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Introduction 
 
What do you want Britain to be like in 2015 or even 2020? What are the 
key changes you would like to see?  
 
Progress on the economy – tackling the deficit and restoring growth – 
will of course be essential. But surely we want more than that? Change, 
progress and fairness can be vague concepts without clear substance. In 
the end people want to be better off – economically, environmentally 
and socially. Simply put, they want to improve their wellbeing. 
 
How, then, will this progress be achieved and how will it be measured? 
 
New goals require new methods and new measures. 1979 was about 
market freedom and lower taxes. 1997 was about public service 
delivery. So what now? How should a new administration seek to make 
progress, and how will we know whether they are on track? 
 
Our recent Wellbeing Series has argued that politicians must be more 
intentional when it comes to wellbeing. The key factor affecting our 
wellbeing is the state of our relationships. The connectedness of family 
and friends, trust in neighbours and strangers, relationships in business 
and public service – these are the true substance of progress but are 
easily undermined by policy. 
 
The most important relationships each of us have are with our families.  
Like all relationships, they are both public and private. They are 
complex and varied, bringing both joy and pain, costs and benefits. 
Some relationships are easy to get right, others more difficult. We 
believe that it is possible for policy to respect this complexity and offer 
workable solutions that create a more supportive environment.  
 
True national wealth must include policy that supports families and a 
range of stable relationships. We propose triple testing of policy, for 
looking at policy from a penumbra of issues surrounding the family; we 
make the case for governments to motivate, provide opportunity for 
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and support family relationships; we argue for an overarching family 
proofing of policy as the cornerstone of the process of government. 
 
Dealing with debt and addressing social and environmental concerns 
will take more than one parliament. Shifting the focus of the debate 
onto the relationships that lie at the heart of change will help this long-
term process.  
 
But social change cannot to be delivered to us by politicians alone. We 
shouldn’t just be taking a look at what the parties say: we should also 
be taking a second look at ourselves. In the end wellbeing is about 
living different lives. 
 
To know if we have achieved progress, some form of measurement is 
required – not needless targets and testing – but a new way of 
measuring progress.  
 
The Relationships Foundation wants to develop a robust annual survey 
of the Relationships State of the Nation which holds up a mirror to 
our society and asks: do you like what you see, do you like the direction 
in which we are travelling? Only in such a way can we know that we are 
making the progress we need to.  

 
 
Michael Trend, Executive Director, Relationships Foundation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: We draw heavily in this work on the publications of our recent 
Wellbeing Series1 in which full references can be found. 
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1 New Goals – ‘It’s not just the economy, stupid’ 
 
Change, progress, growth: whatever word we use, people want their 
lives – as individuals, households and as a society – to improve. 
 
The Triple Test: towards real national wealth 
 
Sound economic management has come to the fore as the key defining 
characteristic of ‘good government’ – today’s ‘left wing’ political 
leaders are now often economic conservatives. Economic issues are 
often thought to be decisive in UK elections.  
 
In our publication The Triple Test we question the suitability of the 
current policymaking paradigm, centred on economic analysis in which 
the potential social effects of policies are generally admitted only in so 
far as the ruling economic assessment framework is able to 
accommodate them.   
 
In the light of the financial crisis of 2008-9 the shortcomings of seeking 
to govern a country from a predominantly economic perspective have 
become even clearer. Economic prosperity is no longer viewed by many 
people as an end in itself. Governing a nation to build its true wealth 
along three dimensions – economic, environmental and social – is the 
appropriate primary role of government, rather than to focus on 
maximising production and consumption as indicated by measures of 
economic output such as GDP per capita.  The Triple Test ensures a 
long-term integrated approach which is in the interest of the voters and 
politicians alike. 
 
Wellbeing requires thriving lives 
 
At the heart of the social dimension is our experience of wellbeing. 
There are many definitions encompassing not only the subjective 
experience of feeling ‘happy’ – the things that engender this, such as a 
sense of connectedness, autonomy and purpose – but also more 
objective indicators, such as health. We summarise the concept as 
thriving lives.2 
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In a climate of concern about society, the language of wellbeing 
resonates because it describes the goals for every individual human life. 
In the battle to be seen as progressive, all the political parties now 
discuss wellbeing.  
 
Happiness and wellbeing are attractive terms – they are difficult to 
oppose. However, the reality that we make choices that do not always 
maximise our wellbeing suggests that there are powerful competing 
attractions, or that the goal of thriving lives is elusive and hard to attain. 
 
There is, however, one core message at the heart of our account of 
thriving lives that is a challenge for everyone – the obligation to seek the 
wellbeing of others, and that this may, at times, require us to hold 
loosely to our own wellbeing. If policy is to go beyond simply picking 
up the pieces which result from individuals’ decisions, and is to 
encourage the promotion of thriving lives as, at least in part, a collective 
task, then it will enter the difficult terrain of influencing choices in a pro-
wellbeing direction. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Our hope is that the wellbeing agenda should follow the same path as 
the increasingly successful environmental agenda. Many people are 
quite good at looking after their own bit of the environment as far as it 
affects them, although there are certainly some whose actions are more 
harmful than beneficial. But choices don’t only affect the choice-maker. 
They affect many other people, and contribute to the global climate 
such that people in other parts of the world and in future generations 
might have their lives impacted on by actions taken here and now.  
 
The stakes are high and the responsibility doesn’t just fall on 
government or business, but on every single individual. There is 

A focus on wellbeing does change priorities in a number of areas. 
Perhaps the most striking change is that an emphasis on subjective 
wellbeing greatly raises the profile and importance of relationships in 
policy and in our own lives. 
 
David Halpern, Director of Research at the Institute for Government 
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certainly satisfaction in acting responsibly, though there is 
inconvenience too. Yet we willingly accept limits to our ‘freedom’ for 
the sake of a greater purpose, and as culture and expectations shift, the 
costs are increasingly accepted as part of life. 
 
Millions of people make positive contributions to the lives of others 
every day as parents, carers, neighbours and friends. But there is clearly 
much more that needs to be done to ensure wellbeing now and 
safeguard it in the future.  

 
Thriving lives are rooted in relationships 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Why relationships? Because the key challenge and goal of societies and 
organisations today is the health or otherwise of relationships: creating 
value, managing risk, improving performance, creating wellbeing and 
building social capital. At times healthy relationships are a means to an 
end, at other times they are an end in themselves; often they are both. 
Either way they are the fundamental reality of human life. We believe 
that relationships are the big issue.  
 
Many different relationships are vital for our wellbeing. The close 
connection of family and friends, trust in neighbours and strangers, 
relationships between ethnic groups and between generations, our 
relationships with public services, and the nature of their partnership 
and collaboration. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It is the quality of our relationships that, more than anything else, 
determines our happiness, fulfilment and the sense of a life well lived. 
 
Chief Rabbi Lord Sacks 

Evidence [shows] that the need to belong, to have close and long-term 
social relationships, is a fundamental human need, and that well-
being depends on this need being well met. People need social bonds 
in committed relationships, not simply interactions with strangers, to 
experience well-being.  
 
E Diener and M E P Seligman  



A Relationships State of the Nation 

 

 6

Relationships are profoundly influenced by policy 
 
Relationships are fragile and easily broken under pressure. They are 
taken for granted in the target culture in our public services with no box 
to tick reflecting time spent building a trusting relationship. They are 
also overlooked by policy makers when too narrow a focus on 
economic growth and market efficiency leads to legislation which takes 
insufficient account of community and family life.  
 
We are all part of a society that puts the relationships we say are 
important under pressure. But we can build a society that sustains 
relationships by encouraging people to value them, enabling better 
relationships and the exercise of responsibility within them, and 
supporting those with few or broken relationships. In the long term a 
society of isolated individuals is neither sustainable nor desirable. 
Freedom of choice is important. Equality of opportunity is crucial. But 
the agent that binds these two is the form of right relationships. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fixing the economy will take more than one parliament. So too will the 
social progress we seek. The scale of the problem is thus an opportunity 
– only a fundamental change that sets new goals, utilises new methods, 
and addresses the inter-related causes of problems in a truly joined up 
way will succeed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We need to look inside the black box 
 

Relationships are the missing piece of the political puzzle. As we 
struggle to adapt to the domination of the bottom line, the factor 
invariably omitted from the equation is relationships. 
 
Lindsay Tanner,  Minister for Finance,  Australia  

It would be a happier world if civil servants were required at the end 
of every policy paper they wrote to include a paragraph assessing its 
relational implications for the society they are serving. 
 
Sir Joe Pilling, former Permanent Under Secretary, Northern Ireland 
Office 
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One central focus of the Relationships Foundation’s work has been to 
build better understanding of how policy influences relationships – with 
families, communities, public services or in business. The conduct of 
relationships is influenced by factors within the person or organisation 
and by external factors. There is good knowledge about the range of 
relevant factors, as well as the desired outcomes. These include 
relational outcomes, such as trust, accountability or participation, as 
well as financial outcomes. What is less well understood is what 
happens in relationships that turn influences into outcomes. This 
missing link is like a black box: without understanding the processes 
and mechanisms policy making is flying blind and risking unintended 
consequences. 
 
Every day we interact with a variety of people in a range of contexts. 
However, there are common elements to each relationship – 
communication, time, information, power and purpose. By analysing 
these we can understand and influence people’s relational experience. 
Relationships are complex, but that is no excuse to abdicate 
responsibility for them. Instead, policy should intentionally seek to 
create, support and protect strong, stable and healthy relationships.  
 
 
Family relationships drive progress  
 
This publication focuses on family relationships for two reasons. First, 
they make a particularly significant contribution to wellbeing – both 
directly through the connectedness and support they convey, and 
indirectly through their contribution to improved outcomes in health, 
education, employment and criminal justice. Second, relationships tend 
to be an area where policy treads most uncertainly and with most 
heated debate.  
 
Families are not simply ends in themselves – they are a vital means 
through which many other social goods are achieved. They are the key 
link in the chain mediating between the individual and other 
institutions, the glue that holds society together.   There is a vital need 
to understand the proper nature of family relationships, recognise their 
importance and value them accordingly. They are under pressure. 
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Families are changing  

Falling birth rates have led to smaller families. At the same time, 
improved health care means family members are living longer. This has 
led to long ‘skinny’ families with an increasing number of four or five- 
generation families, with fewer people in each generation. These 
‘beanpole’ families have more vertical than horizontal linkages – 
intergenerational bonds are becoming more important. 
 
Families are key to the economy 

Despite these changes, families remain the cornerstone of our economy. 
There are 3 million family businesses in the UK which account for 65% 
of all private sector enterprises. They provide employment for an 
estimated 9.5 million people, or 42% of the private sector workforce. 
The family business sector has an annual turnover of £1,065bn and 
contributes £73bn or 15% of total tax revenue. 

 
Families are key to politics/society 

Reduced government spending will leave a void behind the retreating 
state. If government is to play a smaller role in society, then families are 
going to have to play a bigger role. Centralised bureaucracy must be 
replaced with localised relationships, such as family.  

Families are the most important institution in our society. We have to 
do everything in our power to strengthen them. Everyone has to play 
their part in this. 
 
David Cameron, Conservative Party conference, Cardiff, 2009 
 
Strong, stable families are the bedrock of our society . . . . The 
Government is therefore strongly committed to supporting all parents, 
grandparents and carers in sustaining strong and resilient 
relationships. 
 

Ed Balls, Support for All: Families and Relationships Green Paper, 
2010  
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Family failure is costly 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Families are in trouble. In When Relationships Go Wrong/Go Right1 we 
confront the extent of family failure while suggesting how to move 
towards solutions. We are not in the business of spreading doom and 
gloom, but neither are we naive. There is a cost to relationship 
breakdown and, when measured in 2009, it was large – £37 billion.  In 
2010 we put out a revised version of the costs, which had risen to £41 
billion – a charge of some £1,350 to every taxpayer each year. Our view 
is that only when the cost of family failure is taken seriously will people 
recognise how important relationships are to wellbeing and happiness. 
  
There is no easy or short-term solution to relationships breakdown, but 
the many tens of billions spent each year by the government can be 
reduced by supporting and encouraging relationships. Reducing 
pressure on relationships can ensure they work better and last longer.  
 
New goals require us to think big about the family 
 
There are those who ask if family should have a role in public policy at 
all. This reluctance of governments to deal with family is based on the 
following reasons: 
 

• It is considered part of the private sphere and therefore outside 
public interest 

• It is seen as involving moral judgements 
• The economic significance of the family is underestimated. 

 

We are experiencing a period of family meltdown whose effects will be 
as catastrophic as the meltdown of the ice caps . . . . It will be more 
destructive than any economic decline caused by international market 
or financial movements triggered by mismanagement by financial 
institutions. 
  
Mr Justice Coleridge, Family Division Liaison Judge for England and 
Wales  
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What is clear is that almost all areas of public policy impact on the 
family whether intentionally or otherwise, and in turn depend on the 
family. This is captured strikingly in the penumbra diagram opposite. 
 
Look at the big picture: the penumbra diagram 
 
During a total eclipse the darkest part of the shadow is known as the 
umbra. The penumbra is the fringe region or partial shadow 
surrounding the umbra.  
 
The penumbra diagram also shows that strengthening family is about 
more than a marriage tax allowance or the ending of the ‘couple 
penalty’. Almost all areas of public policy impact on the family, whether 
intentionally or otherwise. The penumbra model shows the areas in 
which the family has a positive role to play – building capacity, exerting 
influence and giving support; but also issues that can put pressure on 
families – causing or exacerbating friction in relationships. Ignoring this 
two-way interaction has serious negative implications for individuals, 
families, communities, and nations. 
 
Recognising the penumbra effect in public policy decisions ensures a 
long-term integrated approach in the interest of all citizens. The choice 
before us is whether to create a social order that sustains the family, or 
risk its continuing erosion. Policy is necessarily humble about its ability 
to shape personal relationships, but can seek to create an environment 
that sustains relationships rather than undermining them. Taking the 
penumbra approach as an overarching theme for government can be 
the necessary change – and a new sort of change for the public service. 
The focus should not be on the ethics/morality of family relationships, 
but a desire to create a supportive environment for sustainable families 
– of all shapes and sizes. 
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The Penumbra Effect3 

 

Issues in the Policy Environment which Impact on the  
Strength of Family and Community Relationships 
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2 New Approaches – change is enabled, not 
bought and delivered 
 
 
The election of 1979 saw the emergence of a policy focus on creating a 
more flexible and dynamic economy, with greater market freedom and 
lower taxes. A change in government in 1997 saw the focus move to 
the delivery of public services. The change we need now cannot simply 
be delivered to us by government in return for taxes (or debt). As we 
have seen with the environment, we need to live in different ways and 
make different choices. This requires a different style of government.  
 
Strong relationships, important as they may be, cannot be legislated 
into existence – they cannot be decreed and expected to emerge 
overnight. Instead, they must be influenced. Or, simply put, policy 
must influence people to build the strong relationships that are 
important for wellbeing.  
 
Understanding the underlying link between policy and behaviour 
provides a base for identifying the range of mechanisms by which policy 
might influence relationships in general, and family relationships in 
particular, and also a framework for considering any likely impact at the 
early stages of the policy-making process. 
 
Public policy is never neutral and policy makers and implementers 
should always test their proposals – not only to ensure, as far as is 
possible, that these do not damage existing relational links, but also to 
see if ways can be found to encourage people increasingly to connect 
with each other in the public sphere. Strong communities and extended 
families build financial and social capital, increasing wellbeing and 
reducing long-term pressures on public spending. 
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In framing a broad policy agenda, it is helpful to focus on three key 
areas of influence:  
 
Motivation: influencing the motivation to invest in the relationships 
that make for thriving lives.  
 
Policy should be examined in the light of whether it motivates people to 
value and strengthen family relationships, thus influencing the 
relationships that are formed, the discharge of personal responsibilities 
pertaining to those relationships and the conduct of those relationships. 
This acknowledges the reality that policy can render certain choices 
more or less attractive to people.  
 
Opportunity: ensuring that people have the opportunity to invest in 
the relationships that make for thriving lives.  
 
The cumulative impact of policy should also be assessed in the light of 
whether it provides the opportunities for people to form committed 
relationships, strengthen family relationships and to fulfil the 
responsibilities of their role in the family.  
 
While policy can create the opportunities for people to make choices 
that are positive and constructive for family relationships, it can also 
limit such opportunities.  
 
Support: enabling support for those who cannot achieve the 
relationships that make for thriving lives themselves. 
 
Policy should also be scrutinised through the lens of support – both the 
support families receive from external sources, such as public services, 
and the informal relational support that families themselves provide, 
such as grandparents helping to look after working parents’ children.  
 
The support families receive can potentially determine whether fragile 
relationships are reinforced and whether relationships that are under 
pressure are strengthened and restored. 
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General Flow            Example 

 

 
 

 
 
 

Policy goal 

 
Opportunity to spend more time with the family, 

and to provide relational support 

Motivation 
Opportunity 

Support 

Key levers of 
influence 

 

Give more control over time so people are better 
able to schedule work around family life 

Specific policy  
Right for parents of children under 16 to request  

flexible working  

Stronger relationships and enhanced wellbeing 
through the exercise of family responsibility 

Flowchart – policy goal to specific policy 
 
Do parents have a real choice to spend weekend time with their children? 
The research shows that the UK has a serious problem – the impact of 
unsocial hours on parenting and family life. Our Family Day Bill would 
give every parent of school-age children the right to one weekend 
day off each week. The Bill is not about prescription, but about potential. 
It gives parents the choice to be responsible. 
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These three key areas of influence are themselves affected by a number 
of levers – people do not simply become motivated to strengthen 
family relationships, opportunities to do so do not simply occur from 
nowhere, and the support relationships need does not appear by the 
waving of a magic wand. We suggest seven critical levers of influence 
through which policy can affect, directly or indirectly and to varying 
extents, people’s motivation and opportunities to build strong family 
relationships and the support people need to help them do so: finance, 
time, place, social norms, relational skills, frontline public services 
delivery, and institutional mechanisms and the third sector. 
 
The flow chart (see facing page) shows the movement from a policy 
goal to a specific policy. The process can also be reversed. For instance, 
a campaign group may be lobbying for a specific policy that gives the 
right to parents of children under-16 the right to request flexible 
working. This will have an impact on people’s time (a lever of 
influence). This might create opportunities (an area of influence) to 
spend more time with the family as people are better able to schedule 
their work around family life and caring for children or relatives and to 
provide informal relational support (another area of influence) to family 
members in need. From the policymaker’s perspective this leads to 
stronger relationships and enhanced wellbeing through the exercise of 
family responsibility. The policy would therefore meet the requirements 
of the triple test and, as we shall see, of ‘family proofing’. 
 
Cumulative change: a penumbra of powerful policies 
 
We believe that it is the long-term, sustained, cumulative impact of a 
policy agenda as a whole that is most important for families and 
wellbeing. Changes in family relationships are long-term trends, 
influenced by many factors. Progress is, similarly, a long-term project 
achieved through many policies. Recognising the penumbra of family 
policy and the various mechanisms of influence, opens up the 
possibility of an intentional, integrated programme of investment in 
stronger families. We outline below a number of policy options for 
further discussion, development and evaluation. This is not intended to 
be a comprehensive policy response to wellbeing, but an illustration of  
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how government might apply the penumbra to enable the positive 
relationships that are fundamental to wellbeing. The examples also 
illustrate the diversity of possible policies. Some are easy to implement 
with few costs. Others are more challenging. There are many others 
that could be considered. These are not necessarily headline-grabbing 
initiatives – they are not easy promises of change that will be delivered. 
Rather, they point to ways in which many different departments can 
help create an environment that sustains relationships.  
 
The aim is to support the core of the penumbra to maximise its ability to 
contribute to wellbeing. The framework of motivation, opportunity and 
support when applied to the relationships at the core of the penumbra - 
couples, parents and extended family - seeks to influence the quality of 
the relationships, their structure and their role or function (without 
which any institution withers). We have set out the reasons why policy 
should recognise marriage in Why Does Marriage Matter? (Briefing Note 
3).4 One of the reasons why marriage is important because it offers 
relational support. Couples enjoy physical, emotional, financial and 
spiritual support, as do any children and other extended family 
members. Marriage is not simply about two people coming together, 
but about the commitment of two extended families. A resulting child 
does not simply have two parents, but potentially four grandparents 
and numerous aunts, uncles and cousins, all of whom potentially 
provide relational support and social capital.  
 
Finance and Debt 

Money influences relationships in many ways: creating incentives, giving 
control, creating obligations, establishing common interests and shaping 
social norms. Money worries lead to stress and conflict – according to the 
relationships support organisation Relate it is the number one cause of 
arguments between couples. Relieving financial pressure can facilitate 
stable relationships and reduce long-term public costs. People must 
take responsibility for their own actions, but the lending industry, 
government and society as a whole have a role to play. Possible policies 
include:  
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• Financial education – Prevention is better than cure. The 
vulnerable will benefit most from adult financial education 
made available through a variety of channels. 

• Debt counselling – Debt causes relationship stress and debt 
counselling works. The government and lenders should fund 
and support more not-for-profits working in this area. 

• Credit card controls – Restricting limit increases, fixing minimum 
repayment levels and using technology to allow customers to 
control their own use of credit.   

• Overhaul the Tax Credit system – The system pushed 363,000 
families into debt because of the possibility of overpayment. It 
does not work and it is not cost effective. 

• Student debt – A serious review is needed into the cost of 
university education and whether increased debts are delaying 
graduates buying houses, entering committed relationships 
and having children. 

Housing  

Shared living can reduce housing costs for families and society as a 
whole, and increase relational support. Extended families living close to 
each other are better able to provide welfare.  

• Co-location – Singapore gives increased grants to family 
members who are first-time buyers and who choose to live in 
public housing in the same town as each other. The rationale is 
that the government saves in social service costs as family 
members assist one another. Reducing stamp duty or council 
tax to encourage co-location could prove cost-effective in the 
UK. Social housing policy should also favour family co-location 
in its allocation policies.  

• Multi-generational living – allows related family groups to live 
interdependently on the same property. Incentives should be 
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offered to encourage a more versatile housing stock and there 
should be a planning presumption in favour of granny flats. 

 
Employment 

The family and the world of work interact in many different ways.  The 
family continues to be an important employer of its members, paid or 
unpaid. The family is also a social institution providing support and care 
to its members, with the crucial function of socialising children, 
including their preparation to enter successfully the world of work. 
Time is the currency of relationships. A key factor in strengthening 
families, especially relationships within households, is to increase the 
amount of time family members can spend together.  

• Shared day off – Parents should be entitled to a weekend day 
off to share with their kids. The UK is top of the table for 
evening and weekend work, but bottom of the table for child 
wellbeing. Our Family Day Bill would give every parent of 
school-age children the right to one weekend day off each 
week, allowing parents to fulfil their responsibilities. 

• Pro family business policy – Family businesses support family 
relationships by creating a shared financial interest, strong 
commitment and reasons for interaction. Reduced bureaucracy 
and government support for ownership succession could 
reduce family friction and increase the value of this sector. 

• Employment Bonds – Citylife, a social enterprise charity created 
by the Relationships Foundation, offers these bonds to bridge 
relational and financial gaps in communities across the UK. It 
has raised £10m from individual and corporate investors for 
local communities. The initial investment is repaid, but the 
interest has helped 1,000 people into jobs and assisted more 
than 200 to start their own businesses. Extending Gift Aid to 
cover the interest foregone by investors in these schemes 
would make them much more appealing to local investors. 
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Criminal Justice 

Policy should aim to strengthen the family with the goal of reducing 
crime. When crime does occur victims, offenders and their families 
should be involved in the process. Offenders should be imprisoned near 
to family when a custodial sentence is necessary, recognising the 
importance of family roles and relationships in re-entry planning post 
prison. 

• Prisons – Smaller local prisons should be preferred to larger 
‘Titan’ prisons. Geographical distance determines both the 
frequency of prison visitation and the relative ease with which 
community agencies can make transitional services available to 
returning prisoners. 

• Family Group Conferences – Too often the victim is excluded, 
which has negative consequences for their recovery. Family 
Group Conferences are used in countries such as New Zealand 
to force the offender to confront the victim and allow the 
offender’s family and the victim’s family to have a voice in any 
sentencing options.  

 
Education 

Education is not simply preparation for employment. It should be seen 
as a universal, relational, community-rooted process for the acquisition 
of wisdom, to live long and well. This is far from the world of exams and 
tests, paperwork and targets. This broader understanding of education 
stresses that learning is not confined to schools.  
 

• Financial education – It should be of good quality, a 
compulsory part of the school curriculum and subject to 
testing. 

• Couple Relationship Education (CRE) – More government 
investment in third sector organizations so that CRE is made 
more widely available. The government picks up the tab when 
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things go wrong – a bill of over £40 billion each year. It seems 
wiser to invest a little in preventing problems arising. 

 

Health and Care 

A majority of vulnerable people are cared for by their families. As family 
breakdown increases, the responsibility and cost of care is shifted to the 
state. Short-term thinking means the government is reluctant to spend 
more now, even though this would lead to savings in the long term.  

• Individual budgets – Ensuring the implementation of this policy 
enables a strengthening of relational support and increased 
opportunities. 

• Family Associations – An insurance/welfare/savings network 
spreading risks, benefits and responsibility amongst extended 
family members. 

 
Tax and Welfare 

The present system is inconsistent with regard to relationships. The 
benefit system rightly presumes family relational support. The tax 
system should also recognise relational support, ultimately by moving 
to a family-based tax system. The current system is not neutral, but 
actually undermines relationships. The system could and should 
encourage relationships to achieve better outcomes in the following 
ways: 

• Fair treatment of couples by ending the partner penalty –  
Increasing the couple element of Working Tax Credit to allow 
for the second adult would cost £3bn giving 1.8m couples with 
children £32.05 pw more. This would not affect the amount 
received by lone parents. 

 
• Tax equity by recognising relationships  – Steps should be taken 

towards a more family/household based tax system. Possible 
measures include a transferable personal allowance for married 
couples, joint filing or a tax solution based on family units, similar 
to the French quotient system.  
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3 New National Indicators of Change 
 
Holding up a mirror and measuring a new sort of change 
 
If we have set new goals for progress, and adopted new mechanisms 
for achieving them, we will need new measures of progress. 

Because the change will be something we have made, with the active 
support and influence of government policy, the measures must be as 
much a mirror as a microscope. It must tell us about the state of our 
lives, our communities, our nation. Do we like what we see? Are we 
making progress? What strengths should we celebrate and protect? And 
what weaknesses must be addressed? 

The mirror does not measure delivery. The Blair era came to be 
dominated by targets. Public debate, policy and the activities of public 
services were shaped – and often distorted – by NHS waiting lists, 
Accident and Emergency waiting times and SATS scores in schools. But, 
as we have argued, wellbeing cannot be simply delivered to us, nor 
stronger family relationships simply legislated into existence or bought 
through government spending. 

Strengthening families as an integral part of wider social and economic 
goals will need new processes to guide implementation, track progress 
and inform debate. Making change, enabling real investment in 
prevention, avoiding adverse unintended consequences, and 
recognising the patient incremental progress that is often needed 
requires new measures that complement a new approach. And as we 
move to an era of greater transparency and open accountability, such 
measures must enhance public scrutiny, increase effectiveness and 
inform debate. 

Measuring wellbeing 

This will happen at a number of levels. We welcome commitments that 
have already been made to introduce national and local measures of 
wellbeing.   
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The Commission on the Measurement of Economic Development and 
Social Progress established by President Sarkozy provides a 
comprehensive recent account of how this might be done. UNICEF 
produced an influential report on child wellbeing which, because of the 
low ranking of the UK compared to other OECD countries, provoked 
significant concern and debate. A number of attempts have been made 
to provide local and regional measures of wellbeing, all of which have 
helped to inform debate and guide action. 

 
Proof of progress: family proofing 
 
Some aspects of wellbeing will, inevitably, be slow to change. So 
overall measures of wellbeing leave open the question of how 
incremental progress is tracked, and how better policies may be 
designed. 
 
Sometimes family relationships and wellbeing are left to evolve in 
response to the unintended consequences of policies driven by other 
priorities. At other times well-intended interventions have adverse 
results. In an era when progress is increasingly encouraged and 
influenced, rather than simply delivered, greater relational literacy in 
policy making is urgently needed. Economic literacy is expected – tools 
and processes are in place to model and measure the consequences of 
policy. The tools to predict environmental impact are also becoming 
more widely embedded in the policymaking process. Social impact 
remains the poor relation. 

As what we measure shapes what we collectively strive to pursue – 
and what we pursue determines what we measure -- the report and its 
implementation may have a significant impact on the way in which 
our societies looks at themselves and, therefore, on the way in which 
policies are designed, implemented and assessed. 

Commission on the Measurement of Economic Development and 
Social Progress, 2009  
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One key measure of progress will be whether a more supportive 
environment for the relationships that are key to wellbeing has been 
created. Building on our framework of motivation, opportunity and 
support, and applying it to the whole penumbra of policy issues, we 
advocate the family proofing5 of all policy. The issue is not whether 
policy should seek to influence family relationships, but whether that 
inevitable influence is intentional and to what end. 
 
Our penumbra model clearly showed that public policy already is 
involved in shaping the sort of families we have. The issue is managing 
the scope and nature of the interface. The broad objective of family 
proofing is to ask the key question: What effect will this policy or policy 
proposal have on family relationships and the family’s ability to contribute 
to key policy goals? 
 
Family policy is too often a narrow collection of explicit policies 
designed to achieve specific goals regarding families. Family proofing 
acknowledges the important role family considerations play in a broad 
range of policy issues and therefore analyses the consequences of any 
policy, regardless of whether it is explicitly aimed at families, for its 
impact on family relationships and wellbeing. 
 
Ultimately, the long-term aim of family proofing is to inculcate a 
relationally-literate approach to policy making to stand alongside an 
economically and an environmentally-literate approach. A relationally-
literate approach essentially means understanding the importance of 
relationships and how they are best influenced. When embedded in the 
culture of institutions and the intuitive awareness of policy makers over 
time, a family perspective in policy making sits in the latent 
consciousness of the entire policy making machinery and becomes a 
natural consideration in any policy debate. 
 
A commitment to family proofing policy is important in signalling a 
serious commitment to family relationships and ensuring that public 
policy strengthens those relationships that are essential for wellbeing. 
Only when family relationships are strengthened and family wellbeing 
secured can families be progressive. And only when we have 
progressive families can we have a progressive Britain. 
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Relationships State of the Nation 
 
A focus on relationships as the key to wellbeing allows for a more 
positive, less authoritarian role for government of encouraging, 
enabling and supporting. Political leadership must look at where we are 
heading, put forward a vision for the future, and help us to get there. 
 
Look in the mirror: how are we doing? 

We need measures that connect high level outcomes of wellbeing, 
equality or social mobility to specific policies and to the experienced 
reality of people’s lives. The Relationships Foundation is therefore 
proposing an annual assessment of the state of relationships in the 
nation. This will hold up a mirror to society and ask if we like what we 
see.  

Furthermore, it will invite debate about the state of our relationships 
and thus how our national progress and wealth should be rightly 
perceived. 

Whilst a one-off report would offer a useful snap shot, the report we are 
advocating needs to be produced on an annual basis. Different areas 
could be highlighted each year as the report becomes more 
comprehensive. Repeated reports would also allow dynamic rather than 
static analysis, identifying positive changes as well as areas for concern.  
 

Proofing in Practice – prison policy 
 
Prisoners who had at least one visit from family or partners were twice 
as likely to have an employment, education or training place arranged 
on release and three times more likely to have accommodation 
arranged as those who did not receive any visits. The frequency of visits 
also increased the likelihood of having a job or accommodation. A 
smaller number of larger prisons may lead to short-term financial 
savings, but family proofing would show the negative impact on 
families, highlighting the increased costs of re-offending over the longer 
term.  
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The work will also identify important gaps in our understanding of 
relationships in our national life. Are elderly people more likely to be 
lonely, and in less contact with friends and relatives? In Brighton more 
than Barnsley? Or in the UK more than in France? Is the quality of 
parenting relationships, or the stability of couple relationships 
improving or declining? Where is the greatest progress being made? 
Have we become more likely to trust strangers? Are older people less 
likely to fear the young? These are the kinds of change we will need to 
see by 2015. 
 
The report will also highlight the various forms of relational wealth and 
poverty that characterise sections of our nation.  It thus complements 
the analysis of financial wealth and poverty that dominates politics and 
public commentary. 
 
Much of this data is already gathered – though not necessarily easily 
accessible or brought together to tell a story. There will be some gaps 
which need to be filled by, for example, the Office for National Statistics. 
We are looking for the evidence on the experienced reality of 
relationships – for example, if elderly people feel lonely – as well as the 
hard data on frequency of contact and visits. 
 
While family relationships would be an important theme of the report 
given the critical importance for wellbeing and a wide range of social 
outcomes, this would be part of a more comprehensive overview of 
relationships.  
 
Community, ethnic, inter-generational, gender, workplace, politics and 
public service delivery all need scrutiny and improvement. And in each 
case the report is as much to enable individual and collective self-
reflection as to hold politicians accountable: are we creating and 
sustaining the relationships essential for wellbeing and progress? 
 
Getting relationships right is arguably the most important agenda in 
public policy, public services, business, communities and in our 
personal lives. We know what is needed. Our understanding of how to 
do it is improving.  Let’s make sure debate is informed by an 
illuminating picture of what’s going on. 
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In such a way we, as a country, can learn to have a better 
understanding of the advantages of trust, commitment and 
neighbourliness, and the life-destroying qualities of loneliness, distrust 
and social breakdown. 

It’s time to measure, through the relationships that hold us together, 
what makes life worthwhile.   

The gross national product does not allow for the health of our 
children, the quality of their education or the joy of their play. It does 
not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of our marriages, 
the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our public 
officials. It measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither our 
wisdom nor our learning, neither our compassion nor our devotion to 
our country, it measures everything in short, except that which makes 
life worthwhile.  

Robert F. Kennedy at the University of Kansas, March 1968 
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