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Understanding Society linked data reveals the relationship  
between worklessness and children’s educational outcomes 



ONE IN EIGHT 
CHILDREN LIVE 
IN WORKLESS 

FAMILIES

U nderstanding Society has been used  
 to investigate the consequences of 
disadvantage for families, analysing 
parents’ work situations and its 

impact on children - particularly in terms 
of their education outcomes. The research, 
which cuts across employment, health and 
education, uncovers complex associated 
problems faced by workless parents,  
including relationship stress.

The Department for Work and Pensions 
(DWP) recently announced new plans to 
help workless families break the cycle of 
disadvantage. Despite record levels of 
employment, some families face numerous 
and complex barriers to work. There are 
an estimated 1.8 children living in workless 
families in the UK (Understanding Society, 
2014-15). Targeting support at families 
rather than individuals recognises the need to 
tackle multiple disadvantages simultaneously. 

DWP’s policy paper, Improving lives: Helping 
Workless Families, sets out proposals 
designed to improve outcomes for parents 
and children. It draws extensively on 
Understanding Society, the Millennium Cohort 
Study and the Avon Longitudinal Study of 
Parents and Children. The analysis shows 
that having a parent out of work, alongside 
a range of associated disadvantages, has a 
detrimental effect on the whole family. 

HOW WAS UNDERSTANDING  
SOCIETY USED? 
The analysis used several waves of 
Understanding Society (2010-15) and 
exploited its household design. It used the 
Study’s linkage with the National Pupil 
Database for England, which contains 
information relating to children’s educational 
attainment in key national assessments.
 
The analysis focused on dependent children 
living in families that were workless, compared 
to working families with a lower-income. 

The research considered a workless family 
as a family where no resident adult is in 
employment. A lower-income working family 
was defined as being in the bottom 40 per 
cent of the income distribution; making use 
of the income data collected in Understanding 
Society. 

The analysis paid specific attention to how 
worklessness is related to other forms of 
disadvantage such as a physical and mental 
health and being in problem debt. DWP also 
considered the role of parental conflict in 
affecting child outcomes, making use of the 
survey questions which ask parents about 
the quality of the relationship they have with 
their partner. 

FINDINGS
The major findings of the report, using 
analysis of Understanding Society, were split 
into two sections: (1) Parental worklessness 
and its impact on children and (2) parental 
worklessness and its overlap with other 
disadvantages. 

The analysis found that there were important 
differences between workless families and 
lower-income working families on children’s 
outcomes; for example, children who grew 
up in workless families were almost twice as 
likely to fail at all stages of their education. 
This trend was mirrored at older ages; three 
quarters of children in workless families 
failed to achieve the expected level at GCSE, 
compared to just over half of all children 
from lower-income working families.

Some of these differences can be explained 
by associated disadvantages experienced by 
parents. However, persistent worklessness 
has detrimental effects on children even after 
accounting for these associated parental 
disadvantages.

The second part of the research focused on 
parental worklessness and its overlap with 

other disadvantages. The analysis found 
that half of children in workless families 
were living with parents with multiple 
characteristics associated with worklessness, 
such as ill health and low qualifications.

Whilst it is hard to isolate the impact of any one 
disadvantage, two factors featured particularly 
strongly in the lives of workless families. 
Parental conflict and poor parental mental 
health often accompany each other, as well as 
other difficulties besides unemployment.

DWP analysis showed parents in workless 
families were considerably more likely to 
experience problems with their relationships 
with one another. Relationship distress amongst 
couples in workless families was almost three 
times more prevalent than for working parent 
couples. Parental relationship distress is linked 
with separation; children whose parents have 
recently separated are eight times more likely 
to live in a workless family than those whose 
parents have stayed together.

DWP analysis also examined the relationship 
between poor parental mental health and 
workless families. Children in workless 
families were almost twice as likely to live 
with at least one parent reporting symptoms 
of anxiety and/or depression. Furthermore, 
poor parental mental health was much more 
prevalent in families that experience problem 
debt, worklessness and relationship distress.

CONCLUSIONS
Families need help to tackle the complex 
issues outlined above. Parents struggle to 
move back into work and stabilise their lives, 
whilst children struggle at school and this 
has implications for their own future. Other 
barriers and disadvantages can be both 
causes and effects of worklessness creating 
a vicious cycle, and can have their own direct 
impact on parents and children as well as in 
combination. As such, DWP has developed 
plans to support workless families. 

IMPACT
Tackling the disadvantages faced by workless 
families is central to the overall development 
of government policy. The specific actions 
planned for England include:

•  Change the way local services are 
delivered to support families in difficulty. 
This involves the development of the 
“next phase” of the Troubled Families 
Programme, including more emphasis on 
helping parents into work.

•  Strengthen support to reduce relationship 
distress between parents, whether together 
or separated, announcing an innovative 
new programme, backed by £30 million.

•  Enhancing the role of Jobcentre Plus 
in working with local partners to tackle 
collectively the multiple disadvantages 
facing unemployed individuals in a better, 
more joined-up way.

•  A set of actions to address drug and alcohol 
dependency,  as recommended by Dame 
Carol Black in her independent review into 
the impact on employment outcomes of 
drug or alcohol addiction and obesity.

The report has set out nine national 
indicators (two of which are statutory) to 
track progress. Six of the indicators track 
the prevalence of parental disadvantages 
and three indicators track children and 
young people’s educational and employment 
outcomes. Two of the nine indicators 
(parental conflict and parental mental health) 
will be based on Understanding Society. 

Parental worklessness and associated 
characteristics can have a profound impact 
on parents’ own lives and those of their 
children. Understanding Society, alongside 
other longitudinal and cross section surveys, 
provide a powerful tool to monitor changes in 
worklessness and associated characteristics, 
highlighting the value of such resources in 
contributing to the evidence base to help 
inform policymaking. 

FACTORS THAT  
NEGATIVELY AFFECT 
CHILDREN’S OUTCOMES

“We joined data on how pupils perform in key tests and exams 
to Understanding Society data – and this has shown us for the 
first time what a difference it makes to children’s educational 

attainment if they live in a workless family” 

 (Improving lives:  
Helping Workless Families,  

DWP 2017). 
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https://www.gov.uk/government/news/dame-carol-black-publishes-review-on-links-between-work-and-addiction


Understanding Society has been commissioned 
by the Economic and Social Research Council 
(ESRC). The Scientific Research Team is led by 
the Institute for Social and Economic Research 
(ISER) at the University of Essex.

FURTHER INFORMATION 
This research was undertaken by DWP; 
to see the press release and download 
the report, visit: https://www.gov.uk/
government/news/new-support-to- 
help-workless-families-and-improve-
childrens-lives

This case study contains public sector 
information licensed under the Open 
Government Licence v3.0.

This case study is part of a series aimed at 
potential users of Understanding Society 
data, including: policy makers, researchers 
and people in a position to influence social 
policy. If you would like to discuss how we 
can help support and raise awareness of the 
policy impact of your research, please email 
policyunit@understandingsociety.ac.uk
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