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Executive summary
This is the Executive Summary of Fully Committed? How a Government could reverse family 
breakdown. To download the full report and complete list of recommendations, visit:
www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk. 

1. Introduction

Ten years of research – particularly hearing firsthand the experience of poverty-fighting 

charities in the Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) Alliance – have persuaded us that family 

breakdown is the backdrop to so many broken lives. Yet it is still difficult for many politicians, 

policy makers, academics and commentators to acknowledge that the relentless rise in 

fractured families is perhaps the biggest social problem of our age. The reticence surrounding 

this issue is understandable because so many have experienced it themselves or close at 

hand among family and friends and want above all else to avoid sounding moralistic or 

judgemental. 

There is still a fear that being clear about the benefits of marriage and committed relationships, 

and the merits of supporting and encouraging them, betray a ‘nanny state’ approach. However, 

our high levels of family breakdown threaten to undermine hard-won gains in other areas such 

as education, welfare and economic productivity and it is becoming increasingly important for 

a canny state to tackle this issue. 

Strong and stable relationships and families are indispensable to a strong and stable society. 

Secure, nurturing, loving and reliable family environments are crucial for the health and 

wellbeing of children, adults, and wider communities, and where these factors are absent this 

can have a profoundly damaging effect on the fabric of society. Yet for almost half a century 

there has been an escalation in family breakdown across Britain – divorce and separation, 

dysfunction and dadlessness. 1

1 CSJ/YouGov polling of 1,722 British adults, November 2012
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89 per cent of people agree (52 per cent strongly agree) that ‘if we 
want to have any hope of mending our broken society, family and 
parenting is where we’ve got to start’.1

In June 2013 the Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) published a major report on family breakdown 

in Britain, Fractured Families: Why stability matters, which shone a light onto the alarming scale 

and negative effects of family breakdown. We presented overwhelming evidence of how this 

trend has hit our poorest communities the hardest. Social justice demands that politicians 

and policy-makers from across the political spectrum recognise that while financial and 

other pressures arising from worklessness, debt and poor mental and physical health can put 

significant stress on relationships and increase conflict, family breakdown itself can lead to and 

entrench poverty.

�� Without concerted and sustained government action, by the end of the next Parliament 

nearly half of all children taking their GCSEs (48 per cent) will come from broken homes; 2

�� It is already more likely that a teenager sitting their GCSEs will own a smartphone than live 

with their father (only 57 per cent of 15 year olds are still living with their fathers while 62 

per cent own a smartphone);3

�� Almost half of all children aged zero to five years old in low-income households are not 

living with both their parents – seven times the number of those in the richest households;4

�� While almost 40 per cent of 12–16 year olds in better-off households no longer live with 

both their mother and father, for those in the poorest 20 per cent income bracket this 

proportion rises to two-thirds;5

�� While nationally almost one quarter of families with dependent children are lone-parent 

families,6 this figure rises significantly in our poorest neighbourhoods, and can be as high as 

75 per cent.7

2 This figure is compiled from the analysis of two datasets: ONS, 2001 Census, ONS, 2001 [accessed via: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/
guide-method/census/census-2001/index.html (3/7/14)] and Understanding Society: The UK Household Longitudinal Study [accessed via: 
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk (3/7/14)]. It compares parental status at birth with parental status at the age of 15. All future 
projections build on the assumptions in the Appendices to Benson H, The myth of ‘long term stable relationships’ outside marriage, 
Cambridge: Marriage Foundation, 2013

3 Ibid, Ofcom, Children and Parents: Media User and Attitudes Report, 2013
4 Understanding Society Policy Unit: Income and household size are negatively correlated, so households with lower income tend to have 

more children. This is especially the case when income is equivalised to factor in the differences in household sizes so their income 
levels can be more accurately compared. Each extra child reduces the equivalised income. Absolute numbers reflect the fact that when 
children and not households are compared, there are proportionally more children from larger (and by association lower income) 
households in the data than there are large (low income) households in the population of households. No direct causation is implied 
between low income and family breakdown through this data. There is a potential for causation in both directions. For example, having 
only one parent may be associated with low income both because low income leads to marriage/partnership breakdown, and because 
one person leaving a household reduces the available income and economies of scale.

5 Department of Work and Pensions, Social Justice Outcomes Framework, London: The Stationery Office, 2012, p6
6 Office of National Statistics, General Lifestyle Survey Overview: A Report on the General Lifestyle Survey 2011, Chapter 3 – Households, 

families and people, 7 March 2013 [accessed via: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_302210.pdf (2/7/14)]
7 Centre for Social Justice, Fractured Families: Why stability matters, London: Centre for Social Justice, 2013, p32
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2015 presents policy recommendations rooted in evidence, including the experience of 

frontline poverty-fighting and family-strengthening organisations. Together these aim to help 

effect the massive cultural change that is needed to reverse the tide of family breakdown and, 

where this is not possible in individual cases, to mitigate its worst effects. 

We call on the next Government to set itself the goal of becoming a world leader in achieving 

a sustained and significant reduction in levels of family breakdown. They will need to be 

armed not only with the array of solutions we present here but also with the resolve to take 

seriously the evidence that marriage and commitment make an enormous contribution to 

stability. 

Britain can do better ; our high breakdown rates are by no means inevitable. Other developed 

countries have far more children growing up with both parents than here in Britain where just 

over two-thirds of all our children are in intact families. In Finland over 95 per cent of children 

under 15 live with both of their parents; the OECD average is 84 per cent.8

We require a change in culture so that the following become the norm throughout all strata 

of society: 

�� people choosing to have children within committed relationships;

�� an expectation that people will prepare for relationships;

�� parents deciding to mend rather than end relationships when they hit difficulties because 

of their awareness of the effect of breakdown on their children;

�� easily accessible relationship support that has mainstream appeal;

�� policies that incentivise and reward couple parenting.

By 2020 it has been projected that almost 50 per cent of all 15 year olds will have seen their 

parents split up. Yet internationally respected prevention scientists have advised us that this 

proportion could be reduced to approximately 30 per cent (and the overall divorce rate 

reduced by as much as 50 per cent) if the necessary magnitude of cultural change can be 

achieved.9

8 OECD, OECD Family Database, Paris: OECD, 2014 Table SF1.3.A: Distribution of children aged 0–14 by living arrangements 
9 Personal correspondence with Scott Stanley, research professor and codirector of the Center for Marital and Family Studies at the 

University of Denver and Alan Hawkins, Professor of Family Life, Brigham Young University.
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2. The consequences of family breakdown1011 

It is not only the adult partners in a relationship who suffer when their relationship breaks 

down; divorce and separation also carry high costs for children, adults in the extended family 

(particularly grandparents) and wider communities. 

�� Children who experience family breakdown are more likely to experience behavioural 

problems; perform less well in school; need more medical treatment; leave school and 

home earlier ; become sexually active, pregnant or a parent at an early age; and report 

more depressive symptoms and higher levels of smoking, drinking and other drug use 

during adolescence;12

�� Many of these problems continue into adulthood – one study showed that 60-year olds 

still suffer the long-term effects of childhood stress linked to the psychological trauma of 

family breakdown;13 

�� One million children lose touch with their grandparents as a result of separation or 

divorce.14

10 CSJ/YouGov polling of 1,722 British adults, November 2012
11 CSJ/Bounty – the Parenting Club polling of 1828 mothers (either expectant or with children under 2), July 2012 – see Centre for Social 

Justice, Forgotten Families? The vanishing agenda, London: Centre for Social Justice, 2012, p7
12 Pryor J and Rodgers B, Children in Changing Families, Oxford: Blackwell, 2001, cited in Mooney A, Oliver C and Smith M, Impact of Family 

Breakdown on Children’s Well-Being: Evidence Review, London: Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2009, p7 
13 Bartley M, Life Gets Under Your Skin, UCL Research Department of Epidemiology and Public Health on behalf of the ESRC International 

Centre for Lifecourse Studies in Society and Health, 2012, pp16–17
14 Grandparents Plus, Policy briefing Paper 01, Grandparents Plus, 2011

�� 81 per cent of people think that it is important for children to grow up living with both parents;10

�� Nine out of 10 mothers consider it important that a child grows up living with both parents, six 

in 10 thought it was very important;

�� Over half of lone mothers thought it was important that a child grows up living with both parents 

– one in five lone parents thought it was very important;

�� Almost two-thirds of step-parents thought it was important that a child grows up living with both 

parents and a quarter of them thought it was very important.

Parents from across the social spectrum and parents who are not still together want the 

Government to take a strong lead:

�� Over 80 per cent of parents from social grade DE (where there are the highest levels of family 

breakdown) agree that the Government is right to say that stability matters for children;

�� Three-quarters of lone parents and almost nine in 10 step-parents also agree that this is an 

appropriate and necessary message for the Government to send.11

Public support for stability
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Although family dysfunction has long been considered a legitimate concern of social services 

and other statutory agencies, the fragility of couple relationships has historically been 

considered a personal matter between adults, and governments have taken a hands-off 

approach. Yet significant financial costs are incurred to the public purse in terms of income 

support for many parents and their children, the administrative costs of running the child 

maintenance system, and the greater proportion of the costs of caring for the elderly than 

would be necessary if a greater number of families remained intact. 

Yet the costs do not end there. Broader social problems result from family breakdown, 

straining public resources. For example, more than half of the prison population come from 

broken homes, and a quarter spent time in care as a child.15

We argue that, in common with many other Western societies, including the United States, 

Australia and Sweden, this country can no longer afford the eye-wateringly high costs of 

family instability (£46bn per year in the UK).16 Strengthening, supporting and stabilising 

families and relationships, where possible, has to become a much higher priority of this and 

future governments. Well-functioning families are not only important for the wellbeing of 

children and adults but they also benefit and support society and are essential for any nation’s 

economic competitiveness. 

4. Turning the tide will take time

This Government has begun to take some limited action to address our high levels of family 

breakdown:

�� £30 million for relationship support for couples (2011–2015);17 

�� £5 million for CANparent – vouchers for free parenting classes to all parents of children 

aged nought to six in three trial areas (2012–2014);18 

�� Commitment to double the number of Family Nurse Partnerships to 13,000 and recruit 

an additional 4,200 health visitors by 2015;19 

�� Troubled Families programme: £448 million over 2012–15; a further £200 million for 

2015–16;20

15 Ministry of Justice, Prisoners’ childhood and family backgrounds: Results from surveying Prisoner Crime Reduction (SPCR) longitudinal cohort 
study of prisoners, London: Ministry of Justice, 2012, p8

16 Centre for Social Justice, Fractured Families: Why stability matters, London: Centre for Social Justice, 2013, Section 2.1
17 See Department for Education, Relationship support, Department for Education, 2012 [accessed via: http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.

uk/20140220082709/http://www.education.gov.uk/childrenandyoungpeople/families/relationship/a00212592/relationship-support- (24/6/14)]
18 These are Middlesbrough, Camden and High Peak in Derbyshire. DWP, 250,000 more children living with both birth parents, DWP, 2014 

[accessed via: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/250000-more-children-living-with-both-birth-parents (30/6/14)]
19 DWP, Social Justice: Transforming Lives – One year on, London: The Stationery Office, 2013
20 DCLG, Press Release, Prime Minister welcomes troubled families progress, 1 May 2014 [accessed via: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/

prime-minister-welcomes-troubled-families-progress (30/6/14)]; DCLG, Troubled Families programme receives extra £200 million boost, 24 
June 2013 [accessed via: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/troubled-families-programme-receives-extra-200-million-boost (30/6/14)]
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�� An ‘expected investment of an extra £10 million for an additional 10,000 family mediations’ 

over 2013–14;21

�� £20 million over three years until 2015 to support separated and separating families as 

part of changes to the Child Maintenance system;22

�� Transferrable Tax Allowance for married couples worth a maximum of £1,050 per family 

(10 per cent of the personal allowance) costing £515 million from 2015–16.23 

However this agenda needs to be radically stepped up. Although this Government has spent 

more on addressing family breakdown than any previous administration, compared with 

the price tag associated with family breakdown this is a very small amount. £15 million will, 

for example, pay the costs associated with 450 prisoners for a year.24 Moreover there is no 

Cabinet-level champion for families despite its clear importance to the nation’s flourishing. 

Central and local government urgently need to provide clear leadership and facilitate 

opportunities for the private and voluntary sectors to play their part. Without concerted 

action across government and beyond to address our epidemic levels of family breakdown 

there is a danger that the agenda will be lost.

5. Principles underlying our work

The recommendations proposed in this report are guided by principles consistent with our 

previous work.

�� Children tend to do best if they grow up with two parents committed to them and to 

each other;

�� Family breakdown is not inevitable, prevention is possible;

�� The importance of taking a ‘whole family’ approach and not focusing solely on children if 

we are serious about improving their life chances;

�� Fathers matter for children’s wellbeing but their importance is often downplayed.

95 per cent believe that fathers are important to a child’s wellbeing 
but 49 per cent believe that this and the previous Governments’ 
policies treat fathers as unimportant.25

21 HM Government, Progress on commitments in Social Justice: transforming lives, HM Government, 2013
22 Ibid
23 House of Commons Library, Married couple’s allowance, London: House of Commons Library, 2014; Hansard, Oral Answers to Questions, 9 

April 2014 [accessed via: http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmhansrd/cm140409/debtext/140409–0001.htm (1/7/14)]
24 Ministry of Justice, Costs per place and costs per prisoner, London: Ministry of Justice, 2013 
25 CSJ/YouGov polling of 1,722 British adults, November 2012
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preventing breakdown;

�� Marriage is important and has become a social justice issue – aspirations to marry are high 

throughout society but low-income communities face massive financial and cultural barriers 

to realising these.26

60 per cent believe marriage has become less important and this 
is a bad thing.26

6. Recommendations

National and local leadership are indispensable:

�� The appointment of a Cabinet-level minister who will champion the family agenda at the 

highest levels of government: a Secretary of State with clear accountability for families who 

is resourced at a departmental level to drive through a programme to strengthen families, 

boost stability and uphold fatherhood and its importance.

�� Local authorities to rebadge and redesign Children’s Services as Family Services (signalling 

a desire for culture change by appointing a Director of Family Services) and develop a 

strategy for strengthening and supporting relationships to prevent family breakdown as 

part of their local Child Poverty Strategy.

The rest of this report is structured around the continuum of support for relationships 

and father involvement that is required across the lifecourse and in a range of different 

circumstances, but with a particular focus on the most disadvantaged where family breakdown 

is most prevalent. 

We need to: 

�� Lay good foundations before young people become partners and parents;

�� Make it easier for people to get help to keep their relationships on track through challenges 

and transitions – including separation, where this is not preventable; and

�� Ensure that interventions to support complex families focus on family stability.

Laying foundations for stable families and good quality relationships
 
Relationship education in schools
1. Schools have an important role to play in addressing the culture of relationship breakdown 

through a compulsory relationship education module teaching children and adolescents 

the importance of commitment, the benefits of stability and the advantages of two parents 

being involved in family life. 

26 Ibid
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2. Local public health and other commissioners to co-fund third sector providers who have 

professional expertise in relationship education to deliver this in schools and train teachers.

Forming and maintaining stable family relationships

Family Hubs
3. Children’s Centres to become Sure Start Family Hubs: local ‘nerve centres’ coordinating all 

family-related support, including universal services and specialist help, to help meet both 

parents’ most pressing needs.

4. Given the very high levels of family breakdown in this country Sure Start Family Hubs 

will include couples’ relationship support/education as part of their core offer to families. 

5. Family Hubs will extend their core purpose to incorporate the vital work of Family 

Relationship Centres, so all separating parents have access to support.

6. Local health and public health commissioners to ensure all ante- and post-natal services 

are co-located within or co-ordinated from Family Hubs.

7. Father engagement to be part of Family Hubs’ reformed core purpose and included in 

inspections of their early years and maternity services by Ofsted and the Care Quality 

Commission and local authorities’ payment by results frameworks.

8. All birth registration to take place within Family Hubs, not civic registry offices.

Relationship support for couples
9. The registry office fee (£70 per couple) to be waived for couples intending to marry who 

take part in an accredited Marriage Preparation course.

10. As recommended in 2007, every couple to have a personal budget for relationship and 

parenting education with all individuals, couples and families entitled to draw down money 

to access pre-marriage, antenatal relationship support and parenting (of nought to fives, 

fives to 11s and teens) services.27

11. The NHS and Public Health England to fund an awareness campaign through Family 

Hubs and GP surgeries so GPs (and those who self-refer into the Improving Access to 

Psychological Therapies programme (IAPT)) know couple support is available on the 

NHS through IAPT funding.28

12. The gains from the transferable personal tax allowance for married couples are 

disregarded for those on Universal Credit.

27 Centre for Social Justice, Breakthrough Britain: Family Breakdown, London: Centre for Social Justice, 2007
28 Where relationship distress is contributing to partners’ poor mental health.
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married couples and, as a first step, to double the amount that couples with children under 

three can transfer to £2000, saving them an additional £200 per year and costing £480m.29 

14. The Government to invest in the universal credit earnings disregard for couples and the 

couple family benefit cap through annual uprating. 

Father involvement from birth and after separation
15. The Government to implement the 2009 Welfare Reform Act Schedule 6 on joint birth 

registration enabling fathers to register themselves on birth certificates, without requiring 

mothers’ approval (with appropriate exemptions).

16. The Government to raise the current thresholds at which fathers are expected to pay 

the reduced and basic rates of child maintenance to enable paying parents to support 

themselves as well as their children as a matter of urgency. This must be the first stage of 

a radical overhaul of child maintenance and financial support for families after separation 

to better enable both parents to play a meaningful role in their children’s lives. 

Supporting relationships in complex families

Troubled Families
17. The Troubled Families programme should be a long-term commitment, for the full term 

of the next Parliament – and beyond.

18. Given the high level of family instability in troubled families, the Department for 

Communities and Local Government must ensure all local authority programmes provide 

support for couple relationships and draw in fathers who can often be helped to become 

a resource to the family.

19. The centrally-set attachment criteria allowing local authorities to include families on the 

programme to be extended to include key public health priorities such as domestic abuse, 

substance misuse and poor mental health. 

20. Where there is a clear local need for residential support (‘family fostering’) and an effective 

provider able to deliver it, this higher level of support should be included as part of the 

Troubled Families menu of options. 

21. Results-based payments to be made available for success in tackling drivers of family 

breakdown such as debt and substance misuse. 

22. The Government (and political parties) to commit to resourcing public service 

transformation at a level that will enable local authorities to effect system change.

29 CSJ calculation based on HMRC Tax Data, IFS calculations and assuming the 2014–15 basic tax rate/tax threshold of 20 per 
cent/£10,000. See: Centre for Social Justice, Supporting Families, Strengthening Marriage, A plan for a meaningful transferable tax allowance 
for married couples, London: Centre for Social Justice, 2013 



  The Centre for Social Justice    10

23. Local authorities should make volunteer befrienders/peer support a core part of Troubled 

Families provision, alongside and following professional intervention to sustain family 

learning and change and avoid a cliff-edge of support withdrawal. 

Edge of Care
24. Royal Commission to be established in the next Parliament (and report by the end 

of 2017) to radically re-think and advise on the wholesale re-design of social care and 

statutory mental health services for vulnerable children and young people.30

25. The Department for Education’s funding for further roll-out of the Family Drug and 

Alcohol Court must be ongoing after 2015 to enable much wider roll-out across the 

country: there needs to be a FDAC in every local family court.

26. Safe Families for Children (SFFC) is a promising programme needed in every local 

authority area. Subject to its evaluation, local authority Children’s Services must partner 

with the charity by paying overheads as it rolls out gradually across the UK. 

27. The Department for Education to work with the independent College of Social Work to 

enable at least one local authority in every region to become a ‘Training Local Authority’ 

operating like a University Hospital.

Kinship Care
28. With the aim of preventing placement breakdown, the Department for Education to 

develop a Kinship Carers Passport, with up-front financial assistance to local authorities in 

the form of a Kinship Carers Reform Grant. 

29. Councils to partner with local voluntary sector agencies and former kinship carers to 

develop peer support networks based in or connected to Family Hubs.

30. Existing state support (child benefit and child-related tax credits) to follow the child, 

rather than staying with the parent, as soon as there is a change in residence initiated by, 

or brought to the attention of, social services.

30 Centre for Social Justice, Enough is Enough: A report on child protection and mental health services for children and young people, London: 
Centre for Social Justice, 2014
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David Marjoribanks, Research and Policy, Relate

Professor Janet Walker OBE AcSS FRSA

Rachel Dyer 

It should be noted that the views expressed in the report are not necessarily the views of each 

member of the Working Group.
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