.1  74 8.2 11.3 

Malta 91.9  75 3.9 8.4 

Netherlands 65.1  81 3.6 8.3 

Austria 76.8  65 3.0 7.2 

Poland 93.8 19 69 11.3 6.9 

Portugal 93.4  67 11.4 6.9 

Romania 93.5  78 12.2 7.7 

Slovenia 82.5 19 71 8.8 5.6 

Slovakia 91.3  79 13.7 5.6 

Finland 65.1 16 75 13.4 8.2 

Sweden 56.3 20 79 5.9 6.2 

United Kingdom 78.6 23 77 8.3 12.6 

Iceland     2.1 

Norway 68.4 22  2.2 6.7 

Switzerland 66.8    3.4 
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Table 10: Caring and Parenting Base Data  

 C1: Full-rate-

equivalent paid 

maternity and 

paternity leave 

(cumulative), 2007 

(weeks). 

C2: Employed 

persons 25-49 years 

old having to make 

special working time 

arrangements over 

the last 12 months to 

care for children due 

to childcare services 

constraints, 2005 

(%). 

C3: Employed 

persons 25-49 years 

old regularly taking 

care of other children 

up to 14 or people 

older than 15 in need 

of care, 2005 (%). 

C4: Average 

weekly hours 

allocated by 

women and men 

aged 18 or over to 

care for 

elderly/disabled 

relatives, 2007 

(hours). 

C5: Average of 

children 11-15 

who have been 

bullied at school 

at least twice in 

the last couple 

of months and 

who do not like 

school, 2006 

(%).   

Belgium 12.5 4.4 0.47 5.5 45.3 

Bulgaria 56.7  0.42 10.5  

Czech Republic 13.7 5.5 0.81 9.5 46.9 

Denmark 20.0 10.8 0.86 7.5 41.2 

Germany 14.0 1.1  11.0 39.5 

Estonia 30.0 0.6  9.0  

Ireland 18.2 5.0 0.26 22.0 42.3 

Greece 17.4 3.1 0.23 13.0 48.2 

Spain 18.0 2.1 0.67 13.0 40.4 

France 18.0 3.9 0.56 6.5 46.1 

Italy 16.0 2.9 0.69 8.0 47.6 

Cyprus  0.8 1.31 8.5  

Latvia 20.6 5.6  9.0  

Lithuania 25.0   6.5  

Luxembourg 16.4 0.5  9.5 46.6 

Hungary 17.8 3.9 0.66 6.5 39.5 

Malta 5.9 5.0  12.0  

Netherlands 16.4 2.1 0.71 7.0 34.4 

Austria 16.4 4.7 0.33 6.5 38.8 

Poland 22.0 1.5 0.41 10.5 44.3 

Portugal 19.0 0.9 0.58 12.5 45.7 

Romania 15.8 4.1 2.74 12.0  

Slovenia 17.8 1.6 0.52 11.5  

Slovakia 15.4 1.6  12.0 87.0 

Finland 16.2 6.7 0.93 4.5 46.0 

Sweden 18.9 8.0 0.62 5.0 40.1 

United Kingdom 9.6 1.6 0.59 11.0 37.0 

Iceland 20.8    34.4 

Norway 15.0 12.0 0.25 5.0 33.3 

Switzerland 11.2    42.4 
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Table 11: Living Environment Base Data  

 L1: Households 

with dependent 

children 

experiencing 

severe housing 

deprivation, 

2009 (% of total 

population). 

L2a: People 

who feel 

unsafe or 

very unsafe 

on the 

street after 

dark, 2005 

(%). 

L2b: Individuals aged 

18 and over who 

think that it is very 

unsafe or rather 

unsafe to walk 

around the area they 

live at night, 2003 (% 

of individuals). 

L3: Adolescent 

fertility rates, 

i.e. births to 

women aged 

15-19, 2005 (%). 

L4: 15 year-

olds who 

have been 

drunk at least 

twice, 2006 

(%). 

L5: 15 year-

olds who 

have used 

cannabis in 

the last 30 

days, 2006 

(%). 

Belgium 2.1 26.0 82 0.99 28.24 9.64 

Bulgaria 25.0  61 3.85 46.90 5.99 

Czech Republic 9.3  73 1.09 33.30 9.50 

Denmark 1.5 17.0 94 0.56 57.48 4.44 

Germany 2.8 30.0 77 1.06 29.58 5.01 

Estonia 17.0  62 2.14 50.57 7.48 

Ireland 1.4 27.0 90 1.67 33.72 9.03 

Greece 8.8 42.0 63 1.04 19.10 1.95 

Spain 1.7 33.0 78 1.15 31.16 15.00 

France 4.2 21.0 91 1.17 24.76 12.49 

Italy 10.9 35.0 77 0.64 20.21 10.01 

Cyprus 0.4  91 0.65   

Latvia 27.8  50 2.09 44.98 4.89 

Lithuania 20.5  35 1.87 53.84 3.55 

Luxembourg 2.0 36.0 78 1.20 24.04 10.02 

Hungary 15.6 26.0 64 2.00 36.28 3.48 

Malta 1.9  77 2.18 16.62 7.52 

Netherlands 0.4 18.0 87 0.58 26.29 12.50 

Austria 5.8 19.0 92 1.28 38.61 4.00 

Poland 18.1 33.0 71 1.35 35.88 5.93 

Portugal 6.9 34.0 71 1.87 21.94 3.92 

Romania 39.1  65  36.31 0.73 

Slovenia 21.3  83 0.61 36.80 5.49 

Slovakia 5.5  66 2.02 35.16 4.31 

Finland 0.6 14.0 91 1.03 45.48 1.95 

Sweden 1.3 19.0 91 0.59 26.00 1.50 

United Kingdom 4.8 31.0 67 2.59 47.44 9.36 

Iceland 2.2 6.0  1.42 31.50 3.51 

Norway 0.9 14.0  0.80 28.81  

Switzerland 2.2   0.51 24.66 11.98 
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Appendix 3: Previous family pamphlets and research 

papers 
 

Penumbra  

Our family-centred approach to policy is captured in the penumbra diagram, around which 

this document is based. 

 

Weekend Workers: Part-time Parents? 

This pamphlet sets out the case for the Family Day Bill giving a weekend day off for parents 

to spend time with their children.  

 

Go Right/ Go Wrong  

This pamphlet examines the cost of relationships breakdown and on the 'flip side' the 

resulting benefit that a rise when relationships are strengthened. 

 

Built to Last 

The case for Couple Relationship Education. How relationships form is critical to how they 

function.  

 

Family Proofing Policy: A Review of International Experience of Family Impact Assessment  

This research paper reviews the international experience of Family Impact Assessments.  

 

Progressive Families, Progressive Britain: Why Britain Needs Family Proofing of Policy 

This research paper examines the case for ‘family proofing’ policy acknowledging the 

important role family considerations play in a broad range of policy issues. 

 

Towards a Conceptual Framework for Family Proofing Policy 

The final paper in our new Family Proofing series explores how family proofing of policy can 

be done.  

 

 

Family Briefing Notes  

 

What Replaces Big Government?  

This briefing note introduces the ‘Penumbra Model’ showing why families are important in 

all policy decisions.  

 

Counting the Cost of Family Failure  

This briefing note updates the cost of relationships breakdown (2011).  

 

Why Does Marriage Matter?  

This briefing note summarises some of the evidence for the benefits of marriage.  

 

Childhood and Families Task Force – developing the agenda  

This briefing note suggests that the Task Force adopts a broad approach to families and 

policy. 
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A family friendly budget?  

Pre-budget briefing from the Relationships Foundation. 

 

 

Broader Relational Thinking and the Family  

 

The Triple Test  

Shows that the social dimension is the elephant in the room when it comes to an integrated 

approach to public policy. Policy development, proposals for legislation and government 

action should all be subject to a triple test – economic, environmental and social.  

 

Strategy Unit monthly seminar  

Detailed analysis of the interaction between policy and relationships is made possible 

through our model for assessing and developing relationships. 

 

A Relationships State of the Nation: achieving and measuring a new sort of change 

(Wellbeing Series 6) 

The influence of policy on relationships must be more intentional, and relational progress 

measured. Such a measure reflects our choices as well as the impact of government 

decisions. 
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