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The complexities of modern family life and the 
factors which have an impact on family wellbeing 
and child outcomes can never be underestimated, 
as the research in this theme clearly shows. As a 
national family support charity, Family Lives helps 
thousands of families on a daily basis through our 
helpline, website and community services.

It is understandably difficult to create policies which 
account for all the challenges families face. The impact 
of education, employment, physical and mental health, 
poverty, family stability, imprisonment or drug and alcohol 
issues can seem overwhelming when trying to ensure no 
one slips through the net, and that the impact of one policy 
will not be to the detriment of another. However, this is 
absolutely what is needed. The latest review of the Family 
Test, introduced in October 2014 by 
the government, does not show any 
fundamental change yet.

Part of developing good family 
policies requires understanding that 
families transit in and out of different 
states – a lone parent family may 
not always be so, a working family 
may find themselves unemployed, 
or a grandparent may overnight find 
themselves raising grandchildren. 

These research findings reinforce 
the need to look at the whole family 
in terms of both the cause and 
effect of issues such as paternal 
unemployment and lone parent 
families. The generational impact of unemployment, as 
shown by Zwysen’s research on intergenerational scarring, 
reinforces this, as well as the need for earlier intervention. 
We should also be addressing the cause and not just the 
symptom and may need to do more to first tackle the 
underlying causes of familial unemployment, whether that’s 
self-esteem, aspirations, skills and education, wellbeing 
or health issues. We may find this a more effective and 
efficient route to solving long-term unemployment as well 
as having additional benefits on the whole family.

Family forms across a child’s entire childhood are the 
subject of the research by Brewer and Nandi. Whilst the 
research seeks to develop a better method to measure this 
more accurately, the findings show large differences in lone 
parenthood according to the age of child’s mother. Not only 

education but age of the mother is thus a critical factor in 
experiencing lone parenthood.

It is of course much harder to understand what makes 
a parent thrive despite being a young single mum, what 
makes a child brought up by an unemployed father decide 
to be different and the recent political focus on resilience 
and character does tap into this. From our work, we know 
the positive impact of parenting support for young mums or 
befrienders. The research highlighted here raises questions 
around whether there could be an alternative approach, 
building on what we already know about the impact of 
parents’ aspirations to improve their child’s lives. In our 
work on young children at risk of obesity, we see the role 
that parents’ attitudes and approach can have on the child.

Going a full circle, the third piece of research by Ermisch, 
focuses on the child parent relationship 
in later life. As their health changes 
how does the help that parents 
receive from their middle-aged off-
springs change – and what other 
factors appear to influence this? The 
findings indicate that whilst children’s 
help is responsive to problems of 
mobility or living independently in 
the community as a result of health 
deterioration, it is not responsive 
to severe difficulties requiring daily 
care. In one respect this is a positive 
finding notwithstanding that some 
families are facing the extra pressure 
of being the ‘sandwich’ generation 

and also having to look after their children. However, given 
the crises in our social care system it is also a worrying 
finding – policy makers should not assume that families will 
be able to respond to all types of care needs in a regime of 
tougher means testing and reduced services.

Over the last couple of years, the Government has 
recognised the relationship between different issues and 
the role of families. The work of Family Lives now spans 
across education, health, work and pensions as well as 
justice. Giving the Family Test a statutory footing and joining 
up the dots between policies would help improve services. 
But what we need more than ever, more than a Family Test 
or a new narrative, is long-term investment, both financial 
and political rather than the continual cycle of changing 
benefits, services and priorities.

PARENTS AND CHILDREN: 
COMMENTARY

JEREMY TODD, 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE, FAMILY LIVES

WHAT WE NEED
MORE THAN EVER, 

MORE THAN A  
FAMILY TEST OR  

A NEW NARRATIVE, 
IS LONG-TERM 
INVESTMENT
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Issue examined
The impact of a father’s 
unemployment when a 
child was growing up, on 
the child’s likelihood of 
unemployment when they 
are a young adult.

People included
3,965 individuals  
from waves 1 and 2  
of Understanding Society, 
supplemented with  
wage information  
from the UK Labour  
Force Survey.

YOUNG ADULTS WHOSE 
FATHERS WERE UNEMPLOYED 
WHEN THEY WERE GROWING 
UP ARE NOT ONLY LESS LIKELY 
TO WORK THAN THOSE WITH 
WORKING FATHERS, THEY ARE 
ALSO MORE LIKELY TO WORK 
PART-TIME AND WORK ON 
AVERAGE THREE HOURS  
LESS PER WEEK. 

Research by Wouter Zwysen, University of Essex

DOES HAVING 
AN UNEMPLOYED 
FATHER AFFECT 
CHILDREN’S WORK  
PROSPECTS? 

Social mobility is very high on the political agenda. Most 
evidence focuses on the relationship between income or 
education of parents and children. This study uses the rich 
information available in Understanding Society to analyse 
another important aspect of inter-generational social 
mobility – whether employment has consequences for future 
generations. Specifically, this research is concerned with 
the least advantaged young adults as they have the most 
difficulty in achieving upward mobility. 

This study focuses on whether the father is working whilst 
his children are growing up. This focus on the father helps to 
keep the non-working group relatively homogenous and to allow 
comparison with previous studies. Growing up in a household in 
which the father is not working is associated with many negative 
outcomes: more delinquent and negative behaviour, lower mental 
health and wellbeing, worse performance in school and also a 
lower probability of working yourself. It is important to understand 
why these relationships are found; is it something in parental 
unemployment that affects their children? Or are children and 
fathers in the same family simply similar in ways that increase 
their risk of unemployment?

Comparing two young adults who are similar in many important 
ways such as their age, health, education and background and 
relation to their parents, the study finds that those whose fathers 
were out of work when they were growing up are 14 per cent 
less likely to be employed than those whose fathers did work, 
irrespective of their job. Because this research compares young 
adults who match each other on many characteristics, it is fairly 
certain that any differences seen in their trajectories are due to the 
difference between them – their fathers’ unemployment.

What are the possible reasons for this finding? Unemployment 
often leads to financial trouble which can affect children’s 
opportunities, for instance by moving house and school, or not 
being able to afford extra-curricular activities. There may also be 
a psychological cost; stress may lead to worse results at school or 
lower confidence. Parents are an important source of information 
about jobs for young people – but because the most useful 
networks are formed at work, children whose fathers did not work 
will not have access to as good information or contacts to help 
them find work. Finally, experiencing unemployment can change 
the perception of being out of work and the stigma attached to it.

This research looked at whether young adults work, how much 
they work, their pay and contract, and whether they are satisfied 
with their job. This means a range of outcomes can be explored, 
and the mechanisms at work can be understood. If a financial or 
psychological shock drives the inter-generational effect, children 
whose fathers were unemployed in childhood would not only be 
more likely to be unemployed themselves, but also work in worse 
jobs. On the other hand, if they are less likely to hear about jobs or 
feel the stigma of being unemployed is less, it would affect whether 
and how much someone works, but not the quality of work. 

Young adults whose fathers were unemployed when they were 
growing up are not only less likely to work than those with working 
fathers they are also more likely to work part-time and work on 
average three hours less per week. This shows that there is not just 
an effect on the probability of finding work but more generally on 
the intensity of work. 
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In contrast, there is no effect on earnings or working on a 
temporary contract so while children of workless fathers work less 
as adults than their counterparts whose fathers did work, they 
do not work in much worse jobs. Young adults whose father did 
not work when they were growing up are less satisfied with their 
work however, regardless of pay and type of contract. This might 
mean their jobs are worse in a way that is not measured or that 
employment is experienced differently.

These results mean that it is unlikely that paternal worklessness 
in childhood affects the labour market outcomes of these children 
through lowering their overall human capital – for instance through 
lower education. Taking financial differences and psychological 
wellbeing into account also does not explain the higher 
unemployment probability of children whose fathers did not work. 

The remaining possible explanations are that their fathers are 
less able to help them find work, or that being out of work is 
seen as less problematic. Interestingly, young adults whose fathers 
did not work when they were growing up are more likely to be 
unhappy when working than when unemployed. For all other young 
adults it is the reverse, being out of work is associated with lower 
satisfaction. There may therefore be a difference in how being out 
of work is perceived, which needs further research. Young adults 
whose fathers were unemployed at a formative period may attach 
less of a mental stigma to unemployment than their peers with 
employed fathers.

 

THE EFFECT OF HAVING AN UNEMPLOYED FATHER DURING CHILDHOOD, ON CHILDREN’S WORK PROSPECTS
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Research has persistently shown that children’s family 
circumstance can provide a key explanation for how social 
inequalities perpetuate across generations. Children born 
to well-educated mothers are likely to spend much of their 
childhood with both their birth parents, and children born to 
less educated mothers are likely to spend more time living 
in a lone parent family or with step-parents. The experience 
of these different family situations affects both family 
income – as lone parents are typically less well-off than 
couple families – and parental contact time – as children 
will typically spend less time with (usually) their father after 
parental separation. 

In the UK, there continues to be concern amongst policymakers 
about the detrimental impacts on children of experiencing 
a family dissolution, or spending time living in a lone parent 
family. This study contributes to this debate by investigating 
children’s experience of different family forms across their entire 
childhoods. Cross-sectional studies tell us that the UK has high 
levels of lone parenthood, and lone motherhood is more common 
amongst younger or less educated women. However, it is only 
with longitudinal studies like Understanding Society, which track 
individuals over time, that we can measure accurately family 
forms across a child’s entire childhood. Using Understanding 
Society, and its predecessor the British Household Panel Survey 
(BHPS) this study combines retrospective information respondents 
provided about their past marriages and spells of cohabitation, 
and parenting roles, with the circumstances of their children on 
whom data has been collected during the study. By doing this, 
the changing family circumstances of several thousand children 
born through the 1990s, 2000s and the first years of the current 
decade can be observed over their childhoods.

Although longitudinal data offers a unique opportunity to 
understand changes in a child’s family situation, and how this 
might affect their outcomes, constructing partnership histories is 
not without its difficulties. Missing data – because families drop 
out of the study or do not provide complete information – can be 
problematic, particularly as it is highly likely that both types of 
missing data are more likely to occur for children who experience 
changing family circumstances, rather than stable circumstances. 
Because of this, a large part of this research project was concerned 
with showing how to avoid the biases that would result if those 
children whose family circumstances are not known were just 
disregarded. 

As an example, the figure shows what fraction of children 
have lived continuously with their birth parents, for children born 
to women who were aged 31 or more, and how this varies by 
the child’s age. Two estimates are shown: one based on children 
born to BHPS households in 1991 to 1997 and the other based 
on children born to Understanding Society households in 1994 to 
1997. Because of missing data and attrition, unless one makes 
various assumptions, it is not possible to produce a single answer 
to this question. Instead, all that can be done is to estimate upper 
and lower bounds on what the true answer would be. 

For BHPS, the gap between the upper and lower bounds is 
caused by families who leave the survey, and so it gets larger as 
children age. For Understanding Society, the gap between the 
upper and lower bounds is caused by adults who did not provide 
complete a partnership history.

Issue examined
Children’s experiences  
of family instability 

People included
3,060 children born  
to British Household  
Panel Survey sample 
households in 1991-
1997, and children 
observed in Understanding 
Society households and 

born in 1994-1997.  
The study uses data  
from waves 1-18 of  
the British Household 
Panel Survey and  
waves 1-5 of 
Understanding Society.

FOR CHILDREN BORN IN THE 
1990s TO A WOMAN AGED 
25 OR UNDER, 40 PER CENT 
WILL HAVE EXPERIENCED 
TIME IN A LONE PARENT 
FAMILY BY THE AGE OF 5.

Research by Mike Brewer, University of Essex; 
Alita Nandi, University of Essex; Seetha Menon, 
University of Essex and Paulino Font Gilabert, 
University of Essex

FAMILY INSTABILITY 
THROUGHOUT 
CHILDHOOD: 
BUILDING A MORE 
DETAILED PICTURE
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PERCENTAGE OF CHILDREN LIVING WITH BOTH PARENTS USING 

DATA FROM BHPS AND UNDERSTANDING SOCIETY
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This work confirms previous research that shows that retrospective 
data on family circumstances – data that is generated by asking 
adults to give details of their previous partnerships since adulthood 
– can give a different answers to questions like “how many years 
have you spent as a single adult?” from data that comes from 
following adults over time and asking them each year about their 
family circumstances. It is not clear, though, whether this difference 
is due to individuals mis-remembering the details of past 
relationships, or re-interpreting the nature of such relationships 
when they have the advantage of hindsight. 

This research so far provides robust measures of the fraction 
of children born since the early 1990s that have spent time living 
in a lone parent family, accounting for the different sorts of missing 
data. It finds large differences according to the age of the child’s 
mother. For children born to a woman aged 25 or under, 40 per 
cent will have experienced time in a lone parent family by the age 
of 5, rising to 55 per cent by the age of 16. For children born 
to women aged over 30, 15 per cent will have experienced time 
in a lone parent family by the age of 5, rising to 28 per cent by 
the by the age of 16. Children with mothers with higher levels of 
education are also less likely to experience time in a lone parent 
family, over and above the fact that better educated mothers tend 
to be older too. There is also evidence that the risk that a child 
experiences any time with a lone parent rose slightly through the 
1990s and 2000s. 

This research shows how robust estimations can be made of 
the fraction of children born since the early 1990s that have spent 
time living in a lone parent family, accounting for the different sorts 
of missing data. Such data will be important to researchers and 
analysts wanting to understand trends in cohabitation, marriage 
and divorce, and in improving our understanding of the impact of 
these on adults’ and children’s outcomes. It is also hoped that these 
research findings will offer a rich perspective on how family life in 
the UK is changing. 
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At some points in the life course the needs of one generation 
of adults substantially affect the behaviour of the preceding 
or subsequent generations. This study is concerned with 
the impact of the health of older parents on the extent and 
kind of help they receive from their middle-aged offspring. 
It is one manifestation of solidarity between parents and 
children during the adult family life course. 

In the United Kingdom, the National Health Service provides 
doctor and hospital services free at the point of use. State support 
for personal care in a person’s own home is organised by local 
authorities. Access to these services is based on assessment of need. 
Financial help for these services depends on personal resources, 
and its amount varies with the authority in charge because of 
different allocation criteria and budgets. Many authorities only 
give financial support to people with very extensive care needs, 
meaning state support is not available to many. Institutional care 
is an expensive substitute for in-home care, and local authority 
means testing rules entail that people will be expected to pay for 
their own care, either in-home or institutional, in most cases. 
Therefore help given by adult children to parents who are suffering 
from poor health or disabilities may play a crucial role in keeping 
parents in their own home and avoiding the high costs of in-home 
and institutional care. 

Using Understanding Society data, the primary research 
question here is: how responsive is help from children to the 
health of their parents? Answers to this question contribute to the 
wider research on inter-generational transfers and inform policy 
debate related to social care policies and their interaction with the 
family. Although there is a large literature theorising about and 
documenting the incidence and types of such transfers in different 
countries, it is challenging to assess reliably how responsive they 
are to ‘need’ for a number of reasons. First, reliable measures of 
need generally require information from the parent’s perspective, 
preferably the children’s as well, but more usually survey 
information from parents. Second, there are many kinds of 
need for children’s help. Those easier to measure are health and 
disability of parents, whether or not they have a partner to support 
them and financial circumstances. Third, it is difficult to disentangle 
particular associations for example between help and need from 
cross-sectional data. This is because such data make it impossible 
to distinguish between children’s response to a parent’s needs, and 
differences between families. For example, families are likely to be 
different in some ways that are very difficult to measure – altruism, 
reciprocity, geographical proximity, and resources for instance – and 
if we cannot measure them, then we cannot be sure they are not 
causing spurious correlations in our results. 

Issue examined
The impact of the health 
of older parents on the 
extent and kind of help 
they receive from their 
middle-aged offspring. 

People included
Understanding Society, 
waves 1 and 3; BHPS, 
2001 and 2006 waves 
along with 2011-12 wave 
of Understanding Society.

CHILDREN’S HELP TO PARENTS  
FOR DEALING WITH MINOR 
PROBLEMS ASSOCIATED WITH  
THEIR HEALTH MAY PLAY A 
CRUCIAL ROLE IN KEEPING 
PARENTS IN THEIR OWN 
HOME AND AVOIDING THE 
HIGH COSTS OF IN-HOME AND 
INSTITUTIONAL CARE. 

Research by John Ermisch, University of Oxford

PARENTS’ 
HEALTH AND 
CHILDREN’S 
HELP
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PERCENTAGE OF PARENTS RECEIVING ‘INSTRUMENTAL HELP’ 

FROM CHILD BY THEIR HEALTH STATUS 2011-12

‘Instrumental help’ is defined as any of four items: receiving lifts 
in a child’s car; help with basic personal needs; washing, ironing 
or cleaning; and dealing with personal affairs.
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The present study used longitudinal data from Understanding 
Society (plus the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) and 
the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing) which covers up to ten 
years of parents’ lives, and importantly, has information based on 
the parent’s perspective. These data allowed an analysis of how 
children’s help changes over time as their parents’ health also 
changes – rather than comparing correlations between parent’s 
health and children’s help calculated from variation between 
different families. If we look at changes in children’s behaviour 
across time in the same family, then we can ignore all the ways 
that families are potentially different from one another because we 
are only looking at changes within each individual family. 

Because we can also look at when parent’s health changed, we can 
see directly if children subsequently change how much they help 
their parents. 

These findings indicate that children’s help is highly responsive 
to problems arising from a parent’s health that limit their mobility 
or their ability to live independently in the community, but is 
not responsive to severe difficulties requiring daily care. Cross-
sectional data would overstate how responsive children are to their 
parent’s health. This is because other influences on children’s help, 
which we do not observe, are correlated with a parent’s health and 
marital status. 

This study also looked at specific types of help, such as giving 
lifts in the car. ‘Instrumental help’ like this is measured in the 
BHPS and Understanding Society. Instrumental help is found 
to respond only to the mother’s poor health, not the father’s, 
perhaps because of closer relationships with mothers than 
fathers (for example, people see their mothers more frequently). 
There is also evidence that parents who are older and who have  
a grandchild receive more instrumental help from children. 

The impact of a grandchild may reflect reciprocity, as  
the data show that parents who give more help to their children 
(e.g. childcare) also receive more help. 

Understanding Society provides an extremely valuable and 
unique opportunity to analyse intergenerational relationships, in 
this case to analyse the role of middle-aged children’s caring on 
the health of older parents. Such issues have important policy 
implications for social care policies and their interaction with the 
family. Children’s help to parents for dealing with minor problems 
associated with their health may play a crucial role in keeping 
parents in their own home and avoiding the high costs of in-home 
and institutional care. Policies could support children in these 
efforts, not necessarily financially, but in facilitating a partnership 
between public-supported social care and family care, so that the 
latter does rule out help from the former.
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FIND OUT MORE
Find out more about the Study online at: 
WWW.UNDERSTANDINGSOCIETY.AC.UK 

Sign up to our newsletter at:
WWW.UNDERSTANDINGSOCIETY.AC.UK/EMAIL/SIGNUP 

Email: 
INFO@UNDERSTANDINGSOCIETY.AC.UK
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