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PrefacePrefacePrefacePreface 
 

 

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 sets 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. 

 

The third and final paper in this series, Towards a Conceptual Framework for Family Proofing: 

Understanding the Key Domains and Critical Levers of Influence, will explore 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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1.1.1.1.    Introduction: pIntroduction: pIntroduction: pIntroduction: progress depends on familiesrogress depends on familiesrogress depends on familiesrogress depends on families 
 

 

The next government will need to satisfy continuing demands for progress and reduce the fiscal 

deficit. The Relationships Foundation has argued that strengthening family relationships will be 

key to reducing demand pressures and costs, as well as achieving better outcomes in such areas 

as education, health, social care, welfare and social mobility, employment and community 

safety.1 In this paper we argue that family proofing all policies – ensuring that they support 

rather than undermine family relationships – is an essential element of this strategy. Family 

policy is too often seen as a limited agenda of policies that should be as neutral or non-

interventionist as possible. We believe that there is a wide penumbra of policies that both 

impact on the family and are influenced by the family. Greater relational literacy in policy-

making, an understanding of the variety of mechanisms by which policy influences 

relationships, as well as a clear commitment to strengthening families’ contribution to social 

progress must be the hallmarks of a new policy agenda. 

 

The case for family proofing rests on the recognition that family relationships are intrinsically 

beneficial aspects of wellbeing, and also the means to many other policy goals. Policy that 

weakens families compromises these goals. Understanding the nature of progress, where it is 

lacking and the most significant obstacles thus provides the context for policy’s interest in the 

family. 

 

In recent years progress has been redefined. Lord Layard, an adviser to the Labour Government, 

argued that: 

 

“Happiness should become the goal of policy, and the progress of national 

happiness should be measured and analysed as closely as the growth of GNP.”2 

 

More recently David Cameron committed to promoting general wellbeing: 

 

“It’s time we admitted that there’s more to life than money, and it’s time we 

focused not just on GDP, but on GWB – general wellbeing. It’s about the beauty of 

our surroundings, the quality of our culture, and above all the strength of our 

relationships. Improving our society’s sense of wellbeing is, I believe, the central 

political challenge of our times.”3 

 

Specific priorities and concerns may also be highlighted as key areas for intervention in the quest 

for progress. Recently these have included levels of inequality, declining social mobility, the 

numbers of children without five good GCSEs or who are not in education, employment or 

training, substance addiction, personal debt, crime and anti-social behaviour, welfare 

dependency, and health and social care deficiencies. 
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2.2.2.2.    TTTThe he he he importance ofimportance ofimportance ofimportance of family relationships family relationships family relationships family relationships    
 

 

2.1 The penumbra effect 

 

While stronger family relationships cannot simply be legislated into existence, and wellbeing 

cannot be required by law or delivered by government, it is time that we recognise both family 

relationships and wellbeing can be influenced by public policy and, by extension, can also be 

shaped by government-sanctioned programmes and legislation. In this regard, policy must 

create an environment that promotes and sustains strong family relationships rather than 

undermining them. This requires a break from the historic trend of adopting a “non-

interventionist family policy regime”.4 

 

 

The penumbra effect 

 

 

Our research has discovered a penumbra effect where almost every area of public policy impacts 

on families, whether intentionally and directly or otherwise. The strength and effectiveness of 

family relationships can be influenced by a wide range of policy areas including education, 
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health and social care, housing, employment, criminal justice, finance and debt, and tax and 

welfare payments.5 This represents a departure from the traditional piecemeal, or fragmented, 

approach of policy to family relationships. Instead, this implies the need for the policy agenda as 

a whole to be intentional and integrated with respect to its impact on family relationships, 

guarding as much as possible against unintended and undesirable consequences. Although 

individual policies may each only have relatively small effects on families, their cumulative effect 

can be significant. 

 

The arrows of influence in the penumbra diagram above work in both directions. Policy must 

ensure that families are capable of sustaining policy outcomes. A family-centred policy agenda 

must therefore be clear about how family relationships influence the outer circle of policy goals, 

and how policy in each of these areas might influence family relationships and their capacity to 

contribute to these goals. This can be assessed in terms of positive contributions as well as the 

costs and consequences of weak family relationships. 

 

 

2.2 The benefits of thriving family relationships 

 

Strong, supportive and thriving family relationships also provide a number of other intrinsic and 

extrinsic wellbeing outcomes. In addition to a sense of connectedness, belonging, intimacy and 

support, family relationships are pivotal for: 

 

� Practical support, which can take many forms, such as financial assistance or the provision 

of care. Practical support provides a gateway to other sources of wellbeing and acts as a 

buffer against negative impacts on wellbeing. Some forms of support require physical 

presence, or higher levels of trust and commitment, and hence the nature and quality of 

family relationships may influence members’ support-giving potential. For example, 

informal care – mainly that which is provided without payment as part of family 

relationships – is considered to be the most important source of care for dependent older 

people,6 and family members are the main recipients of informal care from both household 

and non-household members.7  

 

� Self development, which is heavily influenced by personal relationships, particularly in the 

case of children.8 It is in the context of relationships that we learn, develop interests that 

inspire growth and create the opportunities that allow for growth. For instance, the more 

time children spend in non-maternal care arrangements across the first 4 ½ years of life, the 

more externalising problems and conflict with adults they manifest at 54 months of age 

and in kindergarten9 and the greater the risks of sub-optimal cognitive and linguistic 

development are, leading to longer-term effects which may include depression, 

withdrawal, inability to concentrate and other forms of mental ill-health.10 

 

� Physical health, which is essential for effective everyday functioning. Poor health can 

impose immense strain on oneself and others, particularly those providing care. Positive 
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family relationships are linked to improved immune responses and buffering of stress, and 

are also the bedrock for loving, selfless and effective care, which aids one’s recovery from 

debilitating illnesses such as stroke or cancer.  

 

� Social development, which involves acquiring a range of social skills and an understanding 

of appropriate and moral behaviour towards others. While these can be taught to an extent, 

they are best developed in the context of the family during childhood, when relationship 

skills are modelled and a moral framework is moulded and reinforced.11 Weak family 

relationships, to which latchkey parenting is a key contributory factor, have created a 

generation of children without moral boundaries, resulting in teachers being increasingly 

forced to discipline bad behaviour and take on the parenting role,12 and children 

developing a “tribal loyalty” that has replaced family security when they resort to a gang 

culture as a way of life.13 

 

� Education and social mobility, both of which are closely interlinked and are strongly 

affected by the strength of family relationships, which then translates into a home 

environment that either enables or impedes opportunity. For instance, the interest parents 

take in and the support they give to their children’s education can make a difference 

between achievement and underachievement in a child’s education. A study found that 

each unit increase in fathers’ and mothers’ interest in their children’s education at age 11 

was associated with a 59% and 44% reduction respectively in the odds of children failing to 

achieve their qualifications. Whereas each unit increase in outings with mothers and fathers 

was associated with a 29% and 23% decrease respectively in the odds of not having 

qualifications.14 

 

 

2.3 Reducing the social and economic costs of weak and fractured family 

relationships 

 

Reducing the social and economic costs and consequences of weak and fractured family 

relationships is essential in ensuring that more resources can be invested in a wide range of 

public services. The costs of family breakdown represent a significant economic burden to 

society. The Relationships Foundation has estimated that the failure of family relationships costs 

taxpayers almost £37 billion each year. This amount covers a number of public expenditures 

that result when fractured families require the assistance of the state in one form or another. 

They include tax credits and lone parent benefits, housing and council tax benefits, emergency 

housing, healthcare, social services and children in care, police and prisons, legal aid and court 

services, child support, and education.15 Other estimates put the overall financial burden to the 

public purse at around £20-24 billion, or £680-820 for every taxpayer,16 and the direct costs of 

domestic violence alone, which is only one aspect of family breakdown, at £3.1 billion involving 

the criminal justice system, the NHS, social services, social housing and legal aid bills, in addition 

to a further £2.7 billion in lost economic output.17 
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Given the plethora of evidence to date,18 it is clear that if there were less family breakdown, 

there would be less demand on health and social services; fewer children taken into care; less 

homelessness, substance addiction and crime; fewer youths descending into anti-social 

behaviour and gang culture; less need for remedial teaching in schools and better overall 

educational performance; and significant savings for the state in terms of lone parent benefits, 

tax credits, unemployment benefits, housing benefits and legal aid. Not only will taxpayers’ 

hard-earned money be saved from remedial and rectification expenditures, this will also allow for 

considerably increased constructive expenditures on a range of measures that seek to help people 

build thriving families that are essential for wellbeing.  

 

Whether directly through the benefits of some intrinsic and extrinsic wellbeing outcomes from 

family relationships, or indirectly through reducing the social and economic costs of broken 

families, family relationships are arguably a key driver of a more progressive Britain that thrives 

on the solid foundations of wellbeing. 
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3.3.3.3.    Family proofing Family proofing Family proofing Family proofing –––– taking forward the triple test taking forward the triple test taking forward the triple test taking forward the triple test 
 

 

We believe that all policy should be subject to a triple test: economic, environmental and social. 

Only when all three components of true national wealth – economic, environmental and social 

– are considered in concert can assessment of public policy consciously target progress.19 While 

it is important to measure a range of economic outcomes, such as GDP, and environmental 

outcomes, such as carbon emissions, it is also necessary to ensure that individual policies are 

assessed and that the formation and implementation of these policies are adequately informed 

by an understanding of their likely influence on family relationships. 

 

Given the potentially far reaching effects of policy on family relationships and wellbeing, family 

proofing should be a sufficiently comprehensive and methodologically rigorous mechanism that 

incorporates the penumbra effect and operates at various stages of the policy-making process. 

We have recently reviewed international experience of Family Impact Assessments (FIA), or 

Family Impact Statements (FIS),20 and have found these traditional methods rather too narrowly 

structured, less integrated and limited in their scope and application to effectively shape the 

policy agenda as a whole. Furthermore, most FIA exercises have tended to assess past or present 

impacts of fully implemented policies. Unlike Environmental Impact Assessments, they failed to 

extrapolate available data to predict the future impact of policy on families. 

 

 

3.1 An approach to family proofing 

 

Given that policy in many areas has the potential to profoundly affect the shape and nature of 

family relationships, and that family relationships are a key to wellbeing and a progressive 

Britain, it is therefore essential that any government systematically and rigorously assesses how 

policy will impact on those relationships. 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.  

 

This, however, must not be confused with formulating an overarching family policy per se, 

which refers to a collection of explicit policies designed to achieve specific goals regarding 

families. Instead, this refers to developing a family perspective in policy-making, which 

acknowledges the important role that family considerations can play on 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.21 

 

Having established that an integrated approach that takes families seriously is necessary and that 

policy will have both intended and unintended consequences on families, the key question that 

naturally follows is how we can adopt a family perspective in policy-making that recognises 

family relationships as a key to wellbeing and a more progressive Britain. While policy-makers 
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have always analysed and assessed the economic impact, and in recent times the environmental 

impact, of any policy or new legislation, there is not as yet any similar systematic effort to 

analyse and assess the social impact of new policy initiatives on families. In order to make wise 

and prudent policy decisions that have potentially profound effects on family relationships, 

policy-makers need reliable objective information that is obtainable only from systematic and 

dispassionate analyses. 

 

As such, this calls for family proofing of policy, alongside the common practice of proofing the 

impact of policy on the economy and the environment. Family proofing of policy contributes to 

addressing the need for a structured, systematic, objective and comprehensive evidence-based 

policy analysis that seeks to determine the cause and effects between government policies and 

family wellbeing. Its broad objective is essentially to ask the key question:  

 

“What effect will this policy or policy proposal have on family relationships 

and the family’s ability to contribute to key policy goals?” 

 

Aimed at analysing the intended and unintended consequences of policy on families, family 

proofing involves making the policy rationale behind policy interventions explicit. Once the 

policy rationale is clear, it is far easier to clarify the values within and across policy frameworks 

and to gauge the potential effects of policy on families. Recognising that policy-makers 

sometimes face difficult choices and challenging dilemmas, and because it adopts an integrated 

approach and a holistic analysis of consequences, family proofing also helps ensure that policy-

makers do not bark up the wrong tree when formulating policies that are supposed to be in the 

best interest of families.  

 

It is also the best way forward towards ensuring government policies, programmes and 

initiatives strengthen family relationships and enhance the family’s ability to help itself and 

others. This is especially pertinent in the post-bureaucratic age in which we live, where people 

will be more empowered and the state will concentrate on enabling instead of delivering. For 

this to be possible, families must play a pivotal role. But families can only do so if they are 

functioning well thanks to the strong relationships within and therefore require less state 

intervention. 

 

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

toolkit or assessment framework 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 not simply incorporating an evaluation 

exercise into the end of a flawed process. The development of a family proofing mechanism 

must therefore incorporate a multi-layered approach. 
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3.2 Overarching progress indicators  

 

At the top layer are some key overarching indicators of progress that check whether the 

cumulative impact of policy in many areas is leading to the desired outcomes including, for 

example,  improved social mobility, better physical and emotional health outcomes, greater 

inter-generational equity, stronger and safer communities, and generally higher quality of life. 

 

How progress is understood, and how it is measured, will inevitably shape the culture of policy 

evaluation. There is now growing pressure for governments to broaden the agenda by 

including more directly the key non-economic areas that best represent progress. Countries 

around the world – particularly developed nations that have achieved relatively high levels of 

per capital GDP – are acknowledging that economic growth should not be an end in itself, but 

rather a means to supporting other goals.  

 

This was also recently suggested by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic 

Performance and Social Progress that the French President, Nicolas Sarkozy, commissioned to 

explore a new approach to measuring progress. The high-powered 24-member Commission 

emphasised the importance of wellbeing as a policy goal and a mark of progress, and suggested 

the development of other indicators of progress alongside GDP and a greater concern for 

assessing sustainability. In particular, the Commission asserts in its report that:  

 

“…the time is ripe for our measurement system to shift emphasis from measuring 

economic production to measuring people’s wellbeing.”22 

 

In Britain, the Office for National Statistics published a paper describing its work on measuring 

societal wellbeing and suggesting the possibility that extensions to the current national 

accounts “might eventually add up to a system of national wellbeing accounts”,23 while the 

New Economics Foundation recently proposed a National Accounts of Wellbeing as a new way 

of assessing societal progress.24 The OECD, concerned about the need to enhance child 

wellbeing, has published a report on child wellbeing outcomes that compares public spending 

and policies for children and investigates the social environments in which children grow.25 

 

 

3.3. Identifying mechanisms of influence 

 

The understanding of the interaction between policy and behaviour has grown in recent years.26 

This gives a better base for identifying the range of mechanisms by which policy might influence 

relationships in general, and family relationships in particular, and also provide a framework for 

considering likely impact at the early stages of the policy-making process. We propose that the 

next layer should consider how policy can influence family relationships and wellbeing 

through the three key domains of motivation, opportunity and support, and the seven critical 

levers of finance, social norms, relational skills and education, time, place, institutional mechanisms 

and frontline public services delivery. 
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While not all these domains and levers will apply, or apply with significant impact, in all policies, 

the awareness of these domains and levers and the range of possible mechanisms by which 

policy influences family relationships can help reduce unintended consequences, particularly if 

there were a commitment to consider them as policy is formed. 

 

The cumulative impact of policy should be examined in the light of whether it motivates people 

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. This acknowledges the reality that policy can render certain choices more or less 

attractive to people. Although policy itself cannot legislate for people’s decisions, it is 

nonetheless able to influence family relationships by nudging people to behave or conduct 

themselves in a certain way. Strong and effective family relationships require a large amount of 

personal responsibility, initiative and action, which in turn require an inherent motivation to 

invest time, effort or other resources in relationships. Family proofing might consider, for 

example, the impact of finance on relational choices, whether the architecture of choices is 

being changed in ways likely to influence decisions. Family proofing might also consider how 

social norms influence people’s motivation that undergirds the choices they make regarding the 

family and family relationships. 

 

The cumulative impact of policy should also be assessed in the light of whether it provides the 

opportunities for people to form committed relationships, strengthen family relationships and to 

fulfil the responsibilities of their role in the family. While policy can create the opportunities for 

people to make choices that are positive and constructive for family relationships, it can also 

obliterate such opportunities. The strengthening of family relationships will be less possible if 

people who are motivated to make the right choices for the good of the family cannot find 

suitable avenues through which such choices can be materialised and translated into 

meaningful outcomes. In this regard, family proofing might consider, for example, how policy 

enables time availability and geographic proximity, both of which provide potentially significant 

opportunities for family interaction and the strengthening of family relationships. Given that 

finance and the exercise of relational skills can also open up a range of similar opportunities, 

family proofing might also be interested in considering how policy affects people’s finances and 

their acquisition of relational skills.  

 

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. 

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. The support families receive can 

potentially determine whether fragile relationships are reinforced and whether relationships that 

are under pressure are remedied. In this regard, family proofing might consider, for instance, the 

impact of institutional mechanisms, such as those related to personalisation of social care, on 

the support families receive or are able to informally provide. Family proofing might also 



Progressive Families, Progressive Britain 
Why Britain Needs Family Proofing of Policy 

 

 

 

 

 15 

consider how frontline public services delivery, such as health visiting and social workers’ 

intervention in families under pressure, impact on family relationships and wellbeing through 

the adequacy, timeliness and relevance of the support that families receive. 

 

Our forthcoming paper proposing a conceptual framework for family proofing will expound on 

these key domains and critical levers of influence in greater detail. 

 

 

3.4 Indicators and qualitative and quantitative assessments 

 

Finally, there is still a need for some form of impact assessments at the lowest layer. A mixture of 

methodologically rigorous indicators and qualitative and quantitative assessments 

at various policy-making levels should be developed to analyse, extrapolate and predict the 

likely impact of policy based on the understanding of how policy can influence people’s 

decisions and behaviour with regard to the family. 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 affect families in one way or 

another. Empirical research may be employed at this level and analyses are expected to be data-

centric.  

 

For instance, had the policy to liberalise licensing laws been family-proofed during its 

formulation stage, questions would have been asked on the possibility of drunken youths 

disturbing the peace, calm and security of families and neighbourhoods in the middle of the 

night, or how it might affect families wanting to spend a good Saturday night out in town 

together. Data for these might be obtained from available sources, such as the Office for 

National Statistics or the NHS Information Centre, or from commissioned surveys. Delving a little 

deeper into research and consultation with experts, questions might have also been asked as to 

whether 24-hour drinking would realistically help eradicate binge-drinking – a menace 

associated with alcoholism that has shattered many family relationships – given the ingrained 

affinity of the British culture with alcohol.  

 

The combination of all these elements will, we believe, be instrumental in helping to improve 

both the formulation and scrutiny of policy towards strengthening family relationships. Because 

family proofing is essentially an approach rather than a rigid, tailored, one-size-fits-all toolkit, it 

has the potential to be broad and comprehensive enough to cover every policy in an integrated 

manner, and yet specific and flexible enough to be used at every policy-making level.  
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4.4.4.4.    The way forwardThe way forwardThe way forwardThe way forward    
 

 

Ultimately, the long-term aim of family proofing is to inculcate a relationally-literate 

approach to policy-making to stand alongside an economically- and an environmentally-

literate approach. A relationally-literate approach essentially means understanding the 

importance of relationships and how they are best influenced. When embedded in the culture of 

institutions and the intuitive awareness of policy-makers over time, a family perspective in 

policy-making sits in the latent consciousness of the entire policy-making machinery and 

becomes a natural consideration in any policy debate – even without necessarily requiring 

formal procedures. 

 

This long-term aim must however be supported in the short-term by a mechanism that helps 

policy-makers clarify the goals for progress, understand the importance of family relationships 

and how these relationships play a pivotal role in achieving those goals, identify how these 

relationships are best influenced, and analyse both the intended and unintended effects of 

policy that influence these relationships. Insofar as developing a family perspective in policy-

making is concerned, a multi-layered approach to family proofing as suggested above can aid in 

achieving both the short- and long-term aims. 

 

If wellbeing is indeed the new agenda for progress, ignoring family relationships as a critical key 

to greater wellbeing is both myopic and irresponsible. A commitment to family proofing of 

policy is therefore important in both signalling a serious commitment to family relationships and 

ensuring that public policy strengthens those relationships that are essential for wellbeing. Only 

when family relationships are strengthened and family wellbeing secured can families be 

progressive. And only when we have progressive families can we have a progressive Britain. 
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