
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Understanding the Key Domains 

and Critical Levers of Influence 

Towards a 

Conceptual 

Framework for 

Family Proofing 
Policy 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

About the Relationships Foundation 

 
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 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. 

 

 

 

Author: David Wong 

 

 

 
First published 2010 
 
© Relationships Foundation 2010 
3 Hooper Street 
Cambridge CB1 2NZ 

United Kingdom 
T: +44 (0)1223 566333 
F: +44 (0)1223 566359 

W: www.relationshipsfoundation.org 



 

   

   

   

   
   

Towards a Conceptual Framework 

for Family Proofing Policy 
 
 

Understanding the Key Domains and Critical Levers of Influence 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 



Towards a Conceptual Framework for Family Proofing Policy 
Understanding the Key Domains and Critical Levers of Influence 

 
 

 

 4 

ContentsContentsContentsContents    
 

 

List of figures 

 
6 

Preface 

 
7 

Executive summary 

 
8 

1.   Introduction 
 

      1.1   Towards a family perspective in policy-making 
 

      1.2   Aim and objectives 

       

18 
 

18 
 

20 

2.   Family proofing and the concept of influence 
 

      2.1   The new policy imperative: influencing behaviour 
 

      2.2   Family proofing – a multi-layered approach 

       

21 
 

21 
 

23 

3.   The key domains of influence 
 

      3.1   Motivation 
 

      3.2   Opportunity 
 

      3.3   Support 
 

      3.4   Specific outcomes of influence 
3.4.1   Commitment 

3.4.2   Responsibility 

3.4.3   Conduct 
 

3.5   Understanding the “ecology” of human behaviour – the interlinked nature 
of motivation, opportunity and support 

       

28 
 

28 
 

29 
 

31 
 

32 
32 

33 

34 
 

35 

4.   The critical levers of influence 
 

      4.1   Finance 
4.1.1 Affecting people’s finances through financial tools of policy 

4.1.2 Affecting people’s finances through non-financial tools of policy 
 

      4.2   Time 
4.2.1 Time for the family 

4.2.2 Time for other activities with consequences on family wellbeing 
 

      4.3   Place 
4.3.1 The direct impact of place on motivation, opportunity and support 
4.3.2 The spatial-temporal interlink 
 

      4.4   Social norms 
4.4.1 Signals and messages that shape social norms 

4.4.2 How other levers rub off on social norms 
 

      4.5   Relational skills 
4.5.1 Extra-family development and cultivation of relational skills  

4.5.2 The cumulative impact of policy on intra-family development and cultivation of 

relational skills 

38 
 

39 
40 

42 
 

43 
44 

46 
 

48 
49 
51 

 

52 
53 

54 
 

56 
58 

60 

 



Towards a Conceptual Framework for Family Proofing Policy 
Understanding the Key Domains and Critical Levers of Influence 

 
 

 

 5 

 

      4.6   Frontline public services delivery 
4.6.1 The constraining effects of policy on delivery efficiency 

4.6.2 The impact of policy on the adequacy of service provision 
 

      4.7   Institutional mechanisms and the third sector 
4.7.1 Policy’s impact on institutional mechanisms 
4.7.2 The third sector 

 

 

61 
62 

63 
 

65 
66 
69 

5.   Overarching methods to family-proof policy 
 

      5.1   The bottom-up approach 
 

      5.2   The top-down approach 

 

71 
 

71 
 

73 

6.   Conclusion and future imperatives 

 
77 

References 

 
80 

Appendix: Examples of potential areas for family proofing analyses 

 
93 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    



Towards a Conceptual Framework for Family Proofing Policy 
Understanding the Key Domains and Critical Levers of Influence 

 
 

 

 6 

List of figuresList of figuresList of figuresList of figures    
 

 

Figure 1: A multi-layered approach to family proofing. 
 
Figure 2: The Government’s model of influences on family relationships.  

 
Figure 3: The family proofing 3D7L model of influence. 
 
Figure 4: The flow of effect from policy to family relationships and wellbeing.  
 
Figure 5: Some examples of intra- and extra-family development and 

cultivation and exercise of relational skills.  
 
Figure 6: The inductive bottom-up approach – one policy, multiple potential 

outcomes. 
 
Figure 7: The deductive top-down approach – one desired outcome, multiple 

policies. 

 

24 
 

25 

 
26 

 
39 

 
57 

 
 

72 
 
 

74 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    



Towards a Conceptual Framework for Family Proofing Policy 
Understanding the Key Domains and Critical Levers of Influence 

 
 

 

 7 

PrePrePrePrefacefacefaceface        
 

 

Previous Relationships Foundation projects have argued that family policy is not an end in itself, 

but serves other goals such as promoting wellbeing, reducing inequality or reducing the costs 

of broken relationships. We demonstrated that there is a “penumbra effect” where the strength 

and effectiveness of family and community relationships influence and are influenced by a wide 

range of policy areas. These include education, health and social care, housing, employment, 

criminal justice, finance and debt, and tax and welfare payments. 

 

This new series of papers examines how we can best ensure that the impact of the policy 

agenda as a whole is in the best interest of family relationships and wellbeing. 

 

Progressive Families, Progressive Britain: Why Britain Needs Family Proofing of Policy set out the 

case for a multi-layered relationally-literate approach to family proofing policy. 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.  

 

This approach was informed by a review of international experience of Family Impact 

Assessments (FIA). Family Proofing Policy: A Review of International Experience of Family Impact 

Assessment shows that while there are a number of useful frameworks for assessing impact, 

deficiencies in both the nature and structure of FIAs rendered the proposals unpopular and the 

basic arguments surrounding FIAs less convincing. 

 

This third and final paper in the series, Towards a Conceptual Framework for Family Proofing 

Policy: Understanding the Key Domains and Critical Levers of Influence, explores how family 

proofing of policy can be done, focussing specifically on the key domains and critical levers by 

which policy can influence family relationships and wellbeing. It proposes a conceptual 

framework that will help policy-makers understand and analyse the potential impact of policy 

on people’s motivation and opportunity to form and strengthen committed family 

relationships, discharge responsibilities pertaining to family relationships, and conduct 

relationships in a way that enhances the wellbeing of the family. It also considers the impact of 

policy on the support that people need and receive for these relationships. The framework 

draws on our previous work on how finance and time influence relationships, as well as a range 

of theories of human behaviour and how it is influenced.    
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Executive Executive Executive Executive ssssummary ummary ummary ummary     
 

 

Towards a family perspective in policy-making 

 

A new agenda for progress that goes beyond merely the economic perspective but that also 

includes a commitment to enhance general wellbeing must take into serious consideration the 

wellbeing of families and the pivotal role family relationships play in achieving the higher goals 

of progress. Indeed, the strength of family relationships and family wellbeing can also be 

instrumental in helping to reduce the fiscal deficit by reducing the social and economic costs 

incurred by weak and fractured family relationships and when families breakdown.  

 

In a bid to safeguard and enhance family wellbeing and to strengthen the family as an 

institution that is integral in the pursuit of progress, it is important that we understand the 

crucial role policy plays. The cumulative effect of policy in many areas has the potential to 

profoundly affect the shape, nature and health of family relationships, thereby affecting the 

wellbeing of families. We have therefore proposed that policy-makers should develop a family 

perspective in policy-making through family proofing. 

 

 

The new policy imperative: influencing behaviour 

 

Human decision-making and behaviour are often conditioned and influenced by a variety of 

factors, including our human cognition, motivation and emotional architecture, as well as being 

characterised by gaps in information available for informed decision-making (see for example 

Simon, 1947, 1996; Triandis, 1977; Senge, 1990; Cialdini et al.’s, 1990, 1991; Ajzen, 1991; 

Stern et al.’s, 1995; Argyris and Schön, 1996; Jones, 1999; Chapman, 2004; Darnton, 2008). 

The understanding of how policy can influence behaviour has grown in recent years (see for 

example, Cialdini, 1993, 2008; Halpern et al., 2004; Ariely, 2008; Thaler and Sunstein, 2008), 

leading to the argument that desired policy outcomes may be better achieved by the 

Government deploying its resources to influence the behaviour of the public, rather than to 

merely concentrate on providing public services (Kelly and Muers, 2002). Closely associated 

with such thinking is the emerging concept of “libertarian paternalism”, which holds that the 

role of the Government and policy-makers is to “nudge” people into making better decisions 

without compromising individual freedom (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008).  

 

In the light of policy’s ability to influence people’s behaviour, we have argued for family 

proofing as a means to analyse “the effect of policy on family relationships and the 

family’s ability to contribute to key policy goals” (see Ashcroft and Wong, 2010). This 

paper attempts to answer the “but how?” question for policy-makers. The reality of policy-

making and the diversity of social and policy contexts mean that a single toolkit with a long 

checklist or assessment framework, such as those traditionally associated with Family Impact 
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Assessments (see Wong, 2010), will not be able to analyse adequately the potential 

consequences of policy on families. In this regard, family proofing involves reforming the 

approach to the entire policy-making process and developing a mechanism that incorporates a 

multi-layered approach. 

 

The top layer of such approach might contain some key overarching indicators of progress that 

check whether the cumulative impact of policy in many areas is leading ultimately to the desired 

wellbeing outcomes. These higher goals are determined by the Government and policy-makers, 

and are dependent on how progress is defined. The bottom layer contains a mixture of 

methodologically rigorous indicators and qualitative and quantitative assessments that are aimed 

at analysing, extrapolating and predicting the likely impact of policy. Empirical research may be 

employed at this level and analyses are expected to be data-centric. 

 

The Relationships Foundation believes the layer in between is where policy can influence family 

relationships and wellbeing through three key domains and seven critical levers, as 

represented in our 3D7L model of influence. This level is arguably the most critical in a policy-

making process that adopts a family perspective. Strong family 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. 

 

The entire family proofing mechanism is neutral in both concept and practice, and does not 

pander to any political persuasions. This is indeed one of its key differentiating features vis-à-vis 

the more traditional Family Impact Assessments. Family proofing recognises all forms, shapes 

and sizes of families, and does not discriminate against any. This, in essence, makes it applicable 

to any government that has the wellbeing of the family high on its agenda and that understands 

family relationships and wellbeing are key to achieving higher goals of progress. The neutrality 

of the family proofing mechanism in this respect is evident in that what the middle and bottom 

layers analyse will depend on what the top layer constitutes. 

 

 

The key domains of influence 

 

Family proofing is primarily concerned with analysing whether policy motivates, creates the 

opportunity for and supports people to: 

 

• value, form and strengthen committed family relationships; 

• discharge personal responsibilities pertaining to relationships within the family; and 

• conduct relationships in ways that enhance the wellbeing of the family. 
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The Family Proofing 3D7L Model of Influence 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Motivation  

 

People’s decisions and behaviour are often influenced by their motivation, which is considered 

to be a function of a variety of personal factors. These personal factors are intrinsic to the 

individual and include knowledge and awareness, personal attitudes, habits and routines, 

emotions, and self-efficacy (Budge et al., 2009), and those that affect an individual’s intentions 

(see for example, Triandis, 1977; Ajzen, 1991). People’s motivation to choose a course of action 

can also be grounded in a very tacit assessment of whether it is worth their while doing so. In 
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addition, people’s motivation can also be affected by social factors, such as how individuals 

relate to each other and the influence of other people, especially peers, on their own behaviour 

(Cialdini et al., 1991; Cialdini, 1993; Budge et al., 2009). 

 

Although policy itself cannot legislate for people’s decisions and behaviour, it is nonetheless 

able to influence family relationships by affecting a number of personal factors and by rendering 

certain choices of behaviour more or less attractive to people, thereby influencing people’s 

motivation to make certain decisions or to behave in a certain way. For instance, policy can 

affect people’s motivation to get married by influencing social norms, people’s knowledge and 

awareness about the benefits of marriage to both parents and children, and people’s general 

attitude towards marriage. Education policy’s consequences on school curriculum can impact 

on children’s motivation to learn and to attend school. 

 

Opportunity 

 

If a raft of personal and social factors affect people’s motivation, environmental factors are 

chiefly responsible for the opportunities available for people to make family relationships work 

and to safeguard family wellbeing. “Exo” and “macro” environmental factors, or “facilitating 

conditions” (Triandis, 1977), are those over which individuals have little or no control, but 

affect, or facilitate, people’s decisions and behaviour (Budge et al., 2009). 

 

Policy is an important tool that affects these environmental factors, which in turn can create or 

impede the opportunities for people to make choices that are positive and constructive for 

family relationships. For example, policy on new township development and regional growth 

can potentially affect some exo environmental factors such as job creation, transport links and 

location of schools. These might in turn impact on how far people need to go to look for jobs 

and how long people need to travel to get to work or children to get to school, eventually 

affecting the opportunity families have to spend time together. Policy that encourages proximity 

of location can create opportunities for grandparents to help look after grandchildren or provide 

practical support. 

 

As much as policy can create the opportunities for people to strengthen family relationships, 

policy can also impede the opportunities for people to make choices that are positive and 

constructive for family relationships. For example, policy on prison size and location can affect 

the opportunity for families to make frequent visits, for the implementation of restorative justice, 

and for helping offenders reintegrate into the community.  

 

Support 

 

Support for the family is crucial so that motivation can be maintained while opportunities are 

continually expanded. In addition, support is particularly important for families whose 

relationships are fragile or under pressure. The support families receive can potentially 
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determine whether fragile relationships are reinforced and whether relationships that are under 

pressure are remedied.  

 

There are two types of support with which family proofing should be primarily concerned. The 

first is the informal support that family members themselves can provide, for example, 

grandparents helping to look after working parents’ children. Policy – such as that which affects 

the institutional mechanisms that support informal carers, or that which incentivises or 

disincentivises proximity of location – can either encourage or discourage, facilitate or impede, 

the provision of informal support. 

 

The second is the kind of support that policy can directly influence, and pertains largely to that 

which is provided through institutional mechanisms and by the third sector and public services. 

In other words, it is the support that individuals themselves either are unable to provide or are 

not the most appropriate source of provision. The support provided by health visitors helping 

and advising families on the arrival of a newborn, social workers intervening in families whose 

relationships are fragile or safeguarding the welfare of children whose parents are battling 

addiction, social care workers caring for the elderly and the housebound, and youth workers 

helping NEETs to find their footing and obtain employment are several examples.  

 

 

The interlinked nature of motivation, opportunity and support 

 

In line with an “ecological” approach to understanding the factors that influence human 

decision and behaviour (see for example Barker, 1968; Reed, 1996; Halpern et al., 2004), it is 

important that the three key domains of influence – motivation, opportunity and support – are 

viewed not as mutually exclusive but interlinked with and interrelated to each other. Policy that 

affects one domain in a particular way might in turn have an indirect consequence, or a “rub-off 

effect”, on another domain. By harnessing many of the principles of systems thinking (see for 

example, Senge, 1990; Argyris and Schon, 1996; Chapman, 2004), family proofing is 

particularly useful in anticipating the possible consequences of policy aimed originally at only 

specific factors influencing human behaviour because the effect of policy is seen as part of an 

overall system, or ecology, rather than in isolation. For example, the lack of self-confidence to 

make committed relationships work, owing to the lack of support to help develop relational 

skills, can affect people’s self-efficacy pertaining to marriage, and hence people’s motivation to 

get married. 

 

 

The critical levers of influence 

 

Policy, in its various forms and guises, can affect one or more of the seven critical levers of 

influence, which in turn affect one or more of the three key domains of influence. For instance, a 

policy that gives the right to parents of children under-16 the right to request flexible working 

might have an impact on people’s time (a lever of influence). This might create opportunities (a 
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domain 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. Having such opportunities 

enable them to build stronger family relationships and a deeper bond, and to provide informal 

relational support (a domain of influence) to family members in need. Just as motivation, 

opportunity and support are interlinked and interrelated, each of these seven critical levers may 

be influenced by or has a rub-off effect on another.  

 

Finance 

 

People’s finances can motivate people to make certain choices, such as to commit to long-term 

relationships, as well as provide the opportunity to fulfil certain responsibilities better, such as 

giving children the most affordable education. People who can afford it financially might be 

better able to provide support in the form of full-time informal care to family members in need, 

at the opportunity cost of full-time employment. 

 

People’s finances can be affected by not only financial tools but also non-financial tools of policy. 

The former might include fiscal measures, such as taxes, duties, tax breaks and tax credits; 

monetary measures, such as interest rates; and welfare measures, such as benefits and 

allowances. The latter might include regulation, such as minimum pricing regulations and 

consumer credit regulations, and education, such as personal financial management and debt 

education.  

 

Time 

 

People’s time affects many of their decisions and behaviour that are important for family 

relationships and wellbeing. People who are time poor may find a lack of opportunity to spend 

time with the family, or to simply carry out many of their parenting responsibilities. Because 

time is tight, they might also suffer from a lack of motivation to do certain things that are 

beneficial for bonding, such as taking family walks and reading to children. Time can also affect 

the support that families need, for instance the adequacy of contact time between social 

workers and families under pressure can determine the effectiveness of intervention. 

 

People’s time can be affected by direct time-related policies, such as those that pertain to working 

time, flexible working provisions, and parental leave provisions and flexibility, as well as indirect 

time-related policies, which are more varied and often derived from policies originally formulated 

to affect other areas, such as transport, housing, regional development, education and public 

services delivery.  

 

Place 

 

Physical presence changes the boundary of possibilities for family relationships as it enables 

“higher bandwidth” communication as well as practical support. The geographic proximity of 

family members enables the opportunity and potentially increases people’s motivation to 
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provide informal relational support. The condition of and security at public places such as town 

centres, parks and playgrounds can affect the opportunities for family activities that are 

beneficial for wellbeing. 

 

Policy can affect the relative as well as absolute spatial environments in which family members 

relate. The relative concept of place, implying distance, is translated to mean location, while the 

absolute concept of place refers to a given, or specific, place where family activities might be 

carried out. The close spatial-temporal interlink means that the influences of the levers of place 

and time often rub off on each other. 

 

Social norms 

 

Failure to act in accordance with the unwritten “rules” of behaviour, or practices, pertaining to 

the family that the majority abide by can lead to castigation by society, being seen as 

“unfashionable” and even exclusion from social groups. There are two types of social norms 

that policy can shape over time: descriptive and injunctive (Cialdini et al., 1990, 1991). 

Descriptive norms are those to which people conform based on observations of the majority of 

others. For instance, people might perceive marriage to be no longer fashionable when they see 

the majority of couples cohabitate. Injunctive norms are rules and regulations that tell people 

what ought to be done or what ought to be the acceptable behaviour. For instance, legislation 

that bans parents smacking children might over time create a norm where disciplining children 

physically might no longer be deemed acceptable. 

 

Relational skills 

 

Relational skills are the competencies that enable people to build strong and effective 

relationships and to conduct their relationships in ways that lead to greater wellbeing, and are 

applicable across every facet of life, including the family. People with relational skills might be 

more confident that they can make long-term committed relationships work. Couples are able 

to relate to each other better and parents carry out their parenting responsibilities better when 

they learn how to communicate better and understand expectations, roles and obligations. 

Children who develop relational skills throughout childhood might find open doors of 

opportunities to certain conducts that lead eventually to greater social mobility. 

 

Family proofing is primarily concerned with the impact of policy on people’s development and 

cultivation of relational skills, both intra- and extra-family, while acknowledging that the exercise 

of acquired relational skills is usually enabled and facilitated by some other levers such as 

finance, time, place and social norms. 

 

Frontline public services delivery 

 

The treatment people receive from doctors, nurses and GPs; the effectiveness of policing in 

neighbourhoods and communities; the efforts of teachers to help children learn; the services of a 
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carer; and the intervention of social and youth workers – because public services are such an 

integral part of the family’s everyday lives, policy’s impact on the adequacy of provision and the 

efficiency of delivery of frontline services can affect family relationships and wellbeing in a variety 

of ways, particularly the support that families need. For instance, adequate policing in 

neighbourhoods might save families from having to suffer the nuisance of anti-social yobs, while 

speedy intervention by social workers might prevent families whose relationships are already 

fractured from breaking up or vulnerable children from being harmed. 

 

Institutional mechanisms and the third sector 

 

Institutional mechanisms are primarily about the systemic nature of services, that is the way the 

system works in influencing people’s motivation and opportunity and the support people 

receive. For example, if frontline public services delivery is about whether people with genuine 

need are able to obtain council-provided care and whether the number of care hours is 

adequate, institutional mechanisms are more about whether the entire social care system is 

geared towards empowering people with comprehensive and useful information for obtaining 

care, and whether agencies within the system work in a joined-up way to better deliver care 

services. 

 

Third sector and voluntary organisations can not only complement many of the public services 

that are important to families, but may also prove to be more effective than public services in 

influencing family relationships and wellbeing, chiefly through the support they provide, in 

certain areas. Where the consequences of policy on institutional mechanisms and the third 

sector eventually trickle down to the family, they are often channelled through some rub-off 

effects on other levers. 

 

An inexhaustive collection of examples of potential areas that family proofing might consider 

analysing for the impact of policy on family relationships and wellbeing, based on each of the 

seven levers above, can be found in the Appendix. 

 

 

Overarching methods to family proof policy 

 

The bottom-up approach 

 

This approach acknowledges the fact that a specific policy can influence family relationships and 

wellbeing in many ways, leading to the achievement of or the failure to achieve a number of 

wider key policy goals. The key concern of this method, however, is to ask the question: What 

influences might this policy have on family relationships and wellbeing? 

 

Taking policy as the starting point, family proofing considers the potential impact of policy on 

one or more of the seven critical levers of influence, bearing in mind that there might also be 

horizontal rub-off effects among levers. The analysis then examines how the levers, either 
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directly or through some inter-lever rub-off effects, influence people’s motivation, opportunity 

and support to form and strengthen committed family relationships, discharge responsibilities in 

the family and conduct family relationships in ways that enhance wellbeing. By extension, the 

impact of policy on the family is then linked to the ability to achieve some higher goals of 

progress. 

 

The top-down approach 

 

This alternative method reverses the path followed by the bottom-up approach. In essence, it 

acknowledges the fact that the achievement of a specific goal might require a number of 

different policies, or policies in different areas, to work in concert. Some of these policies might 

individually impact on the family to a greater or lesser extent, while others might have little 

individual impact at all on the family. The key concern of this method is to ask the question: 

What influences on the family do we want to have in order to achieve the desired goal? 

 

Taking a desired policy goal as the starting point, family proofing considers what kind of specific 

outcomes on family relationships and wellbeing (i.e. commitment, responsibility, conduct) can 

best help achieve the desired goal. The analysis then examines how people can be motivated, 

given the opportunity and supported to make choices or to behave in ways that foster those 

outcomes. But in order to have certain influences on people’s motivation, opportunity and 

support, consideration must then be given to how the critical levers of influence, whether 

individually or through some inter-lever rub-off effects, can affect the three key domains of 

influence. Policy-makers can either begin to formulate specific policies that work in concert to 

influence family relationships and wellbeing as such, or assess if an existing policy or a proposed 

policy can help bring about those influences on the family. 

 

The Appendix also lists several examples of wider policy outcomes that can be influenced by 

family relationships. The achievement of these desired outcomes necessitates the consideration 

of the relevant levers and domains of influence through family proofing. 

 

 

Conclusion and future imperatives 

 

Family proofing is a mechanism that seeks to radically change the approach to policy-making by 

actively inculcating a family perspective throughout the entire policy-making process. This is 

particularly important for any government that seeks to safeguard and enhance family 

wellbeing and to strengthen the family as an institution that is integral in the pursuit of 

progress. Family proofing is essentially the way forward towards making good any commitment 

to strengthen families. It is a litmus test that reveals whether policy is in line with such 

commitment, which of course then shows how firm such commitment is. This is also borne out 

of the reality that progress can no longer simply be bought by ever-increasing public 

investment. 
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Besides being an integrated model, our 3D7L model of family proofing also sets itself apart from 

other models by virtue of its neutrality, flexibility and comprehensiveness, and is designed to help 

policy-makers in the following three broad ways: 

 

• Demonstrating systematic effort to ensure that the policy agenda as a whole strengthens 

family relationships. 

• Enabling reporting on progress where outcomes (e.g. stronger families) are relatively more 

subjective and intangible, and therefore may not be apparent for a number of years.  

• Informing the design of more effective interventions and helping the public to understand 

the connection between specific goals and stated pledges.  

 

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. Towards 

achieving this, a specific body within the policy-making machinery should be tasked with the 

overall remit to oversee, implement, monitor and coordinate family proofing. 
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1.1.1.1.    IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    
 

 

1.1 Towards a family perspective in policy-making 

 

As we have argued in our previous paper, Progressive Families, Progressive Britain: Why Britain 

Needs Family Proofing of Policy (Ashcroft and Wong, 2009), a new agenda for progress that goes 

beyond merely the economic perspective but that also includes a commitment to enhance 

general wellbeing must take into serious consideration the wellbeing of families and the pivotal 

role family relationships play in achieving the higher goals of progress. Indeed, the strength of 

family relationships and family wellbeing can also be instrumental in helping to reduce the fiscal 

deficit by reducing the social and economic costs incurred by weak and fractured family 

relationships and when families breakdown.  

 

The notion that the family is still an important cornerstone of our contemporary society and that 

every member of society – from the Government and policy-makers to businesses and 

individuals – has an important role to play in contributing towards the wellbeing of the family 

has in recent times been reinforced by, for example, pledges to strengthen families: 

 

“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.”1   

 

“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.”2 

 

There has also been acknowledgement lately that policy goals such as social mobility and social 

responsibility cannot be achieved through the machinery of the state alone, but through 

people’s character – that which pertains to commitment, self-confidence, self-esteem, ambition, 

motivation and courage. Whether it is about the need for “a new agenda for character 

education”,3 or the need to build “responsible character”,4 it is unmistakably clear that the 

family is a crucial foundation on which an individual’s character is built, thus lending further 

credence to arguments for the invaluable importance of the family to our nation’s future. 

 

In a bid to safeguard and enhance family wellbeing and to strengthen the family as an 

institution that is integral in the pursuit of progress, it is important that we understand the 

                                                
1 David Cameron’s speech to the Welsh Conservative Party conference, Cardiff, 29 Mar 2009. 
2 Ed Balls’ Ministerial Foreword in the Government’s green paper on the family (Department for Children, Schools and 
Families, 2010a). 
3 As articulated by Liam Byrne in a speech entitled “Communitarian Politics for Britain’s Poorest Places” at the Fabian Society, 
London, 13 May 2009. 
4 As emphasised by David Cameron in his keynote speech entitled “Building the Responsible Society: The Importance of 

Parenting and Early Years Support” at the launch of Character Inquiry at Demos, London, 11 Jan 2010. 
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crucial role policy plays. The cumulative effect of policy in many areas has the potential to 

profoundly affect the shape, nature and health of family relationships, thereby affecting the 

wellbeing of families. 

 

Most people know the importance of spending time with the family and genuinely wish to 

spend more time with the family. However, owing to a variety of constraints, many people who 

work hard to make ends meet are unable to do so. So how might policy affect, whether directly 

or indirectly, people’s availability of time for the family and consequently the strength of family 

relationships? A policy that provides for flexible working might directly and intentionally help 

working parents to better schedule their work so as to maximise shared time with their children. 

This, however, might be indirectly and unintentionally affected by telecommunications policies 

– for instance, technology policy on broadband coverage – that can either facilitate or impede 

some forms of flexible working such as teleworking and remote multi-communicating. 

Transport and new township development policies might likewise indirectly and unintentionally 

affect the amount of time working parents are able to spend with their children as a result of the 

travelling time incurred between home and workplace. 

 

So what might the options for policy-makers be? Policy-makers can adopt a non-interventionist 

approach (see for example, Esping-Andersen, 1990; Gauthier, 1996; Kamerman and Kahn, 

1997), content to let families sort themselves out in the face of such constraints brought about, 

directly or otherwise, by policy. Intervention is often reactive and comes only when families or 

family relationships are broken, at which point intervention is costly – relationships are far more 

difficult to repair than to build. Or policy-makers can choose to be paternalistic, meddling in the 

affairs of the family and prescribing how families should conduct themselves or spend their 

time. Intervention borders on patronising and families live in a nanny state where the 

Government determines what form of relationships are acceptable and dictates what families 

ought to do. 

 

Neither option augurs well for family relationships and wellbeing, and in the larger scheme of 

things national progress. While on the one hand, a hands-off approach will ultimately result in a 

double whammy where relationships are fractured and hefty social and economic costs are 

incurred in a reactive attempt to fix broken families – a price Britain with an eye-watering £176 

billion budget blackhole cannot afford to pay – on the other, nobody wants to live in a 

disempowered society and a bureaucratic state where the Government pretends it knows best 

how families should function.   

 

We have therefore proposed that policy-makers should adopt neither a non-interventionist and 

reactive nor a paternalistic and prescriptive approach, but instead develop a family perspective in 

policy-making through family proofing. It is essential that any government systematically and 

rigorously assesses how policy will impact on family relationships and wellbeing. This calls for 

the development of appropriate indicators of progress around the nature and quality of family 

relationships that will allow the overall impact of a policy agenda to be assessed. The ideal, or 

the ultimate aim, is to arrive at a point where there is no need for policy-makers to adopt any 
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formal mechanism to proof the impact of policy on the family – because a family perspective is 

so ingrained in policy-making that considerations of the impact of a proposed policy on the 

family come naturally and habitually. However, to get to this point, we need in the interim a 

proofing mechanism in the form of a conceptual framework that will help foster, as we have 

argued, a family perspective in policy-making.5    

 

 

1.2 Aim and objectives 

 

We have thus far answered the “so what?” question – that is, so policy-makers should do their 

utmost to ensure policy positively influences family relationships and wellbeing towards the 

attainment of higher goals of progress, and this, as we have argued, is best done through family 

proofing. It is only logical that the next question is: “but how?” This paper attempts to answer 

the “but how?” question for policy-makers. 

 

The main aim of this paper is therefore to provide an intelligible conceptual framework for 

family proofing, applicable to policy-making, that focuses on the key domains and critical 

levers of influence by which policy can influence family relationships. It is hoped that the salient 

ideas of this framework will be useful in helping policy-makers develop a family perspective in 

policy-making that will ultimately lead to the strengthening of families and the attainment of 

higher wellbeing goals. 

 

Towards meeting this aim, this paper sets out to fulfil the following specific objectives: 

 

• To review the link between policy and family relationships and wellbeing by exploring 

how behaviour can be influenced; 

• To propose a mechanism by which policy’s influence on family relationships and 

wellbeing can be understood and proofed;   

• To set out how the key domains of influence – motivation, opportunity and support – can 

affect family relationships and wellbeing; 

• To explore how policy can impact on the critical levers of influence that can in turn affect 

people’s motivation, opportunity and support; and 

• To suggest methods, or processes, that policy-makers can adopt to carry out family 

proofing of policy based on the framework. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
5 A family perspective in policy-making is not to be confused with family policy; see Ashcroft and Wong (2010). For a more 
detailed conceptual discussion on the distinction between the two, see Kamerman and Kahn (1978), Ooms, (1990) and 

Bogenschneider (2000). 
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2.2.2.2.    Family proofing and the concept of influenceFamily proofing and the concept of influenceFamily proofing and the concept of influenceFamily proofing and the concept of influence    
 

 

2.1 The new policy imperative: influencing behaviour 

 

In an ideal world where all human beings are rational, it can be presumed that people will make 

decisions and behave in ways that are positive for their own and, by extension, their family’s 

wellbeing. However, the reality is that people do not always behave rationally. Although 

intended rationality is the state from which most people set out to make decisions, and despite 

their original goals and ability to be adaptive to the external environment, our decision-making 

and behaviour are often conditioned and influenced by a variety of factors, including our 

human cognition, motivation and emotional architecture, as well as being characterised by gaps 

in information available for informed decision-making. Findings from behavioural economics, 

psychology and organisation theory all corroborate “bounded rationality” as a descriptive 

model of human behaviour (see Simon, 1947, 1995, 1996; Jones, 1999). 

 

Behavioural theorists have developed a number of behavioural models that seek to explain what 

influences human behaviour.6 For example, one of the better known models, the Theory of 

Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991), asserts that our attitudes towards a behaviour, the subjective 

norms and our perceived behavioural control are most critical in determining behavioural 

intention, which then influences our actual behaviour. An earlier model, the Theory of 

Interpersonal Behaviour (Triandis, 1977), likewise considers intention to be one of the main 

influences of behaviour. However, it also recognises that habits and environmental factors, 

called “facilitating conditions”, also play pivotal roles in influencing behaviour. Other influential 

models range from those that focus on values, beliefs and attitudes as key paradigms, such as 

Stern et al.’s (1995) Values Beliefs Norms Theory, to those that focus on norms and identity, 

such as Cialdini et al.’s (1990, 1991) Theory of Normative Conduct. There is also a raft of 

theories of notable relevance to public policy and administration, focusing on changing 

behaviour through systems thinking (see for example, Senge, 1990; Argyris and Schön, 1996; 

Chapman, 2004). 

 

The understanding of how policy can influence behaviour has grown in recent years (see for 

example, Cialdini, 1993, 2008; Halpern et al., 2004; Ariely, 2008; Thaler and Sunstein, 2008). 

Much of recent thinking has revolved around the idea that the Government “cannot do it 

alone”, but requires greater engagement and participation from people in order to achieve the 

desired policy outcomes (see for example, Halpern et al., 2004). This has led to a shift of interest 

towards the concept of co-production, where the desired policy outcomes may be better 

achieved by the Government deploying its resources to influence the behaviour of the public, 

rather than to merely concentrate on providing public services (Kelly and Muers, 2002). 

 

                                                
6 For a comprehensive review of behavioural theories, see Darnton (2008). 
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In contrast to “changing minds”, Dolan et al. (2010) argue that “changing contexts”, that is the 

environment within which people make decisions and respond to cues, can potentially bring 

about significant changes in behaviour at relatively low cost. Based on the main contention that 

shaping policy more closely around people’s inbuilt responses to the environment offers a 

potentially powerful way to improve individual wellbeing and social welfare, they suggest nine 

non-coercive influences on people’s behaviour that can be used in policy-making: messenger, 

incentives, norms, defaults, salience, priming, affect, commitments and ego. 

 

Closely associated with such thinking is the emerging concept of “libertarian paternalism”, 

which holds that the role of the Government and policy-makers is to set certain default options 

through policy in the interest of the public but at the same time enable people to opt for 

alternatives (Sunstein and Thaler, 2003; Thaler and Sunstein, 2003). Given that numerous 

studies have shown that there is a very strong status quo bias (see for example, Samuelson and 

Zeckhauser, 1988; Kahneman et al., 1991; Dolan et al., 2010), it has been argued that the 

“choice architecture”, i.e. the way options are framed, can “nudge” people towards making 

better decisions without compromising individual freedom (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008). It 

follows that by restructuring the default option, policy-makers can influence people’s behaviour 

without necessarily restricting individual choice (Dolan et al., 2010). In simple terms, the 

underlying belief of this concept is that behaviour is best influenced by using policy to subtly 

and gently encourage people to make certain decisions that, it is hoped, will lead to the 

achievement of key policy goals – a state that, at least in theory, will ultimately benefit everyone.  

 

The argument that influencing and persuading people to behave in a certain way is a more 

effective approach to policy is increasingly gaining credence over those associated with both 

non-interventionist/reactive and paternalistic/prescriptive approaches mentioned earlier. If 

anything, it represents a reconciliation of these two dichotomous approaches. There is also 

growing acknowledgement that although higher levels of public investment and more efficient 

public services can achieve improved outcomes, the attainment of policy goals is more 

sustainable if it is a result of changes in personal behaviour. 

 

Because nearly every policy is founded on some assumptions about people’s behaviour – both 

the status quo as well as the expected change – with direct or indirect effect on how people 

relate to each other, it cannot be denied that policy itself is a key factor that leads to people 

being boundedly rational in their decision-making and behaviour. Owing to its constraining and 

nudging effect and its conditioning power, policy can influence people to act in a way that is 

seemingly counter-rational. For instance, if we believe it is rational to discipline a grossly 

misbehaving child by smacking him with proportionate force, a policy that leads to the 

introduction of legislation banning the smacking of children altogether will constrain what was 

previously thought to be a rational behaviour. Policy’s influence on people’s decisions and 

behaviour can also be derived from the signals it sends out that, whether intentionally or not, 

alters part of the “social ecology” within which people live. For instance, if people believe 

marriage to be the rational context within which their children can flourish as they are being 

brought up, a policy that no longer recognises marriage in the tax system might send out a 
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certain signal that over time nudges people into perceiving marriage to be out of fashion, 

thereby gradually changing the norms associated with what used to be thought of as rational. 

 

In the light of policy’s ability to influence people’s behaviour, we have argued for family 

proofing as a means to analyse “the effect of policy on family relationships and the 

family’s ability to contribute to key policy goals” (see Ashcroft and Wong, 2009). We 

now suggest that the best way to take family proofing forward is to develop a multi-layered 

approach with a main focus on analysing how policy might influence people’s decisions and 

behaviour with regard to family relationships through the key domains of motivation, 

opportunity and support, and some associated levers. 

 

  

2.2 Family proofing – a multi-layered approach 

 

The reality of policy-making and the diversity of social and policy contexts mean that a single 

toolkit with a long checklist or assessment framework, such as those traditionally associated with 

Family Impact Assessments (see Wong, 2009), will not be able to adequately analyse the 

potential consequences of policy on families. In this regard, family proofing involves reforming 

the approach to the entire policy-making process and developing a mechanism that 

incorporates a multi-layered approach (Figure 1). 

 

The top layer of such approach might contain some key overarching indicators of progress that 

check whether the cumulative impact of policy in many areas is leading ultimately to the desired 

wellbeing outcomes. These may include, among other aspects, improved social mobility, better 

physical and emotional health outcomes, greater intergenerational equity, stronger and safer 

communities, and generally higher quality of life. These higher goals are determined by the 

Government and policy-makers, and are dependent on how progress is defined. 

 

The bottom layer contains a mixture of methodologically rigorous indicators and qualitative and 

quantitative assessments that are aimed at analysing, extrapolating and predicting the likely 

impact of policy. Questions that may be asked are naturally more direct and are aimed at 

predicting some of the more immediate consequences of policy involving specific segments or 

roles of the family, or that may eventually affect families in one way or another. Empirical 

research may be employed at this level and analyses are expected to be data-centric. Some of 

the data at this level is already widely available, for example, data from the Office for National 

Statistics showing household and family trends such as marriage and birth rates, and data from 

the NHS Information Centre showing the number of alcohol-related admissions and the scope of 

domiciliary care provision. 

 

The layer in between, where we believe the penumbra effect (Lynas, 2009) can be most clearly 

seen, is the main interest of this paper. The Relationships Foundation believes this is the level 

where policy can influence family relationships and wellbeing through the three key domains of 

motivation, opportunity and support, and is most critical in a policy-making process that 



Towards a Conceptual Framework for Family Proofing Policy 
Understanding the Key Domains and Critical Levers of Influence 

 
 

 

 24 

adopts a family perspective. Strong family 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 strong family 

relationships that are important for family 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. 

 

 

Figure 1: A multi-layered approach to family proofing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

At this level, we believe the cumulative impact of policy should therefore 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. The cumulative 

impact of policy should also be assessed in the light of whether it provides the opportunities for 
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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 impede such 

opportunities. 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 remedied. 

 

These three key domains 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 

crop up 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. 

 

 

Figure 2: The Government’s model of influences on family relationships.  

 

 

 

 

Source: Department for Children, Schools and Families (2010a), Support for All: The Families and Relationships 

Green Paper, London: The Stationery Office Ltd. 
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The Government has previously published a conceptual model along similar lines (Figure 2). 

However, its model limits the influence of policy on family relationships to three “resources” 

that the family can draw on, namely place and space, money and time. We suggest a more 

comprehensive model, known as the 3D7L model of influence, that integrates the three key 

domains and seven critical levers of influence to analyse the potential impact of policy on the 

family. The overall framework for the middle layer of a multi-layered family proofing approach, 

incorporating the 3D7L model, is depicted in Figure 3. 

 

 

Figure 3: The family proofing 3D7L model of influence. 
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The entire family proofing mechanism is neutral in both concept and practice, and does not 

pander to any political persuasions. This is indeed one of its key differentiating features vis-à-vis 

the more traditional Family Impact Assessments.7 Family proofing recognises all forms, shapes 

and sizes of families, and does not discriminate against any. This, in essence, makes it applicable 

to any government that has the wellbeing of the family high on its agenda and that understands 

family relationships and wellbeing are key to achieving the higher goals of progress. The 

neutrality of the family proofing mechanism in this respect is evident in that what the middle 

and bottom layers, i.e. the domains and levers of influence and indicators and assessments, 

analyse will depend on what the top layer, i.e. the key overarching indicators of progress, 

constitutes. In other words, the outcomes of family relationships and wellbeing that are 

influenced by policy’s effect on the domains of motivation, opportunity and support are 

checked against the specific goals of progress that have been set. These specific higher goals of 

progress are determined by the government of the day based on the wider national agenda for 

progress.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
7 One of the main reasons Family Impact Assessments, or Statements, failed to gain popularity in some countries, particularly 
the United States, was the perception that they were an instrument that pandered to certain political leanings, leading to a 
left-right tug-of-war over proposals to introduce FIA/FIS at the federal level. For a review of the issues and pitfalls surrounding 

FIA/FIS, see Wong (2010). 
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3.3.3.3.    The key domains of influenceThe key domains of influenceThe key domains of influenceThe key domains of influence    
 

 

Central to the 3D7L model of influence are the three key domains of influence: motivation, 

opportunity and support. These domains play an instrumental role in influencing people’s 

decisions and behaviour with implications on family relationships and wellbeing. In this section, 

we seek to expound on these three key domains of influence, set out what outcomes they can 

influence and explain how they are interlinked. 

 

 

3.1 Motivation  

 

Why do some parents feel more motivated to read to their young children while other parents 

are less motivated to do so? Why are some people motivated to get married while others aren’t? 

Why do some families whose relationships are under pressure and teetering on the brink of 

collapse feel unmotivated to seek professional help or assistance from social services? Why do 

some parents feel less inclined to discipline their children and instead expect teachers to do so? 

And why do some people have little reservation in spending and racking up household debt? 

Why do some people choose to binge on alcohol despite its known consequences on health, 

personal dignity and domestic relationships? 

 

There are no easy answers to the questions above, but to a substantial extent, people’s decisions 

and behaviour are influenced by their motivation, which is often considered to be a function of a 

variety of personal factors. These personal factors are intrinsic to the individual and include 

knowledge and awareness, personal attitudes, habits and routines, emotions, and self-efficacy 

(Budge et al., 2009), and those that affect an individual’s intentions (see for example, Triandis, 

1977; Ajzen, 1991). They affect behaviour to varying degrees, depending on the issue one 

confronts. For example, research into pro-environmental behaviours cited in Darnton (2008) 

found that at least 80% of the factors influencing behaviour did not stem from knowledge or 

awareness – instead people’s attitudes and values regarding an issue may play a bigger role in 

determining their behaviour. Similarly, some people behave in a certain way owing to their self-

efficacy, that is the conviction that they can successfully execute the behaviour required to 

produce the outcomes (Bandura, 1977a). In addition, people’s motivation to choose a course of 

action can also be grounded in a very tacit assessment of whether it is worth their while doing 

so. 

 

People’s motivation can also be affected by social factors, such as how individuals relate to each 

other and the influence of other people, especially peers, on their own behaviour (Cialdini et al., 

1991; Budge et al., 2009). When people are unsure of the appropriate behaviour, they often 

assume others probably know better and therefore look to others for clues on how to behave, a 

phenomenon previously known in common as herd behaviour but that has in recent parlance 

been called social proof, or also known as informational social influence (Cialdini, 1993). Many 
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of Dolan et al.’s (2010) nine non-coercive behavioural influences can also be crucial factors that 

affect people’s motivation. 

 

Although policy itself cannot legislate for people’s decisions and behaviour, it is nonetheless 

able to influence family relationships by affecting a number of personal factors and by rendering 

certain choices of behaviour more or less attractive to people, thereby influencing people’s 

motivation to make certain decisions or to behave in a certain way. For instance, policy can 

affect people’s motivation to get married by influencing social norms, people’s knowledge and 

awareness about the benefits of marriage to both parents and children, and people’s general 

attitude towards marriage. Policy’s consequences on school curriculum and what goes on in 

classrooms can have an effect on children’s emotions and their attitude towards school – highly 

engaged children might be more motivated to learn, while bored ones might be less motivated 

to attend school. Policy can also shape people’s motivation to spend and rack up high levels of 

household debt by creating a perception, for example via low interest rates and relaxed credit 

regulations, that it is worth people’s while to indulge in a lifestyle of conspicuous consumption. 

While those who regularly binge-drink do so out of habit and a certain personal attitude towards 

alcohol, policy can potentially shape these habits and attitudes through affecting the economics 

of drinking and the ease of access to alcohol. 

 

Policy can also influence people’s motivation through what they see their peers and other 

people do. Often beginning with an impact on a small segment of society, policy’s 

consequences can subsequently create a snowball effect where an increasing number of people 

who find themselves in a similar predicament begin to look to a “reference group” for clues on 

how to behave. This might to a large extent explain why delinquent youths who have little 

motivation for school find instead a great deal of motivation, absorption and thrill in joining 

their peers down the path of truancy, anti-social behaviour and crime. Many of these end up 

drifting aimlessly without education and employment, thus adding to the already alarming 

number of NEETs (youths not in education, employment or training) and perpetuating a vicious 

circle of disadvantage and the lack of social mobility.  

 

 

3.2 Opportunity 

 

Why do some parents find it hard to juggle work and bringing up young children? Why do 

some working parents struggle to find time for the family? Why are relationships among 

members of the extended family and between generations within the family becoming 

increasingly weak? Why do some children grow up without the character and social skills 

necessary to live thriving and meaningful lives? 

 

There might be a variety of answers to the questions above, but one recurring theme is the lack 

of opportunity for people to make relationships work and strengthen family relationships. Even 

for people who are motivated to make choices that will lead to stronger family relationships and 

that will allow them to fulfil their responsibilities within the family, there may not always be 
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ample opportunities to do so and the suitable avenues through which their motivation can be 

translated into meaningful outcomes may be far and few between. For instance, a couple may 

believe and decide that dual parenthood is the best option for bringing up their children. 

However, they may not have the appropriate opportunities to discharge their responsibilities in 

a two-parent household if both are required to regularly work long and unsocial hours and need 

to travel long distances to get to work. Similarly, in the light of recent emphasis on the 

importance of good parenting as the key to build responsible character in individuals,8 the key 

question is whether policy enables opportunity for good parenting.   

 

If a raft of personal and social factors affect people’s motivation, environmental factors are 

chiefly responsible for the opportunities available for people to make family relationships work 

and to safeguard family wellbeing. Environmental factors, which Triandis (1977) calls 

“facilitating conditions”, are those over which individuals have little or no control, but affect, or 

facilitate, people’s decisions and behaviour. These can be local, or “exo”, environmental factors 

such as the area in which people live and local facilities, and/or wider, or “macro”, 

environmental factors such as the economy or technology (Budge et al., 2009). However 

motivated people may be, they will be unlikely to follow through that motivation to actual 

behaviour if the exo or macro environment places barriers in the way of translating that 

motivation into actual behaviour. 

 

Policy is an important tool that affects these environmental factors, which in turn can create or 

impede the opportunities for people to make choices that are positive and constructive for 

family relationships. For example, policy on new township development and regional growth 

can potentially affect some exo environmental factors such as job creation, transport links and 

location of schools. These might in turn impact on how far people need to go to look for jobs 

and how long people need to travel to get to work or children to get to school. One obvious 

implication of these on the family is the opportunity families have to spend time together. A 

policy that encourages members of the extended family to live near each other – thus affecting 

the exo factor of family location – may provide the opportunity for grandparents to help look 

after grandchildren or provide practical support. A policy that makes provisions for flexible 

working for parents with young children, or one that entitles working parents to at least one 

shared weekend day off, can provide a springboard of opportunities for parents to share 

parenting responsibilities in a way that is beneficial to the family. Technology policy, for instance 

policy on superfast broadband coverage, can affect some macro factors such as the technology 

available to facilitate remote working. This might in turn impact on the take up and popularity 

of some flexible working arrangements such as teleworking or remote multi-communicating. 

 

As much as policy can create the opportunities for people to strengthen family relationships, 

policy can also impede the opportunities for people to make choices that are positive and 

constructive for family relationships. A policy that sanctions the building of large prisons in 

                                                
8 As expressed in David Cameron’s keynote speech entitled “Building the Responsible Society: The Importance of Parenting 

and Early Years Support” at the launch of Character Inquiry at Demos, London, 11 Jan 2010. 
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isolated locations effectively snuffs out the opportunities for families to make frequent visits, for 

the implementation of a form of restorative justice where offenders make amends by carrying 

out certain community work at the place of offence, and for helping offenders reintegrate into 

the community. More evidently, the policy that led to the liberalisation of Sunday trading has 

effectively impeded the opportunity for parents working on a Sunday to spend the better part of 

the day with their young children. 

 

 

3.3 Support 

 

Why do families whose relationships are fragile and under pressure end up fractured and even 

broken? Why do some new parents find it overwhelming and under-assisted in holding 

everything together after the birth of a child? Why are families finding themselves stretched to 

breaking point in caring for an elderly or infirm member? Why is the wellbeing of some families 

harmed by below par healthcare and soaring crime? 

 

As usual, there are many possible answers to these questions, but a common theme running 

through them is the failure to support family relationships that are in need of help, assistance or 

support in various forms. In other words, the strength of family relationships and the wellbeing 

of families can be influenced in one way or another by the support they receive. People who are 

motivated to build strong family relationships and who have ample opportunities to do so must 

also be supported in their efforts so that motivation can be maintained while opportunities are 

continually expanded. In addition, support is particularly crucial for families whose relationships 

are fragile or under pressure. The support families receive can potentially determine whether 

fragile relationships are reinforced and whether relationships that are under pressure are 

remedied.  

 

Policy can play an important role in affecting some exo and macro environmental factors, as 

discussed above, which in turn determine whether people receive the support they need for the 

wellbeing of their families. There are two types of support that policy should be primarily 

concerned with. The first is indirect support effected through supporting informal support 

givers. This is in acknowledgement that people can provide a certain amount and type of their 

own relational support to family members – for instance, grandparents helping to look after 

working parents’ children. Policy in this regard can either encourage or discourage, facilitate or 

impede, such informal support. For example, policy that affects the institutional mechanisms 

that support informal carers, who are providers of an important form of relational support to 

family members, can in turn affect their capacity to care. A policy that is designed to encourage 

the extended family to live closer to each other can potentially enable grandparents to help with 

childcare or to alleviate some of the overwhelming pressures new parents may face upon the 

birth of a child. 

 

The second is the kind of support that policy can directly influence and pertains largely to that 

which is provided through institutional mechanisms and by the third sector and public services. 
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In other words, it is the support that individuals themselves are either unable to provide or not 

the most appropriate source of provision. An example is policy that affects the amount, 

efficiency and effectiveness of the provision of public services. This may be in the form of health 

visitors helping and advising families on the arrival of a newborn, social workers intervening in 

families whose relationships are fragile or safeguarding the welfare of children whose parents 

are battling addiction, social care workers caring for the elderly and the housebound, youth 

workers helping NEETs to find their footing and obtain employment, mental health workers 

alleviating some of the pressures families with children with special needs experience, and 

relationship and family counsellors educating and providing counselling to individuals and 

couples with fragile or challenging relationships. Taken-for-granted everyday public services 

such as the NHS, the police and schools also provide invaluable support to families in one way 

or another, as these services have a bearing on the wellbeing of the family. 

 

 

3.4 Specific outcomes of influence 

 

While it is important to understand how, in the overall, family relationships and wellbeing can 

be influenced by policy through policy’s consequences on motivation, opportunity and 

support, it is equally important to consider the specific outcomes that motivation, opportunity 

and support can influence in the context of family relationships and wellbeing. In this regard, 

we suggest family proofing ought to be concerned with analysing whether policy motivates, 

creates the opportunities for and support people to: 

 

• value, form and strengthen committed family relationships; 

• discharge personal responsibilities pertaining to relationships within the family; and 

• conduct relationships in ways that enhance the wellbeing of the family. 

 

3.4.1 Commitment 

 

Committed family relationships are of paramount importance to the wellbeing of the family and 

to the building of character necessary for social mobility and social responsibility. They are 

especially crucial for practical support, self development, physical health, social development 

and education (see Ashcroft and Wong, 2009), in addition to a sense of belonging, 

connectedness, intimacy and empathy, particularly during tough times.9 Committed family 

relationships also provide children with the best start in life, whereas disintegrated families have 

the opposite effect. For instance, evidence shows that lone parenthood is detrimental to the 

wellbeing of both parent and child, particularly for those on lower incomes (see for example, 

Margo et al., 2006). Committed family relationships are also the best platform from which 

important character traits in children can be developed. Parents in committed relationships 

seem to be more effective at providing the “tough love parenting” that is crucial in the self 

                                                
9 51% of adults aged 18 and over say their spouses or partners with whom they live are the most likely person they would talk 

to when feeling especially worried or stressed (ONS, 2009). 
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development of young children. Disintegration of family relationships, on the other hand, also 

brings with it huge social and economic costs. We have previously estimated the breakdown in 

family relationships to cost the taxpayer almost £37 billion each year (Lynas et al., 2009), while 

another estimate puts the figure at £20-24 billion, or £680-820 for every taxpayer (Social Justice 

Policy Group, 2006). 

 

While policy cannot directly make families work and stick together, policy can certainly influence 

people’s motivation and opportunity to value, form and strengthen committed family 

relationships, and the support those relationships need for stability and continuity. Family 

proofing might therefore consider whether policy, for instance, encourages or discourages 

parents to stay together and jointly raise their children. It might also consider the effect of policy 

on the opportunity for couples to spend time together,10 based on the common knowledge that 

the less time couples spend together the greater the risk they might drift apart, leading to 

potential separation or breakup. Family proofing might also analyse whether policy facilitates or 

impedes the provision of adequate social services, mainly in the form of intervention by social 

workers and relationship counsellors, to support couples whose relationships are teetering on 

the brink of collapse. 

 

3.4.2 Responsibility 

 

It has been argued that greater personal responsibility is a good in itself as it enables society to 

function with a less coercive state and judicial system, enables public goods to be provided with 

a lower tax burden, strengthens individual character and moral capacity, and enhances the 

quality of life of the whole community (Halpern et al., 2004). This is equally true in the context 

of family relationships. There is growing public recognition that responsibility – both the 

discharge and inculcation of which – begins in the home.11  

 

The exercise of responsibility lies at the heart of the family’s production of a range of desirable 

social outcomes, while its absence imposes costs and burdens on others, including the state. 

The exercise of greater personal responsibility within the family renders the need for “big 

government” redundant, reduces the social and economic costs associated with fixing broken 

families and addressing social ills, and enhances our overall quality of life. Above all it bodes 

well for family relationships and wellbeing. Modern day Britain is all too familiar with the 

detrimental consequences of people ducking responsibility within the family – the father who 

leaves the mother and the children to fend for themselves, parents with alcohol and substance 

addiction who neglect providing for the children or safeguarding their welfare, busy parents 

who have no time to teach their children the right social values and inculcate the right 

                                                
10 Shared time among couples might be influenced by the impact of policy on working time, weekend working, flexible 
working and travel time. Official figures show that couples spend on average just 2 hours per day together during the week 

and 3.5 hours per day at weekends (Gatenby, 2004). 
11 For example, David Cameron, in his keynote speech entitled “Building the Responsible Society: The Importance of Parenting 
and Early Years Support” at the launch of Character Inquiry at Demos, London, 11 Jan 2010, emphasised: “…… 

responsibility…starts in the home. So what happens in the home really matters.” 
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discipline, and youths engaging in anti-social behaviour and terrorising the neighbourhood and 

local community.  

 

It is therefore clear that initiatives and actions leading to strong family relationships and 

improved family wellbeing require the exercise of much personal responsibility. Parents have to 

exercise responsibility to provide for the children, teach them the proper behaviour, inculcate 

the right discipline and reprimand them for misbehaving. Married couples have the 

responsibility to keep their marriage vows – for better or for worse. Children and youths should 

be held accountable for their behaviour socially. Grown up children have certain responsibilities 

towards their elderly parents, such as caring for them. When families discharge their 

responsibilities, it is more likely that the future generations will follow suit – because they would 

have been brought up under a culture of responsibility – and that society as a whole will be 

better able to develop a responsible character necessary for social mobility and progress.  

 

Responsibility recognises obligations as well as both the immediate and wider consequences of 

choices and actions, but is undermined when policy, whether intentionally or not, insulates 

individuals from the consequences of their actions. Policy influences people’s motivation and 

opportunity to discharge their responsibilities within the family, and the support people need in 

doing so. 

 

Family proofing might therefore consider whether policy, for instance, encourages or 

discourages parents to discipline their children. It might also consider the influence of policy on 

certain social norms associated with family responsibility, for instance the “political correctness” 

of disciplining children. It might also consider the effect of policy on people’s motivation to 

work. For example, it might analyse whether the current welfare system has inadvertently 

insulated the serial workless and individuals with alcohol and substance addiction who can 

actually be helped back into work from the consequences of failing to exercise their 

responsibility to the family but content to rely on the state to perform what should have been 

their own responsibility.12 Family proofing might also consider how policy affects the 

opportunity, for example through shared time, for parents to teach their children the right social 

values or inculcate proper discipline, and the impact of policy on the motivation of youths to 

engage in anti-social behaviour. Family proofing might also analyse whether policy supports 

members of the family providing informal care to elderly relatives. 

 

3.4.3 Conduct 

 

Although not all decisions, actions and behaviour pertaining to family relationships fall within 

what might be logically considered as responsibilities, some of these decisions, actions and 

behaviour are nonetheless important for family relationships and wellbeing. For instance, there 

                                                
12 Getting people who are able to work to move from benefits into work is one of the key recommendations of the 
Government-commissioned report for the Department for Work and Pensions (Gregg, 2008), and is a key aim of the Welfare 
Reform Bill 2008-2009. 
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is no obligation for grandparents to help out in looking after their children’s children, nor is 

there any responsibility for social workers or relationship counsellors to ensure couples’ 

relationships flourish. Parents who rack up massive household debt through a lifestyle of 

conspicuous consumption beyond their means might not necessarily be failing in their 

responsibility to provide for their children today, although such conduct may not necessarily 

augur well for the family in the future. Strictly speaking, there is also no obligation for people to 

pass on property or leave a legacy to the younger generation in the family. 

 

But if grandparents are provided with the right opportunities to help out, their assistance might 

prove to be an invaluable support, particularly to working parents with very young children. If 

social workers and relationship counsellors are enabled and empowered to intervene promptly 

in relationships that are under pressure, they might prove instrumental in helping couples 

rectify their conduct and save their relationships from collapse. If people are not motivated or 

encouraged to rack up massive household debt, the family’s wellbeing might be better 

safeguarded in turbulent economic times. And if people are given the opportunity to pass on 

property or legacy, such conduct itself can help maintain or strengthen intergenerational 

relationships within the family. 

 

The conduct of family relationships – that which pertains to people’s decisions and behaviour – 

is undoubtedly influenced by motivation, opportunity and support, as discussed in the previous 

sections of this paper. It follows then that policy can affect people’s conduct of family 

relationships, leading to either stronger relationships and enhanced wellbeing or the opposite. 

Family proofing might therefore consider, for example, whether policy creates the opportunities 

for grandparents to help out in childcare, whether policy supports couple relationship 

education that is crucial for the development and cultivation of relational skills, and whether 

policy enables social workers to intervene promptly in families whose relationships are under 

pressure. It might also analyse if policy encourages consumer credit and the potential effect this 

may have on family wellbeing. 

 

We shall revisit some of the points and examples raised in this section when we turn our 

attention to the critical levers of influence later in this paper. 

 

 

3.5 Understanding the “ecology” of human behaviour – the interlinked nature of 

motivation, opportunity and support 

 

While most models of human behaviour tend to focus on factors of influence at one of the three 

levels discussed – personal, social, environmental – the reality is that few human decisions and 

behaviour are a function of any single factor. Hence, any attempt to understand and influence 

human decision and behaviour by considering just any one factor, for instance personal factors 

alone, might render the analysis incomplete and the resulting intervention ineffective. This is 

because such understanding will have failed to take into account the highly complex, interlinked 

and overlapping nature of the factors. This calls for an “ecological” approach to understanding 
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the factors that influence human decision and behaviour. This approach is one that takes into 

account the “social ecology” in which people exist, and therefore considers factors at all three 

levels in concert. It has been argued this approach is likely to be most effective in bringing about 

behaviour change (see for example Barker, 1968; Reed, 1996; Halpern et al., 2004). 

 

Likewise, in understanding what influences family relationships and wellbeing, it is important 

that the three key domains of influence – motivation, opportunity and support – are viewed not 

as mutually exclusive but interlinked with and interrelated to each other. Policy that affects 

people’s motivation in a particular way might in turn have an indirect consequence, or a “rub-

off effect”, on the opportunity and support available to people. Similarly, policy that leads to the 

creation of opportunities that influence people’s behaviour might subsequently create some 

spillover effects that influence people’s motivation. For instance, while policy cannot legislate 

for grandparents to help out in childcare, policy can create the opportunity for grandparents to 

do so by promoting and encouraging, through incentives or other means, members of the 

extended family to live near each other. The motivation of grandparents to help out might then 

be enhanced simply by virtue of the presence of the opportunity to do so. The opposite might 

be equally true. Should grandparents live hundreds of miles away, the motivation to help out 

more frequently might be dented owing to the lack of opportunity that physical proximity 

affords. 

 

Family proofing is therefore in essence an approach that acknowledges and appreciates the 

ecology of influence that involves the interplay of motivation, opportunity and support. It is also 

one that adopts a systems thinking paradigm (see for example, Senge, 1990; Argyris and Schön, 

1996; Chapman, 2004) that takes all three key domains of influence – and their interlinked 

nature – into consideration when analysing the impact of policy on family relationships and 

wellbeing. Systems thinking is a paradigm of change derived from the network-based disciplines 

of cybernetics and “servo-mechanism” engineering. It holds that systems have emergent 

properties, and the interaction among components of a system creates effects, be they 

anticipated or otherwise, that the individual components could not have independently 

generated (Chapman, 2004). Systems thinking helps to map out as many potential factors as 

possible that influence behaviour, the relationships between these interlinked factors and the 

possible consequences that arise. By harnessing many of the principles of systems thinking, 

family proofing is particularly useful in anticipating the possible consequences of policy aimed 

originally at only specific factors influencing human behaviour because the effect of policy is 

seen as part of an overall system, or ecology, rather than in isolation.  

 

An example of the interlinked nature of motivation, opportunity and support and how the effect 

of policy can actually straddle two or more domains can be seen in what influences people’s 

decision with regard to marriage. While it is widely believed that motivation is the main domain 

of influence in this regard, both opportunity and support cannot be dismissed as important 

influences. Although the high cost of a wedding has been blamed as a major source of 
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demotivation to get married,13 the true and pervasive reason that dampens people’s motivation 

for matrimony – even those to whom the cost isn’t a put off – is the lack of self-efficacy 

(Bandura, 1977a), that is the lack of confidence that one can make the committed relationship 

work, and hence the lack of belief that the marriage will last. Such concerns are particularly real 

for people who have had precious few lasting relationships in life – be they with the family, 

friends or colleagues – or whose own family has experienced relationship or marriage 

breakdown with deep emotional scars. These concerns are not helped by statistics showing half 

of all divorces now occur within seven years, making marriage seen as a rather risky investment 

(Figes, 2010).  

 

But the key to understanding the lack of self-efficacy that affects people’s motivation in this 

regard may be found in the domains of opportunity and support. The lack of self-confidence to 

make committed relationships work might be attributable to the lack of relational skills that can 

be learned and cultivated through couple relationship education (CRE) (Stanley, 2001; Clark et 

al., 2009). The question is therefore whether policy supports the development of relational skills 

by making available and encouraging CRE. Then the question that naturally follows is whether 

couples have the opportunity to access CRE and whether policy creates such opportunities (e.g. 

funded courses, local availability of courses, marriage counselling services). In addition, based 

on the common knowledge that emotional and practical support and counsel from family 

members might help attenuate the tension and pressure that couples in committed 

relationships from time to time face, policy that encourages family members to locate near each 

other might indirectly enable such informal support and counsel to be given. 

 

Or consider this from another angle. Couples who have adequate shared time, that is a form of 

opportunity to strengthen committed relationships, may feel more confident that they can make 

the relationship work. This sense of self-efficacy may translate into greater motivation to form 

committed relationships. The role of family proofing in this example is therefore to analyse the 

effect of policy on couples’ time together. This might entail policy in a variety of areas such as 

working time, weekend working, flexible working, transport and new township development. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
13 Figes (2010) attributes the falling rates of marriage to the phenomenal increase in the cost of a wedding, from just £600 in 

today’s terms in the 1950s to £25,000 today. 
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4.4.4.4.    The critical levers of influenceThe critical levers of influenceThe critical levers of influenceThe critical levers of influence    
 

 

Given that policy has a role to play in shaping people’s motivation, creating the opportunities 

and providing the support people need to form and strengthen committed family relationships, 

to discharge personal responsibilities pertaining to family relationships and to conduct 

relationships in a way that enhances the wellbeing of the family, it is important to understand 

the levers through which policy can affect, directly or indirectly and to varying extents, these key 

domains of influence. We suggest the following seven levers as critical to influencing 

motivation, opportunity and support: finance, time, place, social norms, relational skills, frontline 

public services delivery, and institutional mechanisms and the third sector.  

 

There are two important conceptual underpinnings that underlie the way these critical levers 

operate. First, its general flow of effect (Figure 4). For the purpose of illustration, if we conceive 

of policy as the cause and the domains of influence as the effect that ultimately shapes people’s 

decisions and behaviour, the levers of influence can be thought of as the intervening effect. 

Policy, in its various forms and guises, can affect one or more of the seven levers, which in turn 

affect one or more of the three key domains of influence discussed. For instance, a policy that 

gives the right to parents of children under-16 the right to request flexible working might have 

an impact on people’s time (a lever of influence). This might create opportunities (a domain 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. Having such opportunities enable them to 

build stronger family relationships and a deeper bond, and to provide informal relational 

support (a domain of influence) to family members in need. 

 

Second, just as motivation, opportunity and support are interlinked and interrelated, each of 

these seven critical levers may be influenced by or has a rub-off effect on another. As a result, 

the effect of policy can be traced more directly in some levers and rather less directly in others. 

The example above illustrates how a policy pertaining to flexible working has a direct impact on 

the lever of time. However, consider a policy that imposes excessive bureaucracy and red-tape 

on the police in the name of accountability. This might produce a relatively direct effect on the 

lever of frontline public services delivery – officers are bogged down with paperwork, less time 

is spent on the beat and the promptness of police response is adversely affected – leading to 

families facing the threat of crime and anti-social behaviour. This effect might in turn impact on 

the lever of place. Public places such as playgrounds and country walk paths and leisure activity 

venues such as restaurants and theatres are places that are highly valued by millions of families 

for family activities or a family night out – pursuits that help in building stronger family 

relationships. However, the opportunities for such pursuits are lost when these places are 

deemed unsafe for families as they are riddled with crime or taken over by anti-social yobs.14 

                                                
14 The Government’s own polling has revealed that one in four people are too scared to go to certain parts of their local area 

because of the amount of crime and disorder linked to alcohol abuse (quoted in Whitehead, 2010a). 
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This simple example illustrates how policy can directly impact on one lever and indirectly 

impact on another. 

 

 

Figure 4: The flow of effect from policy to family relationships and wellbeing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We hereby suggest some of the possible ways in which policy can affect these levers and what 

family proofing might consider analysing. It is acknowledged, however, that the areas that 

policy covers are undoubtedly very wide and varied, hence the examples presented in each of 

the following levers are but an inexhaustive collection of potential areas through which policy 

can influence family relationships and wellbeing.  
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reasons people are less keen to tie the knot these days is the phenomenal cost of a wedding that 

creates a perception of marriage as a risky investment (see Figes, 2010). A nine-month 

investigation reveals that, for many young women from disadvantaged backgrounds, having 

babies with multiple men they barely knew was only a savvy response to the “economics of the 

situation”, which dictates capitalising on the way the benefit system works is the only means by 

which they, with little prospects for social mobility, can support themselves (Sergeant, 2009). 

 

Because policy can affect people’s finances, it can shape the architecture of choices that nudges 

people in a particular direction, or can simply influence, to varying degrees of directness, the 

relational choices that people make pertaining to the family. An important distinction has to be 

made here between the lever of finance, which refers to people’s finances, and the financial tools 

of policy.15 People’s finances can be affected by not only financial tools but also non-financial 

tools of policy. The former might include fiscal measures, such as taxes, duties, tax breaks and 

tax credits; monetary measures, such as interest rates; and welfare measures, such as benefits 

and allowances. The latter might include regulation, such as minimum pricing regulations and 

consumer credit regulations, and education, such as personal financial management and debt 

education. 

 

4.1.1 Affecting people’s finances through financial tools of policy 

 

Finance can influence people’s motivation to form committed relationships. In this regard, 

family proofing might consider analysing, for example, the impact of people’s finances brought 

about simultaneously by the couple element in the Working Tax Credit and lone parent 

benefits16 on the motivation to form committed two-parent families, particularly among low-

income couples to whom the amount in question might be significant enough to affect their 

attitude towards living together. Such analysis can then be examined in the light of objective 

evidence showing the importance of committed relationships, as we have discussed earlier, in 

the context of dual-parent families.17  

 

While policy, insofar as it affects people’s finances, should be proofed for its impact on people’s 

motivation to form committed relationships, it is equally important for family proofing to 

analyse how policy affects the finances of people who through no fault of their own have 

become lone parents. In this regard, family proofing might play a crucial role in ensuring that 

while policy nudges people in one direction, it should not be to the detriment of nor 

discriminate against people whose family relationships have gone in the opposite direction. 

                                                
15 For a more detailed discussion of various financial tools that can impact on family relationships, see Ashcroft and Lynas 
(2008). 
16 Owing to what is known as the couples’ tax penalty, approximately 1.8 million low-earning couples are materially worse off 

than their single parent counterparts, losing on average £1,336 a year simply because they live together. Because of the 
existence of lone parent benefits, the couple penalty might effectively force low-earning families to choose between a higher 
income to support their family, albeit with parents living apart, and a home where both parents live with their children but at 
a financial disadvantage (Centre for Social Justice, 2009). 
17 Margo et al. (2006) show that lone parenthood is detrimental to the wellbeing of both parent and child, particularly for 
those on lower incomes, and that children’s wellbeing outcomes are better when parents are married compared to 
cohabiting. 69% of families that were offered and accepted intervention under the Government’s Family Intervention Projects 

were headed by a lone parent (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2009). 
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Poverty can have a real and obvious impact on people’s motivation and opportunity to fulfil 

certain responsibilities, such as to care and provide for the family, and to do what is right for the 

wellbeing of the family, such as to give their children the best possible education they can 

afford. Some of these are undoubtedly crucial for enhancing social mobility. In addition, poverty 

might also influence the support, such as full-time informal care, that they can provide to family 

members in need. It is well understood and widely accepted that obtaining employment is one 

of the most effective ways to help families climb out of poverty, and this has become the focus 

of recent policy. However, new research has discovered that some parents will actually not be 

much better off going back to work than quitting work and merely relying on benefits.18 This, 

coupled with the way the benefits system works, can potentially disincentivise work and create 

a huge strain on the public purse. Family proofing in this regard might consider the potential 

impact of work policy and welfare policy on the finances of the family and people’s motivation 

to work. In addition, it might also analyse whether policies that promote training and 

“upskilling” to help workers advance in their jobs are more effective in helping families stay out 

of poverty than those that merely help people gain employment.19 

 

Finance’s impact on people’s motivation and opportunity to make choices that strengthen 

family relationships can also be seen in how policy can encourage families to come together to 

save and to provide welfare for one another and influence intergenerational relationships 

through the passing on of legacy. Family associations, as a commercial means of enhancing 

privately funded welfare provision through group savings within the extended family, may be 

an important step in consolidating extended family relationships and promoting 

intergenerational solidarity whilst giving families greater ability to meet their welfare needs. 

However, people’s decision to start a family association or be part of one is often heavily 

influenced by whether the tax and other financial incentives accorded to family associations are 

sufficiently attractive vis-à-vis other investment channels. In this regard, family proofing might 

be interested to consider how tax policies affect people’s motivation and provide people with an 

opportunity to form family associations or other family welfare provision vehicles of similar ilk.20 

   

Family proofing might also consider analysing, for example, how taxes and tax credits can 

impact on intergenerational relationships within the family. Should the related policies be too 

taxing on people’s finances, people who are keen and motivated to maintain intergenerational 

relationships within the family by passing on property or leaving a legacy for the younger 

generation might not have the opportunity, or indeed the motivation, to do so. Any analysis 

should therefore consider the impact on both vertical (intergenerational) and lateral (intra-

generational) family relationships when, for instance, a family legacy has to be sold off to pay 

the inheritance tax. 

                                                
18 Research carried out by the Institute for Fiscal Studies for the Government found that there is a danger that families may 
simply move from non-work poverty to a long-term in-work poverty trap. Although a parent finding employment allows a 
large proportion of poor families initially to escape poverty, a substantial fraction of families with children remain in poverty or 
fall into poverty during the three years following work entry (Browne and Paull, 2010). Lone parents looking to increase their 

working hours above the 16 hour threshold can lose over 90p in every extra £1 earned (Centre for Social Justice, 2009). 
19 Research by the Institute for Fiscal Studies suggests there is much scope for improvement in advancement within work to 
help lift working parents and their children out of poverty (Browne and Paull, 2010). 
20 For a brief discussion on family associations and some of the related financial incentives, see Ashcroft and Lynas (2008). 
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4.1.2 Affecting people’s finances through non-financial tools of policy 

 

Finance can also simultaneously affect both motivation and opportunity in a way that will have 

repercussions, in the first instance, on people’s conduct and subsequently on the family, even if 

some of these repercussions are not immediately visible. For instance, policy on alcohol sale and 

on consumer credit can influence the consumption of alcohol and families’ attitude to 

household debt respectively. Low alcohol prices make alcohol more affordable given a fixed 

amount of income and the ease of credit creates a perception that debt is likewise affordable 

and manageable. These can be seen as windows of opportunity for increased consumption of 

alcohol and a lavish lifestyle funded by household debt, and may therefore influence people’s 

motivation to drink and spend. 

 

Evidence shows that excessive consumption of alcohol and binge-drinking can easily lead to 

alcohol addiction, a condition that is closely associated with fractured relationships and broken 

families (Social Justice Policy Group, 2006). Family proofing in this regard might consider 

analysing how the level of alcohol duties and minimum pricing, or the lack of it, can affect 

people’s choices with regard to the consumption of alcohol and the opportunities for easy 

access to cheap drinks.21 Evidence also shows that reckless spending can easily lead to a rapid 

build-up of a mountain of personal debt, which has been cited as one of the major sources of 

tension in family relationships (see Lorenz et al., 1991; Fox and Chancey, 1998; Hibbert et al., 

2004). In this regard, family proofing might also consider analysing how consumer credit 

regulations and interest rate policy can shape the opportunities to access easy credit and the 

motivation to spend, and the cascading effects of people’s spending habits on personal or 

household debt and family relationships. 

 

Policy’s impact on people’s finances with subsequent repercussions on family wellbeing can 

also be in an indirect form such as people’s ability to manage their finances and their attitude 

towards debt. People with better education regarding debt and financial management might be 

better able to manage and plan their family finances, which in turn gives them the opportunity 

to enhance family wellbeing through prudent and adequate financial expenditure. Well-

managed family finances can also help alleviate potential tension in couple relationships (Clark 

et al., 2009). Family proofing might therefore consider analysing to what extent policy provides 

for, facilitates and encourages education in financial management and debt.22   

 

                                                
21 See the findings of Meier et al. (2008) and House of Commons Health Committee (2009) on how minimum pricing of 
alcohol can potentially influence people’s drinking behaviour. Leading medical bodies, in calling for a minimum pricing 
policy, have warned that the new mandatory code to crackdown on irresponsible drinking might not be enough and fails to 
address the problem of people buying cheap drinks from supermarkets (Whitehead, 2010a). 
22 The Government’s recent green paper on the family recognises the importance of the knowledge, skills and confidence to 
make informed and responsible financial decisions, and therefore proposes to launch a programme in schools to ensure that 
every child will have the benefit of personal finance education and to set up a new national Money Guidance service 

(Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2010a, 2010b). 
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4.2 Time 

 

Time is the currency of relationships, and is therefore a critical key to wellbeing. People’s 

availability of time can affect people’s motivation, opportunity and support to form and 

strengthen committed family relationships, to exercise responsibility within the family and to 

conduct relationships in a way that enhances the wellbeing of the family. The lack of time is 

cited as one of the reasons the traditional family walk is fast dying out (Roberts, 2010). The lack 

of time is also cited as the main reason three quarters of parents do not read bedtime stories to 

their children, while only a mere 3% of fathers now find the time to read to their kids (BBC 

News, 27 Sept 2007; Daily Telegraph, 26 Feb 2009). While some may argue that the quality of 

time spent with the family is more important than the amount of time spent per se, this clearly 

sidesteps the fact that the availability of time is the prerequisite for the spending of quality time.  

 

Policy can affect people’s time, which in turn can impact on people’s behaviour and decisions 

that have eventual downstream effects on the family.23 As far as family proofing of policy is 

concerned, there are two important points regarding the lever of time that must first be clarified 

and understood. One, just as it is important to distinguish between the lever of finance and the 

financial tools of policy, a clear and important distinction has to be made between the lever of 

time, which refers primarily to people’s time, and the direct and indirect time-related policies that 

affect people’s time. Direct time-related policies are those of which the impact on people’s time 

                                                
23 For a more detailed discussion and evidence of how the use of time and some trends pertaining to time in Britain have 

affected family relationships, see Wong (2009a). 

Within the lever of finance, family proofing might consider analysing: 

 

• The impact of people’s finances brought about simultaneously by the couple element in the 

Working Tax Credit and lone parent benefits on the motivation to form committed two-parent 
families, particularly among low-income couples. 

• The potential impact of policy on the finances of single parents, and hence their ability to carry 

out the responsibility of providing for their children. 

• The potential impact of work policy and welfare policy on the finances of the family and people’s 
motivation to work.  

• The potential impact of tax policies on people’s motivation and opportunity to form family 

welfare provision vehicles of their choice. 

• How taxes and tax credits (e.g. inheritance tax) can impact on intergenerational and intra-
generational relationships within the family. 

• How the level of alcohol duties and minimum pricing, or the lack of it, can affect people’s choices 
with regard to the consumption of alcohol and the opportunities for easy access to cheap drinks. 

• How consumer credit regulations and interest rate policy can shape the opportunities to access 

easy credit and the motivation to spend, and the cascading effects of people’s spending habits on 

personal or household debt and family relationships. 

• Whether policy provides for, facilitates and encourages education in financial management and 
debt. 
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can be clearly and immediately seen. These might include working time, flexible working 

provisions, and parental leave provisions and flexibility. Indirect time-related policies are more 

varied and often derived from policies originally formulated to affect other areas. Their impact 

on people’s time is often a consequence of their impact on some other policy areas. These 

might include transport, housing, regional development, education, public services delivery and 

even financial policies. This underscores the argument that one of the key strengths of family 

proofing is its holistic and integrated approach to analysing the impact of policy – even policy 

from seemingly unrelated areas – on the family. 

 

And two, because time and space are concepts that are closely related (see Wong, 2009a), 

policy that affects one often has a related effect on the other. The interlinked nature of spatial-

temporal environments means the rub-off effect among levers, as discussed earlier, is more 

pronounced between the levers of time and place than perhaps between other levers. This will 

be a recurrent theme as we discuss the lever of time in this section and the lever of place in the 

next.    

 

4.2.1 Time for the family 

 

Central to the lever of time is the availability of time for the family. The potential consequences 

of this can be wide ranging. For example, time affects people’s opportunity to strengthen 

committed family relationships. The less time couples spend together,24 the higher the 

likelihood of misunderstandings and quarrels will occur and the greater the risk they might drift 

apart, leading to potential separation or breakup. Time also affects the motivation and 

opportunity for the discharge of parenting responsibilities, such as helping children with 

homework, reprimanding misbehaviour, inculcating the right discipline in children, helping 

children to solve their problems, bringing children on outings and excursions,25 or even simply 

taking time to talk with children and to listen to their grouses. The adverse effects of the lack of 

parental time and involvement on child development and wellbeing have been well-researched 

(see for example, National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, Early Child Care 

Research Network, 2003; Hango, 2007; UNICEF, 2008). People’s conduct in family relationships 

can also be affected through the way time constrains motivation, opportunity and support. As 

cited above, as a result of time famine, parents’ motivation and opportunity to read bedtime 

stories to their children are affected. The demands and pressures of work have meant that 

fathers are increasingly finding time for their new babies in short supply.26   

 

                                                
24 Official figures show that couples spend on average just 2 hours per day together during the week and 3.5 hours per day at 

weekends (Gatenby, 2004). 
25 For instance, Hango (2007) found that each unit increase in outings with mothers and fathers was associated with a 29% 
and 23% decrease respectively in the odds of children not having academic qualifications. 
26 60% of fathers who worked full-time thought they didn’t spend enough time with their new babies. Over a third of British 

men do not take any paternity leave at all – not even the two short weeks on full pay that they are legally entitled to (Groskop, 
2008). A survey by the Equalities and Human Rights Commission shows 54% of new fathers felt they spent too little time with 
their babies, while 53% of parents said their work and childcare arrangements were made out of necessity rather than choice 

(Beckford, 2009). 
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Family proofing might therefore consider how policy related to working time can impact on 

people’s time for the family, with subsequent effect on family relationships and wellbeing.27  

Both the number of hours worked and when those hours occur affect people’s availability of 

time for the family (Lyonette and Clark, 2009). Long working hours can affect relationships both 

directly, for example the lack of opportunity for parent-child interaction when parents arrive 

home after children have gone to bed, and indirectly, for example the lack of desire, or 

motivation, to spend time together as a result of stress and tiredness. Working irregular or 

unsocial hours reduces the amount of overlapping or shared time off that can be spent together 

for family activities.  

 

Family proofing might also consider the time impact of flexible working policy on the 

opportunity for parents to juggle work and raise children28 and on the informal support people 

can provide to family members in need of care, which to a certain extent helps alleviate 

pressures in council-funded social care. In relation to flexible working, family proofing might 

likewise consider the impact of technology policy, for instance policy on superfast broadband 

coverage, on the potential take up and popularity of some flexible working arrangements such 

as teleworking or remote multi-communicating. In the light of evidence showing the 

importance of parental care in a child’s early years,29 the impact of parental leave policy and its 

flexibility on the opportunity for parents to share the responsibilities of spending time caring for 

their newborns and infants might also be within the interest of family proofing to consider.  

 

People’s time can also be affected by the amount of time spent travelling, particularly in the 

form of commuting to and from work.30 The amount of time spent on the road or in the train 

everyday can be potentially instrumental in determining how much time commuters are left 

with in a day for the family.31 Given that transport planning, infrastructure and services can 

affect travelling time, it follows that transport policy can have potentially far-reaching, albeit 

indirect, consequences on the family. For instance, a well-connected network of efficient and 

affordable high-speed rail links or other forms of public transport might not only persuade 

                                                
27 There is extensive empirical evidence of work interference in family life and its negative consequences (see for instance Rice 
et al., 1992; Frone et al., 1994; Aryee et al., 1999; Hughes and Parkes, 2007). There is also a large body of specific evidence 

showing that higher work-family conflict is related to lower marital satisfaction (Coverman, 1989; Matthews et al., 1996; 
Kinnunen and Mauno, 1998), higher levels of affective parental and marital distress (Guelzow et al., 1991), and higher levels 
of family distress (Frone et al., 1992; Grandey and Cropanzano, 1999). 
28 70% of mothers of 9-12-month-old babies now do some paid work, compared to only 25% a quarter of a century ago 

(Layard and Dunn, 2009). Evidence on the demand for flexible working shows some 29% of employees would like to work 
from home on a regular basis (Stevens et al., 2004). 
29 The more time children spend in any of a variety of non-maternal care arrangements across the first 4-½ years of life, the 

more externalising problems – including disobedience and aggression – and conflict with adults they manifest at 54 months 
of age and in kindergarten (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development’s Early Child Care Research Network, 
2003). A UNICEF (2008) report warns that, especially for babies and infants, a lack of close interaction and care with parents 
can result in sub-optimal cognitive and linguistic development, and long-term effects which may include depression, 

withdrawal, inability to concentrate and other forms of mental ill-health. 
30 Although some arguments within standard economics posit that the burden of commuting is often offset by benefits 
derived from the labour or housing market, an empirical study found that people with longer commuting time actually 
reported systematically lower subjective wellbeing (Stutzer and Frey, 2008). 
31 Data from the Office for National Statistics shows that a person working full-time spends an average of 99 minutes per day 
travelling, while a person working part-time spends only 6 minutes less (Lader et al., 2006). While in 1995/97 we spent an 
average of 369 hours per person per annum travelling, our travels took an extra 14 hours just a decade later in 2006 

(Department for Transport, 2009). 
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people to abandon their cars, and therefore help ease congestion on the roads,32 but also create 

an opportunity for people to spend the time saved from travelling with the family. In this 

regard, family proofing might be interested in considering how an indirect time-related policy 

like transport can also affect people’s time, which in turn impacts on people’s motivation, 

opportunity and support with regard to family relationships.  

 

Another area where policy can indirectly affect people’s time is the impact of education policy 

on children’s playtime, which parents and teachers have claimed to be in steep decline.33 

Despite unstructured playtime being acknowledged as an important opportunity for children to 

learn basic skills and to develop their imagination and independence, policy might create the 

unintended consequence of stifling children’s opportunity to play via an exam-obsessed culture 

and homework overload that results from an excessively heavy national curriculum.34 Given that 

child wellbeing is an integral and pivotal aspect of family wellbeing, family proofing might 

therefore consider how education policy can affect children’s playtime, and the resulting impact 

on the opportunity for children to develop social skills and intelligence, independence and 

imagination. 

 

4.2.2 Time for other activities with consequences on family wellbeing 

 

Besides the availability of time for the family, another salient aspect of the lever of time is 

people’s availability of time for activities that are important for family wellbeing, and the 

continuity of participation in those activities. For example, regular contact among neighbours, 

also known as neighbourliness, and participation in local community activities are important for 

wellbeing (Hothi et al., 2008). Such interaction creates important opportunities for the building 

of inter-family, or inter-household, relationships that may be critical for relational support in 

times of need, but is heavily dependent on people’s availability of time. In addition, the 

continuity and rootedness that result from living longer in a neighbourhood give families more 

time to get to know each other better, and therefore also create opportunities for the building of 

such relationships.  

 

However, owing to a variety of constraints, for instance lengthy travelling times,35 people may 

already be grappling with the lack of time for the family, let alone for neighbourhood activities. 

Moreover, the decline of the continuity of residence in a neighbourhood can affect the 

opportunity to build lasting inter-household relationships.36 Just as family proofing might 

                                                
32 Average daily traffic flow had increased by 71% to 3,600 vehicles per day between 1983 and 2007, averaged over all classes 
of road (ONS, 2009), while we now spend an average of 52 minutes per day travelling by car or van (Lader et al., 2006). 
33 For a discussion on the decline of children’s playtime, see Wong (2009a). 
34 For reported examples of how pressures associated with exams and lessons have resulted in a decline in children’s playtime, 

see Paton (2009) and Daily Telegraph (20 Mar 2009). For evidence of the benefits of playtime for child wellbeing, see for 
example, Ginsburg et al. (2007) and Adams (2008). 
35 Putnam (2000) suggests that every 10 minutes of commuting time cuts civic engagement by 10%. 
36 Government figures show that 2.37 million households, or 11%, have been resident at their current address for less than 

one year (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2009). Frequent house moving has an arguably detrimental 
effect on continuity in relationships within a neighbourhood. Home Office statistics show that the longer people root 
themselves in a neighbourhood the more people they will get to know and the greater the perception that others can be 

trusted (Home Office, 2003). 
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consider the impact of policy in a variety of areas such as working time, flexible working and 

transport on people’s time for the family, it might likewise consider, by extension, the impact of 

policy in many of those same areas on people’s time for neighbourhood and local community 

participation. In addition, family proofing might also consider analysing how regional 

development and new township development policies, topics reflecting a close spatial-temporal 

interlink that we shall return to in the next section, impact on people’s continuity of residence in 

a local area. 

 

Another important rub-off effect that the lever of time has is on the lever of frontline public 

services delivery. This pertains largely to the potential impact policy may have on frontline 

service agents’ time, with subsequent impact on the support families receive and further 

downstream effects family relationships and wellbeing. Because the wellbeing of many families 

may depend substantially on the support services they receive, the amount and timeliness of 

contact with frontline service agents can be crucial. For instance, should social workers be able 

to spend adequate time with a family where both parents struggle with substance addiction and 

debt, there might be greater opportunities for early intervention in helping and supporting the 

parents to overcome their problems, helping to rebuild broken family relationships and 

protecting potentially vulnerable children before any untoward incidents occur.37 Family 

proofing might therefore consider analysing the impact of policy on frontline service agents’ 

contact time with families. As an example, analyses might be carried out on whether policy 

facilitates or impedes the provision of adequate and timely social services, mainly in the form of 

intervention by social workers and relationship counsellors, to support couples whose 

relationships are teetering on the brink of collapse. 

 

 

 

                                                
37 For evidence of how inadequate contact time with families has resulted in missed opportunities for intervention, see Laming 

(2009) and House of Commons Children, Schools and Families Committee (2009a). 

Within the lever of time, family proofing might consider analysing: 

 

• How policy related to working time can impact on people’s time for the family, with subsequent 
effect on family relationships and wellbeing. 

• The potential impact of flexible working policy on parenting time, as parents juggle work and raising 
children, and on the amount of time with which people can provide informal support to family 

members. 

• The potential impact of parental leave policy and its flexibility on the opportunity for parents to share 

the responsibilities of spending time caring for their newborns and infants. 

• The potential impact of transport policy on travelling time and the net amount of time people have 
for the family. 

• How education policy can affect children’s playtime, and the resulting impact on the opportunity for 
children to develop social skills and intelligence, independence and imagination. 

• The potential cumulative effect of related policies, such as those on working time, flexible working 

and transport, on the family’s time for neighbourhood and local community participation. 

• The potential impact of policy on frontline service agents’ contact time with families. 
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4.3 Place 

 

Place can in a number of ways affect the motivation, opportunity and support that in turn 

influence people’s decisions and behaviour with regard to family relationships and wellbeing. 

Physical presence changes the boundary of possibilities for family relationships as it enables 

“higher bandwidth” communication38 as well as practical support. As with previous levers of 

influence, there are a couple of important points to consider regarding the lever of place before 

exploring the role family proofing might play. 

 

Firstly, the lever of place in the context of family proofing refers to both the relative as well as 

absolute spatial environments in which family members relate. The relative concept of place, 

implying distance, is more easily understood, as it is translated to mean location. Assuming 

everything else constant, the more proximately located members of the extended family, the 

greater the opportunities for increased face-to-face interaction and ease of contact, leading to 

potentially stronger and more close-knit family relationships besides the possibility of relational 

support provision, such as caring or running errands. The absolute concept of place refers to a 

given, or specific, place where family activities might be carried out. These can be potentially 

varied, encompassing places such as children’s playground where parents can take their 

children to play; restaurants, cinemas, theatres, museums and other recreation outlets in the city 

centre where families can have a day or night out; or even country paths where people can go 

for a traditional family walk.  

 

And secondly, it is important to understand that policy’s influence on family relationships and 

wellbeing through the lever of place can be either direct or indirect. In the case of the former, 

policy’s impact on the lever of place directly influences people’s motivation, opportunity and 

support with regard to decisions and behaviour that affect the family. For instance, policy that 

encourages the extended family to locate near each other enables the opportunity, simply by 

virtue of geographic proximity, for the provision of informal relational support. In the case of the 

latter, the principle of the interrelatedness of levers is once again evident, where the lever of 

place either affects or is affected by other levers by means of some rub-off effects. The spatial-

temporal interlink mentioned in the previous section is an example. The location of people’s 

workplaces vis-à-vis their homes will have potential consequences on daily commuting time, 

which, as discussed, then impacts on people’s time for the family. The variety of policy areas 

and tools that can potentially affect the aforementioned exo and macro environmental factors 

(Budge et al., 2009), which can in turn directly or indirectly impact on place, can be wide and 

varied – from housing, transport and regional development to finance, schools and criminal 

justice. 

 

 

 

                                                
38 For a more detailed discussion on the importance and the optimal levels of physical presence, see the concept of 

“directness” in Ashcroft and Myers (forthcoming 2010). 
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4.3.1 The direct impact of place on motivation, opportunity and support 

 

Given that the spatial context of family relationships can be influenced in ways that either aid or 

undermine wellbeing, family proofing might in general consider the impact of policy on 

people’s mobility and decision to locate, and the subsequent consequences on family 

relationships and wellbeing. Housing policy that encourages geographic proximity among 

family members might create more opportunities and help conjure up extra motivation to 

discharge responsibilities and conduct relationships in ways that enhance family wellbeing. By 

way of horizontal effects, enhanced motivation and opportunities might also influence the 

informal relational support members of the extended family are able to provide to each other. 

For example, living within close proximity of each other might provide the opportunity for 

grandparents to help look after grandchildren or provide practical support, and for the younger 

generations to help care for and support elderly relatives.39 The motivation of either 

generation40 to help out might also be enhanced simply by virtue of the presence of the 

opportunity to do so. 

 

Specifically, family proofing might, for instance, analyse whether housing policy in general 

promotes co-location and multigenerational living where family members spanning several 

generations are encouraged to live near each other or within the same property; whether new 

housing development policy encourages the building of houses designed for multigenerational 

living; whether welfare or social housing enables family groups wishing to do so to co-locate so 

they can support and assist each other; and whether policy encourages employers in both the 

private and public sectors to facilitate co-location arrangements through transfers and job 

swaps.41 It is undeniable that housing policy is often supported in part by a range of financial 

measures such as tax breaks or council tax rebates.42 In effect, these financial measures can 

either encourage or make it more difficult for families to provide informal care and support. In 

addition, welfare policy can also shape the architecture of choices that influences people’s 

decision to locate and, specifically, people’s appetite for multigenerational living or co-

                                                
39 Informal care is considered to be the most important source of care for dependent older people (Comas-Herrera et al., 

2004), as it provides the greatest emotional support and opportunities for older people to build stronger interpersonal 
relationship. In 2006/07, 65% of informal carers in the UK provided care to someone living outside the carer’s household, and 
family members were the main recipients of informal care (ONS, 2009). Informal carers also play a pivotal role in helping the 

state to save some £87 billion a year (quoted in Local Government Association, 2009). 
40 Contrary to the general image of passive older adults being the usual recipients of support in co-residential arrangements, 
studies have found that older people, too, were actively involved in both providing and receiving support (Jang et al., 2000; 
Andrews and Hennink, 1992; Biddlecom et al., 2003). 
41 For a discussion on the importance and benefits of co-location, multigenerational living or co-residence, see Brackbill and 
Kitch (1991), Aquilino and Supple (1991), Andrews and Hennink (1992), Chan (1996), Jang et al. (2000), Biddlecom et al. 
(2003), and Ashcroft and Lynas (2008). 
42 For instance, housing policy that seeks to nudge extended families to co-locate might include council tax rebates as a carrot, 

based on the assumption that the informal support family members are able to provide each other might help reduce the 
demand on council-provided services such as social care. Policy can also encourage families to care for their elderly by giving 
families who build flats for their grandparents substantial tax breaks. Currently families who build extensions in their gardens 

for relatives are generally charged capital gains tax on this proportion of the proceeds from the house when it is sold. 
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location.43 As such, family proofing might also consider analysing the impact of financial and 

welfare policy on people’s decision to locate and the downstream effects on the family. 

 

Though often overlooked, criminal justice policy can also play a role in how place impact on 

family relationships and wellbeing. The location of prisons is a key part of this. For example, the 

now recession-scuppered policy to build titan prisons would have placed tens of thousands of 

offenders in huge facilities in remote locations where it would have required families to travel 

long and far in order to make visits. Besides potentially affecting the opportunities for frequent 

family visits, it would have also most likely resulted in precious few opportunities for offenders 

to be put through a restorative justice programme where they make amends by carrying out 

certain community work at the place of offence, for helping them to cultivate a sense of 

responsibility to the family and society, and to help them reintegrate into the community.44 

Family proofing in this regard might consider analysing whether criminal justice policy 

pertaining to prison location promotes opportunities for the building or rebuilding of family and 

community relationships as part of the rehabilitation programme that offenders are put 

through. 

 

Public places such as playgrounds and country walk paths and leisure activity venues such as 

restaurants and theatres are places that are highly valued by millions of families for family 

activities that are important for building strong family relationships. For example, playgrounds 

that are free of vandalism and safe from the threat of anti-social behaviour provide the 

opportunity for parents to bring their children to play with other kids. City centres that are 

reasonably safe after dark enable families to go for a night out to the cinema or restaurant, 

hence allowing opportunities for deeper bonding. However, the opportunities for such pursuits 

are lost when these places are deemed unsafe for families as they are riddled with crime or taken 

over by anti-social yobs.45 Family proofing might consider looking into the impact of policy – 

even those in areas as varied as policing, alcohol, town planning, gaming and the adult industry 

– on the security in these public places and their fitness of purpose for family activities. 

 

Although public places can be important venues for family activities, there is no doubt that the 

home is the primary place for family life. The family’s right to a safe and secure home is beyond 

question. Policy therefore has a role to play in ensuring that families are given the best 

protection possible in their own homes. While effective and efficient policing is paramount to 

this, as we shall come to when we discuss the lever of frontline public services delivery, the 

reality is that there will be situations where timely police intervention is not always possible. As a 

result, people sometimes have to exercise responsibility and intervene to prevent crimes or 

catch offenders red-handed in order to protect their own families and homes. Recent policy, 

however, seemed to have penalised people who do so in good faith and by using proportionate 

                                                
43 A study in Taiwan found that when social security benefits are available, just as in many Western countries, the appetite for 
co-residence decreases, as older people change their major source of income from the family to state benefits within a short 

period of time, indicating substitution between state benefits and family support (Fu, 2008). 
44 For some of the implications associated with titan prisons, see for example BBC News (5 Dec 2007). 
45 One in four people are too scared to go to certain parts of their local area because of the amount of crime and disorder 

linked to alcohol abuse (quoted in Whitehead, 2010a). 
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and reasonable force, leading to families being too frightened to intervene against crime or 

defend their homes against burglary in case they are the ones who end up being arrested.46 

Family proofing in this regard might consider the impact of criminal prosecution policy, which 

translates into criminal law, on the safety of families in their homes and the security of their 

properties, both of which in turn affect their wellbeing.   

 

4.3.2 The spatial-temporal interlink  

 

As discussed in the previous section, the especially close interlink between spatial-temporal 

environments implies that what impacts on place will in many cases also have an inevitable 

impact on the lever of time. Where people are located or choose to locate vis-à-vis their 

workplace will have rub-off effects on people’s time. Holding the efficiency of transport network 

and services constant, the further away people live from their workplace, the more time they 

spend travelling to work. This inevitably subtracts from a finite day the amount of time they 

have for the family, leading to the potential consequences that we have discussed earlier. 

 

Family proofing might therefore consider the impact of new housing development policy, 

particularly its location, on people’s decision to locate vis-à-vis their workplace. For instance, 

analysis can be undertaken to ascertain whether new affordable housing is forcing people to 

move further away from towns and urban centres where jobs are concentrated, and the 

potential consequences of this on time for the family.47 Similarly, family proofing might consider 

the impact of policy on new township development and regional development on some exo 

environmental factors such as housing, job creation, transport links and location of schools. 

These might in turn impact on how far people need to go to look for jobs and how long people 

need to travel to get to work or children to get to school. One obvious rub-off effect of these on 

the family is the consequences on time for the family. 

 

Financial tools of policy can also affect family relationships and wellbeing indirectly through 

place’s rub-off effects on time. For instance, financial incentives pertaining to employment or 

enterprise creation can influence people’s opportunity to spend more time with the family or to 

be geographically-proximate to the extended family. Despite not for the want of motivation, 

people may still be prevented from spending more time with the family or co-locating within 

close proximity if they were forced to seek employment in urban centres far away from where 

they live. Local enterprise schemes and special tax reliefs for new enterprise or nascent local 

industries – all aimed at spurring the creation of jobs locally and fuelling the local economy – 

may provide the opportunities for people to obtain employment nearer to where they live. 

Family proofing in this regard might consider analysing the impact of related financial policy on 

local enterprise and economic development, and the downstream impact on the family. 

 

                                                
46 There have been a number of recent cases where so-called “have a go heroes” were prosecuted or warned by police for 

defending their properties against intruders. See BBC News (20 Jan 2010a,b) and Daily Mail (11 Jan 2010). 
47 It has been suggested that prior to the housing market slump, every minute on the train cut £1,000 off the average house 
price, resulting in stations that were within 80 to 120 minutes’ journey from London seeing commuter numbers grow by 

almost 9% in 2006/07, while those closer to London recording only a 4% growth (McGhie, 2007). 
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There is unanimous agreement that children’s education is an important part of family 

wellbeing. In relation to this, the location of schools vis-à-vis where people live can affect the 

time children spend travelling to school, and in turn the opportunity for children to play with 

peers in the neighbourhood or for them to simply spend more time with their already time-poor 

working parents. Family proofing might consider analysing the impact on the family of children 

being denied their school of choice in the community and being made to travel significant 

distances, or to another village, to attend school when there may be one in the immediate 

vicinity.48 

 

 

 

 

4.4 Social norms 

 

As discussed earlier, people’s decisions and behaviour can be influenced by social factors, such 

as the influence of other people, especially peers (Cialdini et al., 1991; Budge et al., 2009). 

Social norms – the behaviour of the majority in society – can therefore be a potentially powerful 

lever of influence on people’s motivation and opportunity and the support available to form 

and strengthen committed family relationships, to discharge responsibilities pertaining to family 

relationships and to conduct relationships in a way that enhances the wellbeing of the family. 

This is because failure to act in accordance with the unwritten “rules” of behaviour, or practices, 

                                                
48 For examples of the impact of the recent schools admission crisis on children and parents, see Britten (2009), Prince (2009), 

and McVeigh and Curtis (2009). 

Within the lever of place, family proofing might consider analysing: 
 

• The potential impact of policy on people’s mobility and decision to locate, and the subsequent 

consequences on family relationships and wellbeing. 

• Whether housing development policy encourages the building of houses designed for multi-
generational living; whether welfare or social housing enables family groups wishing to do so to 

co-locate so they can support and assist each other; and whether policy encourages employers in 

both the private and public sectors to facilitate co-location arrangements through transfers and 

job swaps. 

• The potential impact of criminal justice policy pertaining to prison location on the opportunities 
for the building or rebuilding of family and community relationships as part of offender 

rehabilitation programmes. 

• The potential impact of policy – even those in areas as varied as policing, alcohol, town 

planning, gaming and the adult industry – on the security of public places and their fitness of 
purpose for family activities. 

• The potential impact of criminal prosecution policy, which translates into criminal law, on the 

safety of families in their homes and the security of their properties. 

• The potential impact of new township development and regional development policy on some 
exo environmental factors such as housing, job creation, transport links and location of schools, 

all of which might have rub-off effects on family time. 

• The potential impact of financial policy on local enterprise and economic development, and the 
downstream impact on the family. 

• The potential impact of education policy surrounding the setting up and location of schools on 
the chances of children obtaining admission to schools of choice. 
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pertaining to the family that the majority abide by can lead to castigation by society, being seen 

as “unfashionable” and even exclusion from social groups. 

 

There are many social norms today that can have a real impact on family relationships and 

wellbeing. Social norms can perhaps explain to a large extent why the family meal is 

increasingly going out of fashion in modern day Britain; why there is a lack of appetite for 

intergenerational living among British families as compared to, for example, Asian families; and 

why working long hours and on weekends have become so prevalent and seen as normal in our 

society today. None of these happened overnight or out of the blue, but like every social norm 

they are a result of an interplay of institutional, cultural and policy factors over time. 

 

There are two types of social norms: descriptive and injunctive (Cialdini et al., 1990, 1991). 

Descriptive norms are those to which people conform based on observations of the majority of 

others,49 whereas injunctive norms are rules and regulations that tell people what ought to be 

done or what ought to be the acceptable behaviour. These two types of norms may or may not 

always align. Descriptive norms can be especially strong in relation to some of the most 

intractable behaviours that affect the family, and are therefore most effective in influencing 

behaviour. For example, if the norm among the younger generation is to cohabitate, or if the 

norm among NEETs is to binge-drink, it is unlikely that any lasting behaviour change will be 

achieved unless that very norm is influenced. Policy can influence social norms either by 

nudging people to adopt or change certain descriptive norms or by using the law and 

regulations to shape injunctive norms that, over time, might influence descriptive norms. Family 

proofing’s role therefore might be to consider the impact of policy on the shaping of social 

norms that influence people to make certain choices that will in turn affect family relationships 

and wellbeing. 

 

4.4.1 Signals and messages that shape social norms 

 

Policy, through the signals and messages it sends out, can influence the social norms 

surrounding the forms of long-term committed relationships. For instance, via financial tools 

such as the tax system,50 policy can either encourage or discourage marriage as the basic norm 

in family relationships. Over time, the norm established and then reinforced by subsequent 

similar policies will inevitably influence people’s motivation for or against marriage.51 Family 

proofing in this regard might consider analysing the impact of policy and its messages on the 

social norms that influence people’s motivation for different forms of long-term committed 

relationships. In line with its neutrality, family proofing advocates neither one form of 

                                                
49 A type of influence also known as social proof, that is when people are unsure of the appropriate behaviour, they often 

assume others probably know better and therefore look to others for clues on how to behave (Cialdini, 1993). 
50 This alludes mainly to a transferable tax allowance for married couples, which is aimed at recognising the caring role 
undertaken by a spouse in families in which one chooses to stay at home and the other to work. While this is common in many 
European countries including France, Germany, Denmark and Norway, the current UK tax system contains such provision for 

only married couples with at least one spouse born before 1935. 
51 In the case of England and Wales, latest official figures show that marriage rates are currently the lowest since they were first 
calculated in 1862. The marriage rate for men aged 16 and over in 2008 was 2.18%  compared with 3.11% in 1998, while for 

women it was 1.96% in 2008 compared with 2.66% a decade prior (ONS, 2010). 
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committed relationship nor another, but draws on objective evidence available to shed light on 

the potential consequences of various forms of committed relationships on family wellbeing. It 

must be stressed, however, that to family-proof policy’s impact on social norms pertaining to 

forms of long-term committed relationships is substantially different from family proofing 

policy’s impact on people’s finances, as we have suggested, that will in turn influence the 

formation of committed relationships of any form or type.   

 

Policy, both the injunctive and descriptive types, can also shape some of the social norms that 

influence people’s motivation and opportunity to discharge their responsibilities within the 

family. For instance, policy that is written into law regarding how far parents can go in 

disciplining their children can over time create and reinforce a norm on that which constitutes 

socially acceptable disciplining of children, while a collection of related policies can in concert 

shape the “political correctness” of parents disciplining their children.52 To the extent that the 

law allows for the appropriate disciplining of children, parents will have the opportunity to carry 

out their responsibility in this regard. To the extent that society accepts the disciplining of 

children as a parental responsibility, parents will be more motivated to do so as their actions will 

not be frowned upon. Family proofing in this regard might consider how policy, through the 

social norms it shapes, impact on parents’ motivation and opportunity to carry out their 

responsibility to discipline their children and to teach them the right social values. 

 

4.4.2 How other levers rub off on social norms 

 

Policy can also shape the social norms that influence people’s motivation to strengthen 

intergenerational relationships within the family and the support that those relationships need 

or, indeed, can provide. Although building and maintaining strong family relationships between 

generations, with each exercising responsibility in looking after the other, is a key feature of a 

responsible society, such relationships are arguably less fashionable in modern day Britain,53 

where the relational gulf between the younger and older generations is increasingly obvious.54 

It is hardly a norm, for example, for different generations of a British family to live under the 

same roof.55 Family proofing might consider analysing the impact of policy on, for example, the 

                                                
52 Social norms that have in recent years veered disproportionately towards upholding children’s rights and away from 
parents’ responsibilities have undermined parents’ responsibility to discipline their children. This has resulted in the 
inappropriate shifting of parenting responsibilities to teachers (Clark, 2008), and has been blamed by the police as one of the 

causes of teenagers descending into gang culture instead of developing family loyalty (Ford, 2008). Other consequences such 
as truancy, delinquency, crime, anti-social behaviour, and a sharp rise in the number of NEETs are documented in, for 
example, Ofsted (2008a), Youth Justice Board (2009a) and Youth Justice Board (2009b). 
53 Willetts (2010) points out that, instead of exercising responsibility and reciprocity between generations, the contemporary 
trend is one of segregation and concentration. For example, the dispersion of the British population shows that teenagers are 
very concentrated, with some housing estates boasting three children to every two adults – six times the national average. 
54 In 2003 there were 2.7 million over-65s living alone in England and this is set to grow to 3.9 million by 2026. 7% of older 

people, or approximately 750,000, do not go out more than once a week and 1% of them never go out at all (Help the Aged, 
2008). 21% of men and 31% of women aged 65 to 74 lived alone in 2006 and 32% of men and 61% of women aged 75 and 
over lived alone (ONS, 2008). 2.5 million people over 50 have little social or family contact (Social Exclusion Unit, 2006). 
People in the oldest age group have fewer people they can turn to in a serious personal crisis and those they can turn to are 

less likely to live locally (Coulthard et al., 2002). 
55 As compared to Asian societies, where intergenerational co-residence remains popular (see Asis et al., 1995). Even so it is 
believed to be in danger of decline as a result of the diffusion of so-called Western values and practices that are in conflict with 

Confucian ideals (Martin, 1990). 
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social norms that condition people’s appetite for intergenerational living, whether under the 

same roof or within close proximity of each other. In what is clearly an interlink with the lever of 

place, these can range from policy on housing development to financial incentives that 

encourage co-location, all of which might send out certain messages that over time have the 

potential to affect social norms. Analyses can be informed by objective evidence showing the 

effect stronger intergenerational relationships. 

 

Family proofing might also consider the effect of policy on social norms that affect people’s 

motivation to work. This is another area where one lever can have a possible rub-off effect on 

another. As discussed earlier, the benefits system can either incentivise or disincentivise work 

through its impact on people’s finances. By extension, when sewn over time into the fabric of 

how society functions and when people learn of the cost-benefit of work, it can also give rise to 

certain social norms with regard to work and responsibility. For example, while policy can prove 

invaluable in helping families whose breadwinners are for various reasons genuinely incapable 

to work, policy that provides for an overly-generous benefits system might inadvertently create 

an undesirable norm of people relying more on the state than on their own initiative for their 

livelihood, thus risk creating generations of the serial workless, with possibly serious 

repercussions on the family. In this regard, analyses might be undertaken to gauge whether the 

welfare system inadvertently insulates the serial workless and individuals with alcohol and 

substance addiction who can actually be helped back into work from the consequences of 

failing to exercise their responsibility to the family but content to rely on the state to perform 

what should have been their own responsibility.56 

 

Policy’s impact on the lever of time, too, can have rub-off effects that might over a longer period 

shape certain social norms. For example, the cumulative effect of some direct time-related 

policies such as working time regulations, flexible working provisions and Sunday trading 

regulations has the ability to shape social attitudes towards work and people’s time for the 

family, to the extent that, experienced and reinforced over a sustained period, long working 

hours and working on both weekend days may become common practices and seen as a 

“normal” feature of society. Precisely because of the peer effects that result from the fact that 

“everyone else does it”, these social norms may motivate people to “blend in” with the 

majority. Family proofing might therefore consider analysing the potential of time-related policy 

to affect not just the lever of time, but also certain social norms that might nudge people 

towards making certain choices with profound effects on family relationships. 

 

                                                
56 Getting people who are able to work to move from benefits into work is one of the key recommendations of the 
Government-commissioned report for the Department for Work and Pensions (Gregg, 2008), and is a key aim of the Welfare 

Reform Bill 2008-2009. 
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4.5 Relational skills 

 

The exercise of relational skills is important for better and stronger family relationships, leading 

to some higher wellbeing outcomes. Relational skills are the competencies that enable people to 

build strong and effective relationships and to conduct their relationships in ways that lead to 

greater wellbeing, and are applicable across every facet of life,57 including the family. 

Encompassing key areas that include emotional intelligence and relational intelligence,58 

relational skills give people the ability to identify and understand the state of relationships and 

what is needed to build and strengthen those relationships, or to remedy ailing relationships. 

This in turn affects people’s motivation, opportunity and support with regard to forming 

committed relationships, exercising responsibility in family relationships and conducting their 

relationships in ways that enhance wellbeing. 

 

Relational skills enhance self-efficacy, which in this context refers to people’s confidence and 

ability to relate. This may affect people’s motivation to form committed relationships. For 

example, people with relational skills might feel more confident that they can make committed 

relationships work (Stanley, 2001; Clark et al., 2009), and therefore might be more inclined to 

either get married or enter into other forms of long-term committed relationships. Relational 

skills also support and motivate people to conduct their family relationships or carry out 

responsibilities in ways that lead to enhanced wellbeing. For instance, couples are able to relate 

to each other better and parents carry out their parenting responsibilities better when they learn 

how to communicate better and understand expectations, roles and obligations (O’Connor and 

Scott, 2007; Cowan and Cowan, 2005). Relational skills also open doors of opportunities to 

such conducts that lead eventually to greater social mobility. For instance, aware of emotional 

intelligence being often identified as a key attribute of successful leaders, some schools are 

already working on emotional literacy in children and seeing associated improvements in 

learning skills, which are increasingly valued by employers (Deakin, 2006; Deakin et al., 2007). 

 

                                                
57 See Schluter and Lee (2003) on the application of relational skills in every facet of life and in a variety of situations. 
58 For a discussion on emotional intelligence and relational intelligence in the context of relational skills, see Ashcroft and 

Myers (forthcoming 2010). 

Within the lever of social norms, family proofing might consider analysing: 

 

• The potential impact of policy and its messages on the social norms that influence people’s 

motivation for different forms of long-term committed relationships. 

• How policy, through the social norms it shapes, impact on parents’ motivation and opportunity to 
carry out their responsibility to discipline their children and to teach them the right social values. 

• The potential impact of policy on the social norms that condition the family’s appetite for 
intergenerational living, whether under the same roof or within close proximity of each other. 

• The potential impact of the welfare system on the norms that shape people’s sense of responsibility 

and attitudes with regard to work.  
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In order to understand the impact of policy on relational skills that influence people’s 

motivation, opportunity and support in the context of family proofing, it is important to first 

understand that the family figures prominently and is hugely integral to the development and 

cultivation of relational skills as well as the exercise of these skills. Relational skills can be 

developed and cultivated within the family, such as through the role of parenting, as well as 

through external sources, such as schools, specialised parenting courses and couple relationship 

courses. Likewise, relational skills are exercised in intra- as well as extra-family relationships. The 

former refers to relationships within the family, such as between couples, parent and child, 

siblings, and grandparent and grandchild. The development and cultivation of relational skills 

through external sources might be vital for these relationships. The latter refers to relationships 

between members of the family and society at large, for which the development and cultivation 

of relational skills within the family can be crucial. Figure 5 maps out some examples that fall 

within a matrix representing development/cultivation and exercise of relational skills within and 

outside the family. 

 

 

Figure 5: Some examples of intra- and extra-family development and cultivation and exercise of 

relational skills. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With regard to the lever of relational skills, family proofing is primarily concerned with the 

impact of policy on people’s development and cultivation of relational skills, while 

acknowledging that the exercise of acquired relational skills is usually enabled and facilitated by 

some other levers such as finance, time, place and social norms. 
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4.5.1 Extra-family development and cultivation of relational skills  

 

Because the cornerstone of a family unit is two persons who come together and form a 

committed relationship, leading to the birth of a nuclear family through biological reproduction 

or adoption, and thereby also creating a web of relationships through the extended family, it is 

crucial that family proofing consider the impact of policy on couples’ acquisition of relational 

skills. While many people enter into romantic relationships with the motivation to make them 

work – and last – a significant many do so without the relational skills that will equip them to 

build strong, happy and lasting relationships. Given that many of the factors present in couples 

headed for trouble are dynamic and changeable, preventive relationships education, such as 

CRE, can be effective in equipping couples with such skills that enable self-efficacy and open 

doors of opportunities to relate more intelligently and effectively (Stanley, 2001; Benson, 2005; 

Clark et al., 2009). Research shows that couple relationship programmes that help couples 

acquire relational skills reduce family breakdown and improve family outcomes (see for 

example, Carroll and Doherty, 2003). 

 

The benefits of relational skills in building strong couple relationships also accrue to the 

children, whose development and learning are inevitably affected by their observation of 

parents’ interactions and overall relationship.59 Parents in a happy relationship have also been 

found to interact more positively with their infant, pre-school child and school age child (Simons 

et al., 1993; Levy-Schiff, 1994; McLanahan and Carlson, 2002). In this regard, family proofing 

might consider analysing whether policy provides for the equipping and educating of couples 

with the necessary relational skills for relationships and family life. In particular, family proofing 

might look into whether policy supports the provision and encourages the take up of CRE and 

enables easy access to CRE courses.60 In the larger scheme of things, family proofing might 

consider the impact of policy on preventive intervention, particularly in the form of CRE, which 

is less costly and more effective than fixing broken families. 

 

While it is important that couples should possess the necessary relational skills to make their 

own relationships work, it is equally important that they should acquire the necessary relational 

skills to parent children. As alluded to above, parents with the necessary parenting skills are 

better equipped to conduct their parenting in ways that will result in enhanced wellbeing 

outcomes for children. The link between parenting and children’s outcomes has been proven 

empirically significant (see O’Connor and Scott, 2007). Just as children tend to replicate the 

observed relationship between their parents, they tend to develop “working models” of parent-

                                                
59 It has been widely argued and accepted that the quality of the relationship between parents is linked to better outcomes for 
children (Harold, 2001; Coleman and Glenn, 2009). In the process of observing the way parents interact and noting 
behaviours that are reinforced or punished, children learn patterns of family behaviour that they tend to repeat when they 

form their own families (Bandura, 1977b; Patterson, 1975). Studies have shown that negative and unsupportive relationships 
tend to be repeated over time, often over many successive generations (Caspi and Elder, 1988) and constitute risk factors for 
children’s development and adaptive functioning (Cummings et al., 2000). 
60 Examples might include requiring registrars to signpost couples towards marriage preparation courses, although the take 

up of which might still remain optional; making available short CRE courses to prison and military couples, accessed directly 
through the prison or military; providing remedial CRE courses through counsellors or social services to couples whose 
relationships are teetering on the brink of collapse; and making available state-subsidised CRE courses through local voluntary 

organisations. 
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child relationships based on their experience of being parented, which shape their expectations 

and reactions in their own parenting in later life (Bowlby, 1988; Van Ijzendoorn, 1992). 

 

As much as it cannot be assumed that every new parent has the necessary parenting skills to 

become a good parent, it cannot be assumed that policy’s impact on parents’ development and 

cultivation of parenting skills is necessarily benign. Family proofing might therefore consider the 

impact of policy in this regard, particularly the support and importance policy accords to 

parenting education. Research into the effects of parenting programmes designed to change the 

attitudes and skills of parents has shown that the skills acquired can influence behaviour and in 

turn influence outcomes.61 Family proofing might also specifically consider the impact of policy 

on pre- and post-maternity support for new parents’ acquisition of parenting skills.62 

 

Many of the relational skills that people possess are developed and cultivated from a young age. 

While parents play an important role in helping children develop and cultivate these skills, as we 

shall discuss later, schools and the education system likewise play an integral role. This is in 

acknowledgement that formal lessons, ranging from relationships and social etiquette, to sex 

and pregnancy, complement and reinforce many of the relational skills that children can 

develop intra-family. For example, it may be more effective to teach relationships and sex 

education to adolescents in schools, as compared to leaving such responsibility to parents 

alone. Relational skills developed and cultivated in schools can affect adolescents’ motivation 

with regard to certain responsibilities and conduct that have potentially severe repercussions on 

both personal and family wellbeing.63      

 

In this regard, family proofing might consider the potential impact of education policy on the 

school’s role in developing and cultivating relational skills in children. Specifically, analyses may 

be undertaken to ascertain whether the focus of the education system and national curriculum 

has a proper balance between developing academic competence and developing wider skills for 

                                                
61 Parenting classes have been found to be extremely effective in equipping parents with the necessary skills that result in a 

change of parent and child behaviour. The Home Office reports that anti-social behaviour is reduced by 30% where parents of 
offending adolescents have attended parenting classes (quoted in Halpern et al., 2004). The Government’s recent green paper 
on the family suggests that supporting fathers to develop better parenting skills can help address family breakdown, as fathers 
who are more involved at birth are far more likely to stay involved in the first three years of a child’s life through to 

adolescence (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2010a). 
62 These may include services provided by midwives and health visitors, and through ante-natal and post-natal clinics. Despite 
76% of parents saying they want advice from a “trained health visitor with up-to-date knowledge”, compared to only 33% 

saying they want that advice from a nurse (Gimson, 2007), the number of health visitors is at its lowest in 14 years 
(Unite/Community Practitioners’ and Health Visitors’ Association, 2008), while in some parts of England, there is only one 
health visitor to almost 900 babies and young children (Family and Parenting Institute, 2009). 
63 For instance, evidence shows that children aged between 11 and 15 who were given a lesson focused on abstinence were 

less likely to have sexual intercourse in the following two years than those given no sex education or those taught about safe 
sex. This can reduce undesirable consequences of sex, including pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases (Jemmott et al., 
2010). 
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life, including relational skills,64 and the correlation between such balance and the potential 

consequences on children and the family.65 

 

4.5.2 The cumulative impact of policy on intra-family development and cultivation of relational 

skills 

 

Given that children develop at home many of the relational skills that are important for life, the 

role of parents is paramount in helping children develop and cultivate these skills. The intra-

family development and cultivation of these skills will go a long way in influencing how a child’s 

character and social skills develop. For instance, parents who adopt a “tough love” approach to 

parenting actually help develop good character in their children, who then grow up with a 

better chance of doing well in life (Lexmond and Reeves, 2009). In other words, the relational 

skills acquired from home as a child develops open doors of opportunities to such conduct that 

will lead to social mobility and improved wellbeing.  

 

The concern of policy in this regard should not be limited to just helping parents develop better 

parenting skills or become more confident parents. Instead, a more holistic approach to 

understanding what enables parents to teach or help their children develop relational skills is 

needed. Towards this end, family proofing might provide an analytical lens that assesses the 

cumulative impact of policy on intra-family development and cultivation of relational skills. This 

necessitates the consideration of how a wider array of policy areas and levers of influence 

interrelate in affecting children’s development and cultivation of relational skills. For instance, 

based on evidence that ongoing parental involvement and support are necessary for the 

development of relational skills in children (see for example, London Economics, 2007), family 

proofing might consider how policy affect the levers of finance, time, place and social norms, all 

of which might in turn affect parents’ motivation, opportunity and support to teach relational 

skills to their children.66  

 

                                                
64 An exam-centric culture that results in teachers being forced to teach to the test and schools’ excessive focus on climbing 
league tables may risk loosing sight of a broader curriculum and educational vision to help children develop wider skills 
(House of Commons Children, Schools and Families Committee, 2009b). The Cambridge Primary Review warns that children 

are being left ill-prepared for secondary school, work or life by a system that values memorising facts more than 
understanding and enquiry (Alexander, 2009). 
65 For instance, analysis can be undertaken to assess if there is a proven connection between inadequate sex education and the 
teenage pregnancy. New data obtained exclusively by the press under the Freedom of Information Act reveals that 15 girls 

aged ten and 39 aged eleven were pregnant in the last eight years. There had also been 268 and 2,527 pregnant girls aged 
twelve and thirteen respectively. The total number of pregnancies among under-15s in the same period was 63,487, or almost 
23 every day (Kay, 2010). 
66 For instance, the spatial-temporal interlink of levers discussed earlier can affect parents’ opportunity to teach relational skills 

to their children, manifesting chiefly in the form of latchkey parenting. Latchkey parenting has been found to be a key 
contributory factor to weak relational skills in children (Peterson, 1989; Pettit et al., 1997). Research also shows that, in 
contrast to latchkey parenting, children with highly involved fathers develop better friendships and more empathy and have 

higher levels of educational achievement and self esteem (Flouri, 2005). 
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4.6 Frontline public services delivery 

 

The quality of frontline public services delivery is an immensely important contributor to family 

relationships and wellbeing. The treatment people receive from doctors, nurses and GPs; the 

effectiveness of policing in neighbourhoods and communities; the efforts of teachers to help 

children learn; the services of a carer; and the intervention of social and youth workers – public 

services are capable of making a profound difference to the family through some individual and 

collective outcomes that are derived from the services people use. As discussed earlier, public 

services are unique in that they are particularly instrumental in providing the type of support 

that families themselves are either unable to provide or not the optimal source of provision. 

 

Because public services are such an integral part of the family’s everyday lives, it stands to 

reason therefore that how services are delivered on the frontline – the adequacy of provision and 

the efficiency of delivery – can impact on people’s motivation, opportunity and support with 

regard to forming committed relationships, exercising responsibility in family relationships and 

conducting their relationships in ways that enhance wellbeing. Take for instance social workers’ 

intervention in a family where both parents struggle with substance addiction and debt and 

whose relationships are under pressure. The amount and timeliness of contact between the 

family and social workers can determine the support that the parents receive in overcoming 

their problems, which might then translate into opportunities for rebuilding broken or fractured 

relationships. The support they receive might also help them to better exercise their 

responsibilities as parents, despite the existing problems that they are being helped to 

overcome. In addition, timely intervention by social workers can also be crucial in protecting 

potentially vulnerable children before any untoward incidents occur (see Laming, 2009; House 

of Commons Children, Schools and Families Committee, 2009a). 

 

However, frontline public services delivery is often affected by a variety of factors that are a 

function of policy. The timeliness of social workers’ intervention and the adequacy of their 

contact with families can be constrained by policy that results in social workers spending an 

excessive amount of time at the office swamped by piles of paperwork. Similarly, excessive 

Within the lever of relational skills, family proofing might consider analysing: 

 

• The potential impact of policy on couples’ acquisition of relational skills, particularly whether policy 

provides for the equipping and educating of couples with the necessary relational skills for 
relationships and family life. 

• The potential impact of policy on the pre- and post-maternity support that helps new parents 

acquire parenting skills. 

• The potential impact of education policy on the school’s role in developing and cultivating relational 
skills in children. 

• How policy affects others levers, such as finance, time, place and social norms, that might in turn 
affect parents’ motivation, opportunity and support to teach relational skills to their children.  
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bureaucracy and red-tape as a result of policy may constrain the amount of time police officers 

are able to spend on the beat and the speed with which they respond to emergency calls, both 

of which can determine whether families are protected and safeguarded from crime and anti-

social behaviour.67  

 

The horizontal interlink between the lever of frontline public services delivery and other levers is 

particularly evident. The impact of policy on frontline public services delivery is often manifested 

in other levers such as time, place and relational skills, with subsequently downstream 

consequences on family relationships and wellbeing. The two examples above on social workers 

and the police imply an obvious interlink with the lever of time. An earlier example shows a 

three-lever interlink. When the police are bogged down with paperwork due to policy 

constraints, less time is spent on the beat and the promptness of police response is adversely 

affected. This might in turn affect the lever of place, as some public places and city centres are 

so riddled with crime or taken over by anti-social yobs that they become no-go areas for families 

wishing to spend an evening out in town. 

 

4.6.1 The constraining effects of policy on delivery efficiency 

 

While bureaucracy and red-tape are imposed on public services for a good reason – mostly for 

the purpose of accountability68 – excessive and unnecessary bureaucracy and red-tape can 

hinder the efficient delivery of public services on the frontline. Overwhelming layers of 

bureaucracy and strips of red-tape might hamper the speed and timelines of police69 and social 

workers’70 interventions, and, as discussed above, might result in families that are in the way of 

harm or whose relationships are under pressure being left to fend for themselves. Parents with 

fragile relationships might need more support than others in raising their children. The extent to 

which services are efficiently delivered to them can determine whether family relationships are 

rebuilt or continue to deteriorate, and whether vulnerable children are removed before they are 

harmed or end up adding to the death statistics. Family proofing in this regard might consider 

the impact of policy on the amount and appropriateness of bureaucracy and red tape affecting 

frontline public services delivery, and how this might ultimately impact on family relationships 

and wellbeing.   

 

Family proofing might also consider the potential consequences of policy that prescribes to 

frontline service agents how their jobs ought to be done. While centrally-prescribed guidelines 

and standardised regulation, just like bureaucracy and red-tape, can serve certain purposes and 

                                                
67 For a more detailed discussion and evidence on how policy that has created massive strips of red-tape and layers of 
bureaucracy affects social workers’ contact time with families and police officers’ time on the beat, see Wong (2009b). 
68 For example, much of police red-tape results from the Regulation of Investigatory Powers Act, introduced in 2000 to protect 

people from excessive intrusion by public bodies. 
69 Bureaucracy and red-tape have resulted in approximately just 14% of police time, or 1 hour and 39 minutes per 12-hour 
shift, spent on patrol (Hansard, 10 Dec 2007; House of Commons Home Affairs Committee, 2008; Mason and McMahon, 
2008). 
70 Social workers say that around 80% of their time is now spent in the office with a computer, dealing with paperwork and 
bureaucracy (Kirkup, 2009; BBC News, 12 Mar 2009), while a select committee of MPs heard that many social workers were 
increasingly spending less time doing direct work with people and more time undertaking assessment and process-orientated 

work (House of Commons Children, Schools and Families Committee, 2009a). 
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help meet certain policy objectives, over-prescription can stifle the ability of agents to deliver 

efficient services that truly meet the needs of families. For instance, teachers play a pivotal role in 

educating children, which amounts to supporting families in developing character and intellect 

in children, as well as creating opportunities for children to be socially mobile. However, over-

prescription from Whitehall can stifle teachers’ ability to cater to the learning needs of individual 

pupils,71 hence potentially affecting a child’s development, need for a rounded education and 

social mobility in later life. 

 

In relation to the above, family proofing might also consider the impact of policy on the creation 

and reinforcement of a target- and performance-centric culture in public services, and the 

resulting effects on the family. While targets and a drive towards high performance are in and of 

themselves positive and salient features of a well-oiled, efficient public services machinery, their 

potential side effects on the family – in the context of motivation, opportunity and support – 

should be family proofing’s main concern. For instance, rigid, excessive and inappropriate 

targets might distort the priorities of frontline service agents such as doctors and nurses and 

divert their time and energy from the most productive use, or from doing the right things.72 This 

might not only affect the support available to families with the seriously ill, but might also 

transfer a considerable burden of support to families themselves. In addition, targets that affect 

the speedy treatment A&E patients can determine whether they make a full and quick recovery 

or their families end up mourning their demise.73 Over-emphasis on targets, exam performance 

and school league tables can cause lessons to degenerate into “teach, test, forget” cycles (see 

Ofsted, 2008b; Paton, 2008), taking the fun and absorption out of learning. This affects 

children’s motivation for lessons, which can in turn influence their decisions and behaviour.74 

 

4.6.2 The impact of policy on the adequacy of service provision 

 

Policy can also affect frontline public services delivery through the size, direction and timing of 

public investment. Just as financial tools of policy can have a downstream impact on people’s 

decisions and behaviour through their influence on some critical levers such as finance, place 

and relational skills, policy related to public spending can potentially shape people’s decisions 

and behaviour with regard to family relationships and wellbeing. This will undoubtedly have an 

                                                
71 The Cambridge Primary Review (Alexander, 2009) warns that there is “excessive prescription and micro-management” by 
the Department for Children, Schools and Families, the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, and Ofsted. Drawing on the 

findings of an inquiry, MPs themselves criticised school lessons as too prescriptive and failing to take into account the needs of 
pupils in different areas (House of Commons Children, Schools and Families Committee, 2009b). An over-prescriptive 
education system has also led to what teachers call a “de-professionalisation” of their profession (Leaton Gray, 2006a,b). 
72 Investigations by the Healthcare Commission (2009) reveal that putting targets and cost-cutting ahead of patients’ 
wellbeing was among a litany of failings at the Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust where up to 1,200 people may have 
died needlessly due to appalling standards of care. 
73 The practice of “stopping the clock” running down on A&E admission and treatment was rife at the Mid Staffordshire NHS 

Foundation Trust. With priority given to meeting the Government’s targets of treating patients admitted to A&E within 4 
hours, thousands of emergency patients were left to wait in ambulances for hours before they could even join the queue for 
urgent treatment, as the clock began ticking the moment a patient left an ambulance (Healthcare Commission, 2009). 
74 Many youths who are disillusioned with highly unstimulating lessons and disengaged with the perceived boring idea of 

school (see Edge, 2009; House of Commons Public Accounts Committee, 2009) that is devoid of “flow experiences” 
(Csíkszentmihályi, 1990; Csíkszentmihályi et al., 1993) might resort to certain illegal or unhealthy thrill-seeking activities. A 
survey of 148,988 children aged 10 to 15 found evidence of a generation increasingly under pressure to perform in exams and 

turning to adult activities such as drink and drugs (Ofsted, 2008a). 
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even more visible and pronounced effect on the adequacy of services families receive at a time 

of economic turbulence, with imminent cuts in public spending. However, the basic principle 

undergirding family proofing is that it is a mechanism for all seasons, and as such it takes into 

account various national constraints, including the public purse, at a particular point in time. 

 

It is widely accepted that the scale of public investment can determine the scope and reach of 

the provision of public services that are most important for family wellbeing. For instance, class 

sizes in schools have an impact on a child’s learning and personal development (OECD, 2008), 

but to attain the optimal class sizes requires considerable public investment in schools. Health 

visitors provide families with higher levels of personal, professional support in the home when 

they need it most (Gimson, 2007), but to build up an adequate pool of well-trained health 

visitors similarly requires considerable public investment. 

 

Family proofing might therefore consider the impact of policy in general on public investment, 

for example cuts in public spending on certain sectors at certain times, on the family’s 

motivation and opportunity to make decisions that are in the best interest of family relationships 

and wellbeing, and particularly the support available towards those ends. Specifically, family 

proofing might consider, for example, the adequacy of public investment in health visiting and 

how budget cuts might affect the number of health visitors supporting families with newborn 

children.75 Such analyses can then be further examined in the light of how the amount of 

support available might affect family relationships and new parents’ development of parenting 

skills, besides both child and maternal wellbeing.76 Analyses might also be undertaken to 

ascertain the impact of public investment in social care on the number of people with genuine 

needs deemed eligible for council-provided care,77 and the impact of public investment in the 

NHS on the number of nurses available,78 both of which might determine whether families will 

shoulder more or less pressure to provide care, with further potential effects on family time and 

finances.  

                                                
75 The number of health visitors is at its lowest in 14 years, and had dropped by 10% in the last 3 years while caseloads are 

now significantly higher than the recommended 300 families or 400 children, with 40% of health visitors handling caseloads 
of over 500 children and 20% over 1,000 children (Unite/Community Practitioners’ and Health Visitors’ Association, 2008). 
76 The importance of the relational support health visitors provide to new mothers and their families is well researched (see 

Simons et al., 2001). Gimson (2007) shows that 76% of parents said they wanted advice from a “trained health visitor with up-
to-date knowledge”, while only 33% wanted that advice from a nurse, and an overwhelming 83% of parents favoured 
receiving help in their own home. 
77 Data from NHS Information Centre (2008) suggests that more intensive home care services are now being provided for a 

smaller number of service users. While local authorities purchased or provided 3.87 million hours of home care per week in 
England in 2007, compared to 3.73 million hours in 2006 and 3.57 million hours in 2005, the number of individuals receiving 
home care had fallen, primarily due to tighter regulations on eligibility. In 2007 about 346,700 individuals received local 
authority funded home care each week in England, a decline from 359,000 in 2006 and 414,700 in 2000. 
78 Data from NHS Information Centre (2009) shows that despite the increase in overall NHS staffing levels, the number of 
qualified nurses actually rose by only 2.1%. In sharp contrast, the number of senior managers and managers rose by a massive 
9.4%. The shortage of nurses is also cited in Healthcare Commission (2009) as one of the major reasons patients were left to 

suffer unnecessarily in the Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust fiasco. 
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4.7 Institutional mechanisms and the third sector 

 

As what can be considered part of the environmental factors that influence human behaviour 

(Budge et al., 2009), institutional mechanisms and the third sector, via their impact on 

motivation, opportunity and support, can affect people’s decisions and behaviour with regard 

to family relationships and wellbeing. It is, however, important to draw a distinction between 

institutional mechanisms and the lever of frontline public services delivery, although the two are 

by nature closely linked. While the latter is more concerned with the efficiency and adequacy of 

service provision, the former is primarily about the systemic nature of services, that is the way the 

system works in influencing people’s motivation and opportunity and the support people 

receive. For example, if frontline public services delivery is about whether people with genuine 

need are able to obtain council-provided care and whether the number of care hours is 

adequate, institutional mechanisms are about whether the entire social care system is geared 

towards empowering people with comprehensive and useful information for obtaining care. 

 

In addition to institutional mechanisms, the role that the third sector plays can likewise have a 

real impact on family relationships and wellbeing. This is in acknowledgement of the fact that 

third sector and voluntary organisations can not only complement many of the public services 

that are important to families, but may also prove to be more effective than public services in 

influencing family relationships and wellbeing, chiefly through the support they provide, in 

certain areas.79 

 

Policy, just as it can affect frontline public services delivery and other levers, can also affect 

institutional mechanisms and the third sector in ways that will have an eventual bearing on 

                                                
79 The importance of the role that the third sector plays has been acknowledged by the Government. For instance, Ed Miliband 
praised the “genius of the third sector” in his speech entitled “Lessons from the Third Sector” to the Future Services Network, 
London, 25 Jun 2007, while the Department for Communities and Local Government (2007) emphasised the importance of a 

thriving third sector. 

Within the lever of frontline public services delivery, family proofing might consider analysing: 

 

• The potential impact of policy on the amount and appropriateness of bureaucracy and red tape 

affecting frontline public services delivery, and how this might ultimately impact on family 
relationships and wellbeing. 

• The downstream consequences on the family of policy that over-prescribes to frontline service 

agents how their jobs ought to be done. 

• The potential impact of policy on the creation and reinforcement of a target- and performance-
centric culture in public services, and the resulting effects on the family. 

• The potential impact of policy on public investment, for example cuts in public spending on certain 
sectors at certain times, on the family’s motivation and opportunity to make decisions that are in the 

best interest of family relationships and wellbeing, and particularly the support available towards 

those ends.  
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family relationships and wellbeing. Some of these consequences on the family are channelled 

through some other levers that are on the receiving end of some rub-off effects from policy’s 

impact on institutional mechanisms and the third sector. As an example, policy that affects 

funding to third sector organisations involved in CRE might in turn affect the relational skills that 

couples are able to acquire. These relational skills might be crucial in motivating and supporting 

couples to discharge their responsibilities and to conduct their relationship in ways that enhance 

family wellbeing. 

 

4.7.1 Policy’s impact on institutional mechanisms 

 

Of the three key domains of influence, namely motivation, opportunity and support, the latter is 

arguably the most significant in influencing family relationships and wellbeing when families 

access public services. Institutional mechanisms play a pivotal role in affecting the support 

families receive by accessing public services. In other words, institutional mechanisms can 

determine whether families obtain the services they need to support them in strengthening 

committed relationships, exercising their responsibilities and conducting their relationships in 

ways that enhance wellbeing. As underscored in the distinction made above, it must not be 

assumed that by simply providing quality public services families will surely receive the support 

they need. The presence and availability of quality and adequate public services might not 

necessarily translate into families in need actually accessing or obtaining them, or the right 

interventions are prescribed to match those needs. 

 

In this regard, family proofing might consider how policy affects the entire institutional 

mechanism, or system, that governs families’ access to public services and the matching of 

needs with the right services. This can be illustrated by the following examples. While the 

Government’s Sure Start centres may deliver adequate and quality services, family proofing 

might consider the impact of policy on institutional mechanisms that help families from all walks 

of life access those services.80 Based on evidence that Family Intervention Programmes are 

effective in supporting families with challenging relationships and can save the state significant 

sums of money in dealing with unruly families,81 family proofing might also consider the impact 

of policy on the institutional mechanisms surrounding the referral of families to FIPs, with a 

particular emphasis on the conditions that trigger such referrals. In the area of social care, family 

proofing might consider the effect of policy on institutional mechanisms related to care 

assessment, which can be crucial in matching prospective care users’ needs with the right care 

                                                
80 Social entrepreneur and the founder of children’s charity Kids Company, Camila Batmanghelidjh, recently warned that 

many parents were too dysfunctional to know how to access Sure Start centres (Prince, 2010). 
81 As at 31 March 2009, a total of 2,225 families had been put through FIPs. Evaluation of FIPs shows that the support these 
programmes provided was very wide ranging, encompassing challenging anti-social behaviour, one-to-one parenting 
support, living skills support, support to stop offending, helping with managing the risk of eviction, and helping parents and 

young people find education, training and work experience (White et al., 2008; Department for Children, Schools and 
Families, 2009). Louise Casey, the Government’s Neighbourhood Crime and Justice Adviser, warned that the worst unruly 
families cost the taxpayer between £250,000 and £330,000 a year, but putting them through FIPs would cost only up to 

£20,000 (Whitehead, 2010b). 
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services.82 In modern society, families need childcare that fits in with the varied patterns of their 

life. Family proofing in this regard might consider whether policy provides for institutional 

mechanisms that integrate an equally wide variety of services to better meet the needs of 

families and that support parents in juggling parenting with other responsibilities, such as 

breadwinning. 

 

One of the most important institutional mechanisms that have potentially far reaching 

downstream impact on the family is that which facilitates the cooperation and coordination of 

the work of public services. Known in public policy parlance as a joined-up approach, it can 

have a significant impact on the quality of public services delivery,83 which, as we have 

discussed in the previous lever, can have potentially significant consequences on family 

relationships and wellbeing, not least through the direct support that families receive. Policy, 

however, can have some unintended consequences that might jeopardise the initiatives to 

develop better joined-up working. For instance, policy can shape the inner workings of the 

Government machinery, leading to some undesirable, albeit unintended, consequences. 

Research has found that senior Government officials, keen to protect their policy work position 

at a time of pressure from politicians to be more managerial, passed on their executive tasks to 

agencies, resulting in efficiency and effectiveness being hampered by a lack of co-ordination and 

joined-up government (James, 2003). 

 

Family proofing might therefore, through holistic analyses on how systems work,84 consider the 

impact of policy on institutional mechanisms that foster a joined-up approach and inter-agency 

connectivity to the delivery of public services. One specific example might be in the area of 

access to information by prospective and current social care service users and their families. 

Fragmented information is costly to the family, both in terms of the time as well as the potential 

financial costs involved in collecting and collating it, while comprehensive and useful 

information can help families make informed decisions in a timely manner before health 

conditions deteriorate.85 Family proofing might consider analysing whether policy facilitates or 

impedes a joined-up approach to service user information empowerment among related 

agencies. 

 

In tandem with recent thinking around the concept of co-production (see 2.1 above), there is 

growing acknowledgement that empowering families to achieve certain wellbeing outcomes 

                                                
82 For example, the failure of institutional mechanisms that govern care assessment has resulted in people having to repeat 
their story to staff in different services, and the needs and circumstances of some people seeking support are insufficiently 
explored at their first contact with the council (Commission for Social Care Inspection, 2009). 
83 Among the benefits of a joined-up approach to public services include greater individual organisations’ contribution to 

cross-cutting programmes for client groups such as the elderly and children; improved ability to tackle intractable social issues 
such as drug abuse, rough sleeping, juvenile crime and inner city regeneration; improved delivery of services; higher levels of 
innovation in services; and improved cost effectiveness and higher economies of scale (Bourn, 2001). 
84 For a discussion on the four types of joined-up government, see Appendix 2 in Bourn (2001). 
85 The challenges and difficulties in obtaining information are well-documented in, for example, Glendinning and Bell (2008), 
Commission for Social Care Inspection (2008), and HM Government (2008). The former Commission for Social Care 
Inspection (2009) found that carers felt unsupported, lacked information and often did not know where to go for help, and 

that there was limited advocacy support available. 
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can be immensely effective.86 Institutional mechanisms that work in concert to empower 

families and allow them to have greater control over their own lives play a pivotal role towards 

this end. Family proofing might therefore consider the empowerment effect of policy, that is 

whether policy encourages or constrains families to exercise greater control over their own lives, 

with the support provided by a range of mechanisms. One specific example might be found in 

the Government’s personalisation agenda in social care, where direct payments and individual 

budgets feature prominently. Family proofing in this regard might assess the impact of policy on 

the personalisation mechanism that involves access to accredited information, rights to 

representation and advocacy, risk and care purchase planning, and care monitoring.87 This can 

have potentially wide ranging consequences on the support individual budget holders and their 

families receive, as constraints imposed on the mechanism might result in some new care 

management responsibilities being transferred to family members. In addition, family proofing 

might also be interested to consider how direct payments and individual budgets affect older 

service users and their families.88 

 

Besides affecting the support that families receive directly from public services, institutional 

mechanisms can also affect the informal relational support that families themselves are able to 

provide. For instance, a well-structured and well-implemented mechanism that helps look after 

the livelihood of family members who become full-time carers and supports those who wish to 

return to full- or part-time employment might influence the motivation of family members to 

provide informal care. In this regard, family proofing might consider whether policy facilitates or 

constrains the institutional mechanisms that are supposed to enable people to provide informal 

support to family members. 

 

Specifically, analyses might be concerned with assessing, among other aspects, whether 

informal carers’ education, training and employment needs are met, and, for full-time informal 

carers, whether policy provides for adequate support to help them re-enter the workforce at 

some point in later life.89 Analyses can also be undertaken to assess how policy might affect 

mechanisms that incentivise informal care, such as the carer’s allowance, given that this type of 

care is highly instrumental in relieving considerable pressure off council-provided care and has 

the greatest potential for enhancing the wellbeing of people cared for.90 

 

                                                
86 For example, Hothi et al. (2008) found that empowering neighbourhoods and communities in decision-making was 

important for bringing about better, more locally responsive public services, and that wellbeing was higher in areas where 
residents could influence decisions affecting their neighbourhood. 
87 It has been proposed that some of these features aimed at empowering and supporting individual budget holders should be 

introduced as broad primary legislation for a “right to control” (Commission on Personalisation, 2009). 
88 There is evidence, for example in Glendinning and Bell (2008), showing that direct payments and vouchers take-up by older 
people is much lower than by younger disabled people in England. When offered a choice, older people and those with 
mental health problems appear particularly reluctant to opt for cash alternatives and prefer to use formal services rather than 

employ their own personal assistants and care workers. 
89 Despite the pivotal role informal carers play in the system, many find it extremely difficult to care for family members as they 
either have to juggle caring with a career or struggle to keep themselves afloat financially should they decide to care full-time. 
Although according to Department for Work and Pensions estimates in HM Government (2008) some 465,000 people receive 

Carer’s Allowance, help for carers to continue in employment, or to return to work, was identified in Commission for Social 
Care Inspection (2009) as an area for improvement in 17% of councils, while a strength in only 23%. 
90 For instance, informal care is considered to be the most important source of care for dependent older people (Comas-

Herrera et al., 2004). 
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4.7.2 The third sector 

 

In many respects just as important as public services, the services delivered by the third sector 

can be instrumental in affecting the motivation, opportunity and support that influence 

people’s decisions and behaviour regarding the family. Just like institutional mechanisms, the 

role of the third sector affects to a large extent, but not exclusively, the support families receive. 

Services delivered by voluntary organisations working in the mental health area can be 

immensely important in helping to alleviate some of the pressures families with children with 

special needs experience. Charities engaging in relationships education and counselling provide 

invaluable support to couples and families with fragile or challenging relationships and 

important intervention in salvaging relationships that are teetering on the brink of breakdown. 

Some social enterprises, for example, provide varied types of support to help people – even 

families – wishing to start a business, thus enabling them to earn a living and provide for the 

family.  

 

Family proofing might consider the impact of policy in general on the formation and survival of 

third sector organisations involved in providing one form of support or another to families.91 In 

particular, family proofing might consider assessing the impact of policy on the financial 

incentives and public money made available for organisations in the third sector, with potential 

consequences on the services they are able to provide to families in need. For instance, it might 

be worth assessing how any future reduction in the value of Gift Aid claims after the three-year 

period of Transitional Relief might impact upon the finances of charitable organisations whose 

work provides support in one form or another to millions of families.92  

 

Family proofing might also consider how policy can impact on institutional mechanisms that 

affect the joined-up working between third sector organisations and other members of Local 

Strategic Partnerships in delivering integrated services that are important for family relationships 

and wellbeing. For instance, the services that housing associations provide, both in terms of 

housing provision and, increasingly, community services and facilities, often support the most 

vulnerable individuals and deprived communities. Research, however, has discovered that many 

housing associations do not work in close collaboration with local authorities and LSPs despite 

the benefits this can bring (Bacon et al., 2007). Family proofing in this specific regard might 

consider how policy affects the institutional mechanisms that can potentially create synergy 

between housing associations and LSPs. 

 

                                                
91 These may include assessing, from a family perspective, whether government policy and strategy encourage, for instance, 
social enterprise formation, a joined-up approach between the public and third sectors, improvement in listening to and 
communications with the third sector, and better commissioning practices and procedures. An example of a similar 
assessment, albeit from an environmental perspective, can be found in Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

(2009). 
92 The Transitional Relief was introduced by the Government to allow charities to adjust to the fall in basic rate tax from 22% to 
20%, and will be paid in respect of all qualifying Gift Aid donations made to charities between 6 April 2008 and 5 April 2011. 

In effect, for every pound donated under the Gift Aid scheme, a charity will continue to receive 28p until 5 April 2011. 
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Within the lever of institutional mechanisms and the third sector, family proofing might 

consider analysing: 

 

• The potential consequences of policy on the entire institutional mechanism, or system, that 
governs families’ access to public services and the matching of needs with the right services. 

• Whether policy provides for institutional mechanisms that integrate a wide variety of services to 
better meet the needs of families and that support parents in juggling parenting with other 

responsibilities, such as breadwinning. 

• Whether policy facilitates or impedes a joined-up approach in public services delivery, such as 

providing service users with well-coordinated information. 

• The empowerment effect of policy, that is whether policy encourages or constrains families to 
exercise greater control over their own lives, with the support of a range of mechanisms. 

• Whether policy facilitates or constrains the institutional mechanisms that are supposed to enable 
people to provide informal support to family members. 

• The potential impact of policy in general on the formation and survival of third sector 

organisations involved in providing one form of support or another to families. 

• The potential impact of policy on the financial incentives and public money made available for 
organisations in the third sector, with possible consequences on the services they are able to 

provide to families in need. 

• The potential impact of policy on institutional mechanisms that govern the joined-up working 
between third sector organisations and other members of Local Strategic Partnerships in 

delivering integrated services that are important for family relationships and wellbeing. 
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5555....    Overarching methods to familyOverarching methods to familyOverarching methods to familyOverarching methods to family----proof policyproof policyproof policyproof policy    
 

 

We have thus far sought to provide a conceptual framework of the mechanism of influence in 

family proofing by exploring the concept of influence and how the key domains of influence – 

motivation, opportunity and support – can affect people’s decisions and behaviour with regard 

to forming and strengthening committed family relationships, discharging responsibilities in the 

family, and conducting relationships in ways that enhance family wellbeing. We have also 

suggested seven policy-sensitive critical levers of influence that, either individually or in concert, 

affect motivation, opportunity and support.  

 

We shall in this section suggest two overarching methods that policy-makers can consider in 

carrying out family proofing of policy based on the understanding of the conceptual framework 

and the 3D7L model in the previous sections. These overarching methods are aimed at 

illuminating the possible ways in which the overall process of family proofing can be 

operationalised, but are not in any way designed to spell out the detailed specifics of 

implementation, which, in our opinion, should remain the expert remit of policy-makers 

themselves. 

 

 

5.1 The bottom-up approach 

 

This overarching method follows a path that is synonymous with the understanding of the 

mechanism of influence that we have suggested in the 3D7L model itself. It follows a clear trail 

that begins with policy, through the levers and thereafter the domains of influence, followed by 

consequences on specific outcomes of people’s decisions and behaviour, and ends with family 

relationships and wellbeing (see Figure 4). By extension, the impact of policy on the family is 

then linked to the ability to achieve some higher goals of progress. This approach acknowledges 

the fact that a specific policy can influence family relationships and wellbeing in many ways, 

leading to the achievement of or the failure to achieve a number of wider key policy goals (see 

Figure 6). The key concern of this method, however, is to ask the question:  

 

“What influences might this policy have on family relationships and wellbeing?” 

 

Taking policy as the starting point, family proofing considers the potential impact of policy on 

one or more of the seven critical levers of influence, bearing in mind that there might also be 

horizontal rub-off effects among levers. The analysis then examines how the levers, either 

directly or through some inter-lever rub-off effects, influence people’s motivation, opportunity 

and support to form and strengthen committed family relationships, discharge responsibilities in 

the family and conduct family relationships in ways that enhance wellbeing. 
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Figure 6: The inductive bottom-up approach – one policy, multiple potential outcomes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Because family proofing is built on the premise that every policy might potentially have some 

intentional or unintentional consequences on the family, this method is most appropriate when 

used to proof the potential impact of a specific policy on the family, and is particularly useful 

when considering a policy that does not immediately seem to be directly related to the family. 

For instance, a specific transport policy might not, at first glance, seem to have any direct effect 

on the family. Concerns that arise normally revolve around issues such as opportunities for 

economic regeneration, the financial costs and affordability, the health and sustainability of the 

environment, and traffic congestion on roads and in neighbourhoods. However, a policy as 

benign on the family as transport, might have unintentional downstream, and in some cases 

indirect, consequences on the family when seen through the lens of the 3D7L model. As we 

have suggested, transport policy might, through the lever of time, affect the amount of time 

people are able to spend with the family, which might in turn influence the opportunity for 

people to discharge certain responsibilities (e.g. helping children with homework, inculcating 

the right discipline in children) or practise certain conducts that can enhance family wellbeing 

(e.g. going for family walks). 

 

In this regard, policy-makers can at any point in the process of policy-making consider the 

potential impact of policy on the family by thinking through the chain of effect triggered by a 

specific policy, or proposed policy, using the model we have proposed. This acknowledges the 

fact that every stage of policy-making encounters unique challenges of its own and is infused 

with new or extra information that might shed new light on the potential impact of the policy. 

However, the applicability and relevance of the model enable family proofing to be carried out 

at any stage of the process. For instance, policy-makers can undertake a briefer exercise of family 
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proofing a particular policy when the policy is first proposed, identifying some potential 

influences on the family with the preliminary and limited information available. A similar but 

more detailed exercise using the same model can again be undertaken at a later stage, for 

example after several consultations, to shed more light, with the benefit of newly obtained 

information and feedback from stakeholders affected, on the more likely consequences on the 

family. Information that is fed into the analysis can also be obtained from a range of qualitative 

and quantitative assessments. 

 

However, the obvious disadvantage of this approach is that it considers each policy in isolation. 

Although the inductive nature of this approach allows for the full breadth of consequences all 

the way to the potential impact on wider policy goals to be ascertained, it might not provide a 

very specific view on how one particular key goal can be achieved through policy’s influence on 

the family.   

 

As alluded to earlier, the aim of family proofing is to inculcate a family perspective in policy-

making. Towards this end, it is important that family proofing becomes a norm throughout the 

policy-making process, effectively bringing thoughts on the family up from latent consciousness 

to a more explicit consideration. However, it is necessary that, at least in the interim until family 

proofing becomes a norm in policy-making, family proofing is formalised at some stage in the 

form of a written or documented analysis, not unlike Environmental Impact Assessments. We 

suggest that a documented analysis using the overall mechanism and based on the 3D7L model 

of influence that we have proposed should be published at the stage where a policy proposal is 

submitted to the Cabinet. This will allow sufficient time for a review of the proposed policy 

should the analysis show it might carry some potentially adverse consequences on the family. 

 

 

5.2 The top-down approach 

 

We have earlier set out family proofing to be a means by which policy-makers can analyse “the 

effect of policy on family relationships and the family’s ability to contribute to key policy goals”. 

We have also set out family proofing to be a multi-layered approach involving some key 

overarching indicators of progress at the top, the 3D7L model of influence in the middle and 

some methodologically rigorous indicators and qualitative and quantitative assessments at the 

bottom. While a generic bottom-up approach might seem to be most cognitively consistent 

with the idea of proofing the impact of policy on the family – given that it takes policy as the 

starting point of analysis – family proofing can also be done by taking a desired policy goal as 

the starting point. From here the analysis works top-down to ascertain how the family can be 

influenced so as to help achieve the desired goal, and therefore how a policy might look like in 

order to have those influences on the family. As such, the key concern of this method is to ask 

the question:  

 

“What influences on the family do we want to have in order to achieve the desired 

goal?” 



Towards a Conceptual Framework for Family Proofing Policy 
Understanding the Key Domains and Critical Levers of Influence 

 
 

 

 74 

This alternative method reverses the path followed by the bottom-up approach. In essence, it 

acknowledges the fact that the achievement of a specific goal might require a number of 

different policies, or policies in different areas, to work in concert (see Figure 7). Some of these 

policies might individually impact on the family to a greater or lesser extent, while others might 

have little individual impact at all on the family. But the key to understanding what it takes to 

achieve the desired goal is to first understand the required influences on the family, for which 

purpose the mechanism of influence in the 3D7L model plays a central role. 

 

 

Figure 7: The deductive top-down approach – one desired outcome, multiple policies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Taking a desired policy goal as the starting point, family proofing considers what kind of specific 

outcomes on family relationships and wellbeing (i.e. commitment, responsibility, conduct) can 

best help achieve the desired goal. The analysis then examines how people can be motivated, 

given the opportunity and supported to make choices or to behave in ways that foster those 

outcomes. But in order to have certain influences on people’s motivation, opportunity and 

support, consideration must then be given to how the critical levers of influence, whether 

individually or through some inter-lever rub-off effects, can affect the three key domains of 

influence. Data obtainable from a range of qualitative and quantitative assessments can also be 

helpful in informing the analysis at this juncture. Finally, having ascertained the kind of 

influences on the family that are instrumental in achieving a desired goal, policy-makers can 

either begin to formulate specific policies that work in concert to influence family relationships 

and wellbeing as such, or assess if an existing policy, or a proposed policy, can help bring about 

those influences on the family. 
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To simply illustrate, take the policy goal to improve young people’s social mobility as an 

example. There is much existing evidence showing that children growing up in two-parent 

households where parents take a keen interest in the children’s education and overall 

development from childhood through to adolescence are best poised to attain higher social 

mobility in later life. In addition, a good rounded education and the ability to carry oneself with 

confidence are also important. By applying the 3D7L model of influence, policy-makers might 

discover that people’s finances can influence the motivation of parents, particularly those on 

low income, to stay together and jointly bring up their children. They might also find that the 

net amount of time people have for the family can influence their motivation and opportunity to 

take a deeper interest in the children’s education and personal development, such as helping 

with homework, reading to young children, teaching children the right manners and social 

etiquette, and helping the children to solve everyday problems. But further analysis might reveal 

that where people work, which can be a function of job opportunities in the local region, can 

actually affect the amount of time they have for the family. Whether teachers are constrained or 

empowered to teach and attend to pupils’ individual academic development needs can 

determine the support families receive in bringing up children to be socially mobile. Upon 

ascertaining these influences on the family that are integral in improving social mobility, policy-

makers can then begin to formulate new or review existing policies to affect those levers 

accordingly. 

 

Besides improved social mobility, other wider policy goals might include: 

 

• higher educational attainment, 

• fewer cases of anti-social behaviour and crime, 

• stronger and safer communities, 

• higher quality of formal and informal care provision, 

• increased independence of people in care, 

• better physical and emotional health outcomes,  

• increased stability in couples’ relationship, 

• fewer cases of family breakdown and the accompanying reduction in costs associated with 

fixing broken families, 

• greater intergenerational equity, 

• higher rates of employment by virtue of getting more NEETs and the workless back into 

work, and 

• generally higher quality of life.  

 

This method offers an alternative to scrutinising every single policy for its potential impact on 

family relationships and wellbeing, which can be a rather narrow approach in that it inductively 

considers one policy at a time. The top-down method allows policy-makers to see the “bigger 

picture” by first clarifying the “destination” before deducing the best way forward towards the 

desired “destination” – only the vehicle remains the same: the family. This underscores the 

reality that to achieve some wider policy outcomes, such as those listed above, it is necessary to 

consider the family’s role, and hence a deductive top-down approach to family proofing. The 
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other advantage of this method is that the “bigger picture” enables policy-makers to adopt a 

holistic and integrated view of the factors, which we have conceptualised as the three domains 

and seven levers, that influence family relationships and wellbeing towards the attainment of 

desired goals. This allows policy-makers to ascertain which of the levers and domains might be 

relevant in helping to achieve the desired goals. 

 

The disadvantage of adopting this method is the risk of missing out on some other effects, 

particularly those that are unintended, on the family of a specific policy. As we have explained in 

describing the bottom-up approach, a specific policy can have potentially varied outcomes on 

family relationships and wellbeing, leading potentially to the achievement of several key policy 

goals. The top-down method, however, is concerned with a specific policy goal and arriving at a 

number of policies that can influence the family towards achieving that goal. As such, the 

capacity of these policies to influence the family in other ways, resulting in the achievement of 

or the failure to achieve other goals, might not receive adequate attention. 

 

Unlike the bottom-up approach that allows for family proofing of a specific policy to be 

undertaken at any point in the process of policy-making, this approach, by virtue of its definition 

and modus operandi, is adopted primarily at an early stage, after some key goals of progress are 

set by the government of the day, but ideally before a policy is proposed or mooted. This is 

because by first thinking through the sort of influences on the family that can best help in 

achieving the desire goals, policy-makers are better able to propose specific policies that are 

more accurately tailored to creating those influences on the family. However, in order to be 

more assured that any potentially adverse impact of policy on the family will not be for the want 

of foresight, family proofing using the bottom-up method can thereafter be applied, hence 

subjecting the entire policy-making process to a holistic and comprehensive family proofing 

exercise using both methods. 
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6.6.6.6.    Conclusion and future imperativesConclusion and future imperativesConclusion and future imperativesConclusion and future imperatives    
 

 

We have set out in this paper by suggesting that neither a non-interventionist/reactive nor a 

paternalistic/prescriptive approach makes the best way forward towards achieving some higher 

goals of policy. It is therefore unsurprising that much of recent thinking has revolved around the 

notion of influencing and persuading people to behave in a certain way as a more effective 

approach to policy. Influencing, or “nudging”, essentially reconciles these two dichotomous 

approaches. In reality, it is impossible to preclude either element in policy-making – a 

predominantly non-interventionist/reactive approach will only result in a myriad of adverse 

unintentional consequences that are expensive to fix, whereas a predominantly 

paternalistic/prescriptive approach is somewhat counter-democratic – as policy is essentially to 

one extent interventionist and to another reactive. 

 

Family proofing comprehends and indeed reflects this reality. Based on the idea that policy has 

the ability to influence family relationships and wellbeing towards the attainment of certain 

higher policy goals, family proofing is a mechanism that seeks to radically change the approach 

to policy-making by actively inculcating a family perspective throughout the entire policy-making 

process. This is particularly important for any government that seeks to safeguard and enhance 

family wellbeing and to strengthen the family as an institution that is integral in the pursuit of 

progress. This is also borne out of the reality that progress can no longer simply be bought by 

ever-increasing public investment. In any case, despite the unwavering commitment to public 

services delivery and public spending over the past decade, progress has been scarce – a broken 

society is still prevalent, our wellbeing has hardly improved, we are no happier than before, 

inequalities have widened, our children are more truant and fare worse in school than children 

in most parts of Europe, and we have among the highest rate of teenage pregnancy in the 

developed world.  

 

While it is one thing to tout the commitment to strengthen families, based not least on the time-

honoured persuasion that the family is important for wellbeing, it is quite another to put money 

where the mouth is. Understanding the significance of family proofing is absolutely 

fundamental in lending credence to any commitment to strengthen families and any attempt to 

link policy to the greater agenda of progress (Ashcroft and Wong, 2010), which might include 

important elements such as fixing a broken society, empowering people to live their lives, 

promoting social mobility and achieving higher quality of life. In this regard, family proofing 

is essentially the way forward towards making good any commitment to 

strengthen families. It is a litmus test that reveals whether policy is in line with such 

commitment, which of course then shows how firm such commitment is. 

 

This paper has effectively set out how family proofing can be done, and has provided policy-

makers with a conceptual model that can serve as a broad guide to implementation. While there 

are existing analytical models that can illuminate the effect of policy on the family, most of them 
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serve as an evaluation of the outcomes of policy on the family. They are often carried out at the 

very tail end of a flawed process, by which time the findings will invariably point to the need to 

deploy extra resources to rectify any undesirable outcomes that have already taken grip on 

families. 

 

We therefore recommend a more integrated model that takes into account both the intended 

and unintended, foreseen and unforeseen, influences policy can have on family relationships 

and wellbeing. We suggest that policy-makers should adopt a multi-layered approach to family 

proofing that incorporates a mechanism with three key domains and seven critical levers of 

influence. The 3D7L model that we have suggested helps policy-makers develop a family 

perspective in policy-making by understanding the importance of family relationships and how 

these relationships are best influenced to achieve some desired outcomes. It is also a lens 

through which policy-makers can analyse the eventual impact of policy on people’s decisions 

and behaviour with regard to forming and strengthening committed family relationships, 

discharging responsibilities in the family, and conducting relationships in ways that enhance 

family wellbeing. 

 

Specifically, our model of family proofing helps policy-makers in the following three broad 

ways: 

 

• Demonstrating systematic effort to ensure that the policy agenda as a whole strengthens 

family relationships, which are absolutely integral to progress. Whether intentionally or 

not, policy has the potential to shape people’s behaviour in a particular way, or nudge 

people into making certain decisions. Our model helps policy-makers understand 

systematically the potential impact of policy on people’s behaviour and decisions that 

affect family relationships and wellbeing. 

 

• Enabling reporting on progress where outcomes (e.g. stronger families) are relatively more 

subjective and intangible, and therefore may not be apparent for a number of years. Our 

model of influences on family relationships provides a way of tracking progress on long-

term social outcomes, and helps ensure that the overall policy agenda is on the right track 

towards achieving the higher goals of progress. This also enables the Government to 

demonstrate that a more supportive environment for family relationships has been 

created. 

 

• Informing the design of more effective interventions and helping the public to understand 

the connection between specific goals and stated pledges. By illuminating the trail of effect 

of policy (bottom-up approach), or by tracing the route towards attaining a specific policy 

goal (top-down approach), our model helps improve the policy-making process with the 

aim of formulating more effective policies. This also enables the Government to provide 

the public with a better understanding of how real sustainable progress can be achieved. 
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In addition to being integrated and helping policy-makers in the above, our model also sets 

itself apart from other models by virtue of its neutrality, in that it is subservient to the higher 

goals of progress set by the government of the day; flexibility, in that it is applicable at various 

stages of the policy-making process, and not an evaluation exercise; and comprehensiveness, in 

that it can be approached from the direction of either a particular policy or a specific goal. We 

also believe that by adopting this model in policy-making, policy-makers can identify right from 

the early stages of policy-making the potential adverse consequences of policy on the family 

that may somewhere down the line incur a hefty call on the public purse to fix. In simple terms, 

investing in family proofing is a more cost-effective approach to achieving the same policy goals. 

This undoubtedly takes on even greater significance in an era of austerity. 

 

However, in order to ensure that family proofing is given the best chance of realising its full 

potential to contribute towards the achievement of some higher goals of progress, it is essential 

that a specific body within the policy-making machinery is tasked with the overall remit to 

oversee, implement, monitor and coordinate family proofing. Such a body should report 

directly to the Prime Minister and the Cabinet. While in Australia there had been calls for the 

setting up of an independent commission for similar purpose (see Wong, 2010), Britain can 

either explore the feasibility of a similar independent commission or consider establishing a unit 

within the Prime Minister’s Office, not unlike the Delivery Unit or the Strategy Unit. In the case of 

the latter option, though, the focus of the unit’s remit must represent a paradigm shift away 

from “delivering” to inculcating greater relational literacy throughout the policy-making 

process. 

 

This is in line with the long-term aim of family proofing, which is to inculcate a relationally-

literate approach to policy-making to stand alongside an economically- and an environmentally-

literate approach. This acknowledges the reality that every policy has the potential to create a 

triple bottom line effect (Shepanski et al., 2009). Towards this end, family proofing seeks to 

make explicit and bring into consciousness latent considerations, or thoughts, on the family 

throughout the policy-making process – and to make this a norm in policy-making.  
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ApApApAppendixpendixpendixpendix: Examples of potential areas for family : Examples of potential areas for family : Examples of potential areas for family : Examples of potential areas for family 
proofing analysproofing analysproofing analysproofing analyseseseses 
 

 

The following examples, grouped according to the seven critical levers of influence, are an 

inexhaustive collection of potential areas that family proofing might consider analysing for the 

impact of policy on family relationships and wellbeing. 

 

 

Finance 

 

Family proofing might consider analysing: 

 

• The impact of people’s finances brought about simultaneously by the couple element in 

the Working Tax Credit and lone parent benefits on the motivation to form committed 

two-parent families, particularly among low-income couples. 

• The potential impact of policy on the finances of single parents, and hence their ability to 

carry out the responsibility of providing for their children. 

• The potential impact of work policy and welfare policy on the finances of the family and 

people’s motivation to work.  

• The potential impact of tax policies on people’s motivation and opportunity to form family 

welfare provision vehicles of their choice. 

• How taxes and tax credits (e.g. inheritance tax) can impact on intergenerational and intra-

generational relationships within the family. 

• How the level of alcohol duties and minimum pricing, or the lack of it, can affect people’s 

choices with regard to the consumption of alcohol and the opportunities for easy access to 

cheap drinks. 

• How consumer credit regulations and interest rate policy can shape the opportunities to 

access easy credit and the motivation to spend, and the cascading effects of people’s 

spending habits on personal or household debt and family relationships. 

• Whether policy provides for, facilitates and encourages education in financial management 

and debt. 

 

 

Time 

 

Family proofing might consider analysing: 

 

• How policy related to working time can impact on people’s time for the family, with 

subsequent effect on family relationships and wellbeing. 
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• The potential impact of flexible working policy on parenting time, as parents juggle work 

and raising children, and on the amount of time with which people can provide informal 

support to family members. 

• The potential impact of parental leave policy and its flexibility on the opportunity for 

parents to share the responsibilities of spending time caring for their newborns and 

infants. 

• The potential impact of transport policy on travelling time and the net amount of time 

people have for the family. 

• How education policy can affect children’s playtime, and the resulting impact on the 

opportunity for children to develop social skills and intelligence, independence and 

imagination. 

• The potential cumulative effect of related policies, such as those on working time, flexible 

working and transport, on the family’s time for neighbourhood and local community 

participation. 

• The potential impact of policy on frontline service agents’ contact time with families.  

 

 

Place 

 

Family proofing might consider analysing: 

 

• The potential impact of policy on people’s mobility and decision to locate, and the 

subsequent consequences on family relationships and wellbeing. 

• Whether housing development policy encourages the building of houses designed for 

multi-generational living; whether welfare or social housing enables family groups wishing 

to do so to co-locate so they can support and assist each other; and whether policy 

encourages employers in both the private and public sectors to facilitate co-location 

arrangements through transfers and job swaps. 

• The potential impact of criminal justice policy pertaining to prison location on the 

opportunities for the building or rebuilding of family and community relationships as part 

of offender rehabilitation programmes. 

• The potential impact of policy – even those in areas as varied as policing, alcohol, town 

planning, gaming and the adult industry – on the security of public places and their fitness 

of purpose for family activities. 

• The potential impact of criminal prosecution policy, which translates into criminal law, on 

the safety of families in their homes and the security of their properties. 

• The potential impact of new township development and regional development policy on 

some exo environmental factors such as housing, job creation, transport links and location 

of schools, all of which might have rub-off effects on family time. 

• The potential impact of financial policy on local enterprise and economic development, 

and the downstream impact on the family. 

• The potential impact of education policy surrounding the setting up and location of 

schools on the chances of children obtaining admission to schools of choice. 
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Social norms 

 

Family proofing might consider analysing: 

 

• The potential impact of policy and its messages on the social norms that influence people’s 

motivation for different forms of long-term committed relationships. 

• How policy, through the social norms it shapes, impact on parents’ motivation and 

opportunity to carry out their responsibility to discipline their children and to teach them 

the right social values. 

• The potential impact of policy on the social norms that condition the family’s appetite for 

intergenerational living, whether under the same roof or within close proximity of each 

other. 

• The potential impact of the welfare system on the norms that shape people’s sense of 

responsibility and attitudes with regard to work.  

 

 

Relational skills 

 

Family proofing might consider analysing: 

 

• The potential impact of policy on couples’ acquisition of relational skills, particularly 

whether policy provides for the equipping and educating of couples with the necessary 

relational skills for relationships and family life. 

• The potential impact of policy on the pre- and post-maternity support that helps new 

parents acquire parenting skills. 

• The potential impact of education policy on the school’s role in developing and cultivating 

relational skills in children. 

• How policy affects others levers, such as finance, time, place and social norms, that might 

in turn affect parents’ motivation, opportunity and support to teach relational skills to their 

children.  

 

 

Frontline public services delivery 

 

Family proofing might consider analysing: 

 

• The potential impact of policy on the amount and appropriateness of bureaucracy and red 

tape affecting frontline public services delivery, and how this might ultimately impact on 

family relationships and wellbeing. 

• The downstream consequences on the family of policy that over-prescribes to frontline 

service agents how their jobs ought to be done. 

• The potential impact of policy on the creation and reinforcement of a target- and 

performance-centric culture in public services, and the resulting effects on the family. 
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• The potential impact of policy on public investment, for example cuts in public spending 

on certain sectors at certain times, on the family’s motivation and opportunity to make 

decisions that are in the best interest of family relationships and wellbeing, and particularly 

the support available towards those ends.  

 

 

Institutional mechanisms and the third sector 

 

Family proofing might consider analysing: 

 

• The potential consequences of policy on the entire institutional mechanism, or system, 

that governs families’ access to public services and the matching of needs with the right 

services. 

• Whether policy provides for institutional mechanisms that integrate a wide variety of 

services to better meet the needs of families and that support parents in juggling parenting 

with other responsibilities, such as breadwinning. 

• Whether policy facilitates or impedes a joined-up approach in public services delivery, such 

as providing service users with well-coordinated information. 

• The empowerment effect of policy, that is whether policy encourages or constrains families 

to exercise greater control over their own lives, with the support of a range of mechanisms. 

• Whether policy facilitates or constrains the institutional mechanisms that are supposed to 

enable people to provide informal support to family members. 

• The potential impact of policy in general on the formation and survival of third sector 

organisations involved in providing one form of support or another to families. 

• The potential impact of policy on the financial incentives and public money made available 

for organisations in the third sector, with possible consequences on the services they are 

able to provide to families in need. 

• The potential impact of policy on institutional mechanisms that govern the joined-up 

working between third sector organisations and other members of Local Strategic 

Partnerships in delivering integrated services that are important for family relationships and 

wellbeing.  

 

 

Besides analysing the potential impact of policy on family relationships and wellbeing, family 

proofing can also be used to deduce how a desired wider policy outcome can be achieved. The 

following are several examples of such wider policy outcomes that can be achieved through the 

influences brought about by the relevant levers and domains on family relationships and 

wellbeing. 

 

• Improved social mobility. 

• Higher educational attainment. 

• Fewer cases of anti-social behaviour and crime. 

• Stronger and safer communities. 
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• Higher quality of formal and informal care provision. 

• Increased independence of people in care. 

• Better physical and emotional health outcomes.  

• Increased stability in couples’ relationship. 

• Fewer cases of family breakdown and the accompanying reduction in costs associated with 

fixing broken families. 

• Greater intergenerational equity. 

• Higher rates of employment by virtue of getting more NEETs and the workless back into 

work. 

• Higher quality of life in general.  
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