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Commendation 

The statement made by Jack Straw in the 1990s, "The family is the building block of 
society", has been quoted on many occasions, and yet family breakdown is a modern 
phenomenon from which flow many problems, particularly for our children. 

I welcome the publication of this report, "Stolen Childhood", and commend its 
evaluation of some of the serious issues which we as a society are facing.  The 
evidence provided in this report clearly demonstrates the defining value which stable 
families provide for our children. 

Baroness Eaton DBE, 
Chairman, 
The Lords and Commons Family and Child Protection Group 
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Preface 

By Dr Clifford Hill and Mrs Monica Hill
Joint Conveners: Lords and Commons Family and Child Protection Group, July 2014 

“The family is the building block of 
society,” so said Jack Straw MP when, as 
Home Secretary, he was responding to the 
report “Family Matters” presented by the 
Lords and Commons Family and Child 
Protection Group in July 1998. The meeting 
was in the Moses Room in the House of Lords 
because at that time the Group was under the 
chairmanship of Lord Ashbourne.  

The 1998 Report 

Jack Straw went on to say that the health of 
society depended upon the health and stability 
of family life. He commended the quality of 
the research in the report and said that its 
conclusions and recommendations would 
provide a guide for the forthcoming White 
Paper on The Family, which he intended to 
introduce. The first three recommendations in 
the 1998 report were: 

x The outstanding conclusion from the 
research we have studied shows that 
millions of children in Britain are 
suffering from the conflicts of their 
parents. As a nation we need to listen 
to their cries and give high priority to 
their needs. 

x The research shows the lasting benefit 
to children of having their mother as a 
primary carer for the first six months 
of life and ideally until they are three 
years old. It also shows possible 
damage to children who are insecurely 
attached in infancy. Government 

policy should take note of these 
findings. 

x It is recommended that the 
Government seeks to establish and 
implement a comprehensive policy 
involving both statutory and voluntary 
institutions to support and strengthen 
committed couple family life with 
marriage as the ideal. 

The report urged a careful review of the work 
of the Child Support Agency in view of many 
complaints of injustice and unfair practice 
with particular discrimination against fathers. 
It went farther in stating: 

x Britain is becoming a matriarchal 
society in which many men have lost 
their social role. Government needs to 
give urgent attention to tackling 
unemployment among young men to 
enable them to be role models for their 
children within the family. 

The report noted that absent fathers played a 
large part in dysfunctional family life. It 
stated, “By the age of seven, 90% of children 
with committed fathers were in the household 
into which they were born, whereas only 27% 
of children of uncommitted fathers were still 
living with their natural parents.” 

Family Breakdown 

It is more than 15 years since that report was 
presented in Parliament and was praised by 
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the Home Secretary. Unfortunately, Jack 
Straw met considerable opposition within the 
Cabinet for his pro-marriage policies. He 
published a Green Paper but he was never 
able to present the White Paper which he 
promised, so the recommendations in the 
“Family Matters” report were never 
implemented. It would appear from the 
present woeful state of family life in Britain 
that successive Governments have either 
ignored the warnings and recommendations in 
the report, or have felt powerless to stem the 
tide of family breakdown. 

In this present report “Stolen Childhood”, the 
picture presented by Patricia Morgan, Chris 
Muwanguzi and Dr Jo Joy Wright shows the 
relentless increase in family breakdown that 
has taken place in the past three decades. It 
notes that the meltdown in marriage and 
stable two-parent families has resulted in 
more than 4 million children having their 
home life disrupted by the dissolution of their 
parents‟ relationship. Nearly half the nation‟s 
children are not living with their birth parents 
today by the age of 15. They are the innocent 
victims of the disputes and vagaries of their 
feckless parents.  

But responsibility for the collapse of the 
traditional two-parent family in Britain does 
not only lie with a kind of social Darwinism 
whereby cultural norms have evolved from 
adherence to basic social values such as 
„commitment‟, „loyalty‟, „integrity‟ and 
„honesty‟, but it also lies with those 
responsible for political policy-making and 
with campaign lobby groups.  

Fatherless Families 

The situation in fatherless families is 
particularly acute and a matter for grave 
concern, not only because research shows that 

boys thrive far better with men at home, but 
also because this report highlights the social 
and psychological effects of family 
breakdown upon men that are all too often 
hidden from the public.  

Men are expected in Western society to be 
macho and not to display their inner feelings, 
which often results in depressive, anxiety-
related personality disorders which can lead to 
self-harm and suicide, if help is not available. 
There is a salutary warning in this that needs 
to be heeded and addressed. 

Tributes 

In presenting this present report to Members 
of Parliament in July 2014 the members of the 
Lords and Commons Family and Child 
Protection Group wish to pay tribute to those 
Members of the Commons and Lords who 
have supported the Group and materially 
contributed to its work.  

We especially want to acknowledge Baroness 
Knight of Collingtree who, as Dame Jill 
Knight MP, founded the Group more than 20 
years ago and presented its first report, 
“Violence, Pornography and the Media” to 
Members of both Houses in June 1996, with 
the support of Michael Alison MP, David 
Alton MP, and Donald Anderson MP. 
Sir Gerald Howarth MP chaired the Group for 
some 10 years, during which time three 
research reports were presented to both 
Houses. Two were on the subject of teenage 
pregnancy and underage sexual activity, while 
the third was a groundbreaking report on “The 
Cost of Family Breakdown” which is still 
quoted in both Houses today. More recently 
the Group has been chaired by Mr Jim Dobbin 
MP and the incoming chair is Baroness Eaton 
DBE. We warmly welcome her for the wealth 
of experience she brings to our work.
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Introduction

By Revd Lynda Rose 
CEO, Voice for Justice UK 

Co-leader of the Sexualisation of Children Working Party, for the LCFCPG 

‘You’ve never had it so good!’

In the aftermath of World War II the nuclear 
family norm was a mother, father, and 2.5 
children. With increased social mobility and 
growing affluence from economic stability, 
people may have mourned the demise of the 
extended family, but the bedrock foundations 
of society seemed solid, and generally 
speaking people were happy. Children grew 
up buttressed by the knowledge they had a 
place in the world – which by and large was 
still ‘safe’.  More than that, they knew that, 
whatever life might throw at them, they had 
the protection of a mother and father who 
would look after them - sometimes perhaps 
uncomfortably so - but glorying in their 
triumphs, comforting them in failure, and 
fighting for their success. At the end of the 
day, blood was thicker than water, and the 
family stood against the world!  With some 
justification in 1957, Harold Macmillan 
assured us all, ‘You’ve never had it so good!’ 

Fast forward to the 21st century, and that 
stable family norm has been all but obliterated 
– with devastating effect.  Extraordinary as it
seems, in the absence of armed global
conflict, the hated symbol of both oppression
and repression became… the family. So much
so that in 1971 the Gay Liberation Front
could state in the opening lines of their
Manifesto that their goal was

…to rid society of the gender role 
system which is at the root of our 
oppression. This can only be achieved 
by the abolition of the family unit 
…Children must be liberated from the 
present condition of having their role in 
life defined by biological accident…1  

Back in the day, these words would have been 
viewed by most ordinary citizens of planet 
earth as extremist claptrap, voiced more for 
effect than in hope of achievement, and 
therefore not really to be taken seriously. But 
the reality is that this was articulation of 
policy; and it is in process of achievement.   

Irrespective of the issue of gay rights, the 
recent push for the legalisation of same sex 
marriage, as against already introduced 
provision for civil partnership, has radically 
undermined the status of this increasingly 
fragile institution, being yet another nail in 
the coffin of this once unassailable, stable and 
blood related unit. In our first article, 
‘Demographics of Disaster’, Patricia Morgan 
clearly delineates the changing structure and 
erosion of family over the last half century, 
highlighting the devastating and demonstrable 
effect this has had on the nation’s children. 
But, of course, it isn’t just the children who 
have suffered, and one of the perhaps 
unforeseen by-products of liberation and the 
sexual revolution has been the detrimental 
effect on men. As the traditional family unit 

10

Introduction



has fragmented, losing definition under 
pressure from the sequential relationships that 
form the new norm, the ‘father’ has become 
increasingly air-brushed from the lives of  his 
biological children. This has undeniably 
harmed children, but it has injured men too, 
giving rise to grief at enforced separation, loss 
of identity and rights, coupled often with a 
sense of dislocation. Our second article by 
Chris Muwanguzi, of the Family Matters 
Institute, analyzing the effects of modern 
family breakdown on both children and 
fathers, makes for uncomfortable and 
disturbing reading – but if we don’t face the 
facts, we have no hope of providing a remedy.  
 
However, while the socially fragmenting 
effects of increased family disintegration may 
be the subject of argument and date 
interpretation - which can be hotly contested 

by both sides of the debate - one fact alone is 
irrefutable, and that is that young people 
today are increasingly suffering from mental 
illness, so much so that ever larger numbers 
are attempting – and often succeeding in – 
suicide. In the last section of this report, Dr 
Josephine-Joy Wright, a clinical psychologist 
with long experience of working with 
dysfunctional and abused children, shows 
how mental health problems amongst the 
young have reached an unprecedented high, 
one of the main reasons being the loss of 
personal identity and value that is direct result 
of family breakdown.   
 
Stolen Childhood is a preliminary attempt to 
evaluate the problems flowing from the 
modern phenomenon of family breakdown.  It 
will be followed in 2015 with a longer and 
more comprehensive analysis.   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
1  The opening of the Gay Liberation Front Manifesto 1971. 
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Demographics of Disaster? 
 
 

By Patricia Morgan 
Writer and Researcher 

 
 
 
Research Findings 
 
Married couples with children might still 
comprise the most common family 
household, but their numbers have been in 
long-term and increasing decline.  
 
The light upturn in marriages in 2009 is likely to 
be due to a reduction in the number of 
residents of England and Wales marrying 
abroad. Otherwise, in 2010, there were 22 
unmarried men and 20 women per 1,000 
married, compared to 30.1 and 25.9 in 2000 
and 42.1 and 36.1 in 1990. Unsurprisingly, 
the proportions who have ever married have 
declined in recent decades. Of those born in 
1930, 90% of men and 94% of women had 
ever married by age 40 but, for those born in 
1970, this was 63% and 71%. For those 
married by age 25, the figures are even 
starker:  51% and 74% of men and women 
respectively compared with 5% and 11% of 
men and women born in 1986 (the most 
recent birth cohort to reach age 25 in marriage 
data). 
 
On present showing, the married population 
proportion is projected to fall to 42% by 
2033. While, at the end of the first decade of 
the 21st century, married people in England 
and Wales numbered approximately 20.4 
million (200,000 fewer than a decade before), 
cohabiters rose to nearly five and a half 
million (from four million a decade 
before) and single adults stood at 11m, having 

risen by three million over two decades. The 
proportion of non-married women aged 18 to 
49 cohabiting increased from over one in ten 
(11%) in 1979 to more than one third (34%) 
in 2011. 
 
Family Breakdown 
 
By 2013, 24% of children were living with a 
lone parent in Britain and nearly a half of 15 
year olds had experienced parental separation. 
This was partly the result of how around 34% 
of marriages end in divorce by their 20th 
anniversary (and 6% with death). Much is 
made of how the divorce rate has been 
decreasing since it peaked in 1988. Married 
couples‟ break-up rate may be falling, but this 
is decidedly not so for the rapidly growing 
proportion of unmarried couples.  
 
If the 2006 British Social Attitudes survey 
found that two thirds of respondents thought 
there was „little difference socially between 
being married and living together as a 
couple‟, they were sorely misinformed.1  
 
Cohabiting couples make up 19% of couples 
with dependent children, yet account for 48% 
of family breakdown; being four to five times 
more likely to split up than married couples 
(or six times in a child‟s first five years). This 
is an average for couples with children under 
16 of 1.3%.  Selection factors (like age, 
education, income, and ethnicity) might 
explain part of consistently higher break-up 
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rates amongst cohabiting parents, but cannot 
account for the doubling of family breakdown 
since 1980. Divorce rates may have stabilised 
over time, but nothing suggests that 
cohabitation has become more stable, rather 
the reverse. 
 
As increasing family breakdown owes itself 
to the increasing proportion of cohabiting 
parents these are, in turn, related to the 
increase in births outside marriage which 
necessarily lead to increasing family 
breakdown and more lone parenthood. 
 
In 2011, almost half of births in England and 
Wales were to unmarried mothers or a record 
47.5% compared with 12% in 1980 and 6 per 
cent in 1960 and, as the size of married 
families contract, those of lone parents 
expand.  
 
More couples have only one child compared 
with the two or more even a decade ago, 
while single mothers often have children in 
sequential relationships. There is evidence of 
an increase in the proportions of women 
having a child outside of any „co-residential 
partnership‟ as much as within cohabitations.2  
 
All this gives us an estimated 2.5 million of 
what are now called „separated families‟ 
(although some may never have been together 
in the first place) with 4.1 million children. 
As 45% of 15 year olds are not living with 
both birth parents, a child born today may, on 
current trends, have less than a 50/50 chance 
of continually living with their original 
parents.  
 
Cost of Family Breakdown 
 
While it is hardly something that has 
happened over night, the meltdown in 
marriage and stable two-parent families has 

merited little or no concern at political and 
policy making levels and no remedial steps 
have been taken. Even the sheer monetary 
cost makes no impact. This is estimated at 
nearly £9 billion a year for lone parent 
benefits and maintenance payment collection. 
The State does little to recover the monies 
from absentee fathers, while supporting the 
mother when, should she live with the father, 
his contributions count against family 
entitlements. Add on all the extras for health, 
children in care, education, criminal justice, 
housing, and interventions for matters like 
domestic violence, and the Relationships 
Foundation think-tank estimates that family 
disintegration in the UK currently costs the 
public purse £46 billion a year - or £1,541 for 
every taxpayer. 
 
Not only discriminated against in the 
tax/benefit system, but the married, two-
parent family has been persistently 
condemned and routinely mocked. 
Demographic trends are often read to mean 
that this obsolete institution is deservedly on 
the way out – if not dead already – with 
commentators habitually highlighting its 
rarity or exaggerating its decline. These 
people often credit change with an authority 
of its own which we are all then expected to 
serve. Trends become a standard benchmark, 
meaning that the „is‟ of what is happening in 
society, is treated as what „ought‟ to happen, 
and must be welcomed and expedited. At the 
same time, disintegration is all a matter of 
happenstance, with the cumulative removal of 
legal, financial and other supports for 
marriage and married parents dismissed as no 
more than coincidental.  
 
Diversity 
 
At the same time, new „family forms‟ are 
constantly being identified – akin to how 19th 
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century anthropologists sought out lost tribes. 
Alternative „families‟ include those „living 
apart together‟ (LATs) – mostly under 25 and 
what would have once been described as boy 
and girl friends or courting couples.3 The 
plurality ratcheted up to eclipse the conjugal 
family might be stages in the life cycle or where 
anyone happens to be at any point in time as 
when we are told how: 

There are more opportunities and more 
choices: marriage and re-marriage, 
cohabitation prior to or instead of 
marrying, lone parenting, non-
heterosexual couples and families, young 
people and the elderly living alone. 4    

The diversity of family forms is anticipated to 
increase further - exemplified by „blended 
families‟ or a shifting cast of presences in the 
home who effortlessly combine and separate 
as will and whim take them. It is presented as 
a “life course” which is: 

…full of exciting options. These include 
living in a commune, having a group 
marriage, being a single parent, or living 
together. Marriage is one life-style choice, 
but before choosing it, people weigh its 
costs and benefits against other options. 
Divorce is part of the normal family cycle 
and is neither deviant nor tragic. Rather, it 
can serve as a foundation for individual 
renewal and new beginnings.  Marriage 
itself should not be regarded as a special 
privileged institution; on the contrary, it 
must catch up with the diverse, pluralistic 
society in which we live…5 

Thus, while progressive elites imagine that 
marriage must “catch up” with the wonderful 
opportunities that are superseding it, these 
changes are nothing to worry about, let alone 
do they merit discouragement. Unlike 
divorce, splitting up and three or foursomes, 
the conjugal family is not only past its sell by 

date, but something we would best be rid of 
as soon as possible.  
 
Even the welfare of children is used as a 
weapon against marriage, where any support 
would be a distraction from the prioritisation 
of youngsters‟ well-being. Instead, 
„parenting‟ is meant to operate independently 
and irrespective of any „family form‟ or adult 
relationship. An illustration of this approach 
is when the Minister of State for Children, 
Young People and Families (2005 to 2009), 
Beverly Hughes, declared that: “What 
children need is not marriage” but “love, 
stability, financial well-being and positive 
parenting.” This oxymoron raises the question 
of how one is divisible from the other.  
 
Already, the focal shift was marked by the 
Green Paper Every Child Matters (2003) and 
the Children Act 2004, or legislation to 
support the „needs‟ of all youngsters with 
services provided by the state and in denial of 
any connection between adult relationships 
and their well-being. 
 
The Case for Marriage 
 
Yet, over four or more decades evidence has 
relentlessly piled up in favour of two parent 
families and marriage, not the reverse. This is 
a primary demonstration of how little or 
nothing in policy, at least in this area, owes to 
fact. The children of marriage have better 
outcomes in virtually every category of life 
compared to those reared by single, divorced 
or separated individuals, cohabitating couples, 
step parents, with foster families or in 
institutions.    
 
A multitude of large scale, well conducted 
studies demonstrate how those born and 
raised in an intact marriage with two original 
parents are, on average, far more apt to avoid 

14

Demographics of Disaster?



criminality and psychiatric problems: to truant 
less and achieve more educationally; become 
gainfully employed and, in turn, to 
successfully raise the next generation - after 
controlling for economic status and other 
factors.6 
 
Parental marriage is associated with a much 
reduced risk of infant mortality and better 
physical as well as mental health, compared 
to other types of household arrangement. 
Girls raised outside marriage are far more 
likely to be young, unwed mothers, and boys 
to be delinquent, with lower education rates 
and high inactivity.7 Such a family 
background increases the odds of children 
ending up in the lowest socio-economic 
stratum – by over 50% in some studies.8  
 
Such findings are constantly repeated, are in 
one direction and have altered little, if at all, 
over time. For example, for 17,110 under 
18s  from the longitudinal National Health 
Interview Study, there was a 40% to 95% 
difference between children with both 
biological parents compared to those with 
previously or never-married mothers or in 
step families, when it came to school based 
problems like expulsion, suspension and 
behavioural referrals. For behavioural and 
emotional problems there is a threefold 
difference.9  
 
Children’s Outcomes 
 
This applies across the world. Children who 
have been through family dissolution show 
similar rates for lower educational attainment, 
raised morbidity (overall 50% greater for 
boys) and reduced life expectancy to the UK 
and US.10 It also applies in societies which 
have strived most to make lone parenthood 
fully functional.  
Swedish boys with lone parents are five times 

more likely to die from drug or alcohol abuse 
and more than four times from violence. Girls 
are more than twice as likely to die by 
suicide, and three times more from drug or 
alcohol abuse.  The risk of psychiatric 
disorder, suicide, suicide attempts and self-
injury is more than double, and more than 
threefold for addictions.  This is in the face of 
confident assertions that: “Swedish evidence 
suggests that if there is a difference between 
the children of lone mothers and those of 
couple-families with the same social and 
economic circumstances, it is that the former 
are more mature and self-sufficient.”11  
 
This might reflect the belief that developed 
welfare states, such as Sweden or Britain 
compared to the US, must make the role of 
parents less important, since money 
compensates for „deprivation‟.  That family 
structure is as, or more, important in Sweden 
underlines its significance for upbringing – 
regardless, or in spite of, the largesse of 
welfare.  
 
Risk Factors 
 
While most adverse outcomes usually have 
roughly double or treble the prevalence 
among children not with original married 
parents, the exceptions are abuse and 
homelessness, where rates are vastly 
increased. A classic study found that pre-
schoolers in step-parent homes had an 
estimated 40 fold risk of being abuse victims 
as same aged children with two natural 
parents.12 All is at its worst in homes with 
„multi-partnered fertility‟ where mothers have 
offspring in transient relationships with a 
sequence of uncommitted men.13  
 
Deteriorating home circumstances are 
reflected in the rising care population and 
those considered to be „at risk‟ (numbers on 
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child-protection registers or the subject of 
protection plans in the UK increased to 
50,552 by 2011 – from 32,492 in 2006). Most 
children who enter the care system come from 
lone parent homes, and a significant 
proportion of young prisoners, teenage 
parents, addicts and prostitutes come out of 
the care system.  
 
There are indications of a substantial rise in 
psychosocial disorders - or conduct, 
hyperactive and emotional problems - 
affecting young people over the past 50 
years.14 The samples used are adolescent 
sweeps of the 1958 National Child 
Development Study, the 1970 Birth Cohort 
Study, and the 1999 British Child and 
Adolescent Mental Health Study.  Conduct 
problems have shown a particularly strong 
rise and have long term implications - 
affecting socio-economic matters (benefit 
dependency, unemployment, homelessness, 
early parenthood etc), poor health and contact 
with the criminal justice system.  It is 
estimated that two-thirds of NEET (not in 
employment, education or training) Job 
Seekers Allowance recipients aged 16 are 
from fragmented families.15 
 
Absent Fathers 
 
Children‟s immediate environment might, in 
turn, interact with factors like the greater 
availability of drugs, involvement in early 
sexual relations and deviant gang cultures 
which generate feedback loops that increase 
exposure to all manner of risks. Fatherless 
girls not only tend to fare poorly 
academically16 but to mature and reproduce 
earlier. This is related to how father absence 
is often indicative of a stressed or highly 
conflicted childhood environment. 
Particularly when combined with the presence 
of unrelated men in the home, this can mean 

very early sexual development and 
experience, often coerced.17 Father absence is 
also associated with how boys with absent 
fathers are more likely to have had at least 
one child by their early 20s.18  Along with 
early sex and motherhood for girls goes the 
Young Male Syndrome of father-free boys, 
where aggressive, risk-taking males have sex 
with as many females as possible. Gangs offer 
the immediate social comfort and protection 
that families, schools or welfare departments 
cannot provide.19 
 
Boys thrive far better with men at home; 
something testified to by the tribulations of 
fatherless boys. Involved fathering helps to 
protect against depression or suicidality 
(thoughts and attempts); imparts views of 
what is right and wrong; encourages boys to 
consider being a father themselves and 
appreciate how both parents have 
responsibilities and deserve respect. In one of 
the more accessible studies, those labelled 
Can-do boys reported Highly Involved Men 
in their lives (91%) compared with only 9% 
in the Low Can-do group. In contrast, 72% of 
those with Dad Deficit were Low Can-do 
boys.20 A quarter of boys with involved 
fathers had one or more problems, such as an 
anti-school ethos, depression and trouble with 
the police. None had all three, compared to 
more than one in ten of the Dad Deficit boys, 
where two-thirds had one or more problems. 
Dad Deficit is reinforced by a lack of 
constructive compensatory male models to 
show boys „ways‟ of being a man. A spell in 
jail might be the first time a boy spends with 
adult males.   
 
Criminality 
 
As well as leaving more children with 
inadequate supervision, compromised 
security, fewer adult role models, and less 
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inter-generational relationships, societies in 
which fathers are peripheral pose daunting 
problems of cohesion and control.  
 
Those deprived of their role as providers and 
protectors may become predators themselves. 
Marriage is the variable with the strongest 
influence on male crime rates and the 
prospect of future law breaking. The longest 
study of crime in the world - based on the 
lives of 500 criminals who were in 
reformatories in 1930s/40s - identified three 
factors which lead men into law-abiding life – 
a steady job, a spell in the armed forces, and 
marriage.21  
 
Marriage reduced re-offending by 40%, after 
controls for a multitude of other factors. In 
contrast, cohabitation reinforces or increases 
criminality.22 Spouses make demands of each 
other and are more likely to work their way 
through adversities. Cohabitees stay in a 
relationship so long as they are happy and not 
overly controlled. The drastic drop in 
marriage for young men in recent times may 
account for much of the modern persistence in 
criminality as men age, when previously they 
would have withdrawn from such activities as 
they got older.  
 
By embodying a set of norms, responsibilities 
and binding obligations, marriage not only 
encourages personal responsibility and 
altruism, but connects men to the larger 
community.  Otherwise, male disengagement 
from family and work are primary causes for 
the disintegration of neighbourhoods.  
 
Marriage and employment are often 
coterminous for men, particularly low or 
semi-skilled men. Economic responsibilities 
for family members provide the impetus to 
seek work, keep work, work longer and earn 
more. Marriage may mark a greater 

willingness to invest in human capital and, 
with performance crucial for outcomes, this 
translates into higher productivity, higher 
wages and faster wage growth.  
 
Work is validated through responsibilities 
towards others – obligations that can enrich 
even the most menial tasks. The employment 
and wage gap by marital status has 
generational and ethnic aspects, where high 
workless rates and poor pay are related to 
various groups‟ levels of family 
commitments.23  
 
It would be better for men, public safety, 
public finances and mothers and children if 
there were more live-in, working, married 
fathers. This may be the best bargain society 
can have, but it is at the heart of so much of 
the antipathy directed at the conjugal family – 
as when Nick Clegg chose the breadwinner 
husband as his symbol of oppression.    
 
Abuse 
 
A similar body of research for children 
demonstrates the advantages of marriage for 
adults with large nationally representative, 
longitudinal studies. All show benefits in 
terms of lower mortality rates, compared to 
the single, separated or divorced, with better 
physical and mental health, less addiction and 
exposure to violence.24 This applies to all 
ages and both sexes, even if there may be a 
greater effect for men, seen most especially in 
mid-life, where the difference approaches 
threefold.25 It is seen throughout the economic 
and ethnic spectrum.  
 
Despite all the propaganda over the years that 
marriage is a licence for abuse, married 
women‟s victimisation rates are far lower 
than those of cohabiting or single women. 
Boyfriends and cohabiters may be more 
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violent than husbands because they have less 
to lose or invested in the relationship. 
Uncertainty over paternity may be an 
aggravating factor in the excessively high 
levels of violence experienced by unwed 
pregnant women which is seen throughout the 
economic and ethnic spectrum.26  
 
Health 
 
Controlling for personality and health risk 
behaviours reduces but does not eliminate the 
impact of marital status on health.27 A meta-
analysis examining 641 risk estimates from 
95 publications, providing data on more than 
500 million people, showed how this has been 
both modestly increasing over time and more 
rapidly for women.28 Divorce and separation 
may have negative health consequences 
because, not least, fear, hostility and 
disturbance may affect cardiovascular activity 
and the immune system.29  
 
People who live alone are particularly prone 
to excessive drinking, smoking and drug use, 
but non-smoking, non-alcoholic divorced men 
still have twice the mortality rate of married 
men.30 Even after taking personality and risky 
behaviour into account, marital status affects 
survival into old age.31  
 
Not only does single living or being 
unmarried increase serious risks to health, but 
the prognosis worsens for both sexes, 
regardless of age and treatment. 32 Men and 
women separated at the time of cancer 
diagnosis have the lowest survival rate, 
followed by the widowed and never 
married.33 Marriage is associated with shorter 
hospital stays and fewer visits, as well as 
reduced nursing home admission.  
 
It is argued that part of the advantage is 
attributable to selection: healthy, well-

adjusted people are more attractive prospects 
and may be better able to cope with problems 
and sustain relationships. It is only part of the 
explanation, and marriage‟s health benefits 
are significantly reduced the second and third 
times around.34  Again, despite Sweden‟s 
reputation as a welfare and equality pioneer, 
their lone mothers‟ health is as bad as 
Britain‟s - with rates of limiting long-standing 
illnesses between 50% and 60% higher than 
those for „couple‟ mothers, who have the 
lowest deaths from suicide, assault, homicide 
or alcohol- related causes.35 The less than 
good health of poor lone mothers increases 
over time and declines for poor couple 
mothers.36   
 
Since married mothers everywhere have 
lower rates of depression compared to the 
single or cohabiting, this has implications for 
child welfare.  
 
Suicide 
 
The UK suicide rate has significantly 
increased in recent years. There were 4,552 
male suicides in 2011 (18.2 per 100,000 
population) and 1,493 female suicides (5.6 
per 100,000). Patterns by marital status 
tracked over time show rates among married 
people to be consistently lower than for 
unmarried people of both sexes and all age 
groups. For single, divorced and widowed 
men aged 25 and over, these were three to 
four times higher than for married men 
between 1983 and 2004.  
 
For single women, the differentials have 
increased to about threefold even if, for the 
widowed, these are fairly constant at about 
two and a half times higher. Similarly, 25% of 
divorced men have at some point had suicidal 
thoughts, compared with 9% for married men; 
and two per cent of married men ever attempt 
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suicide, compared with 9% of divorced men. 
Among divorced women, 28% and 11% 
respectively ever had suicidal thoughts or 
made a suicide attempt, compared with 13% 
and three per cent for married women.37  
 
Unsurprisingly, increases in divorce and 
declines in marriage are the demographics most 
consistently associated with rises in suicide.38 
Danish studies have looked at time trends over a 
century (1906-2006); the longest period studied 
to date.39 A one percent increase in divorce 
increased suicides by 0.52% and 1.12% for 
males and females respectively: a one percent 
increase in marriages reduced suicide by 
0.77% and 0.63%. When factors such as 
employment status, income, ethnicity, 
psychiatric history and the clinical history of 
relatives are included, being unmarried is still 
a risk factor for both sexes.40  
 
Other work using European cross-national 
comparisons and follow-ups (covering a 
multitude of people aged 30 plus, and 25,476 
suicides in Austria, Belgium, Denmark, 
Finland, Turin, Madrid, Norway and 
Switzerland) found that while non-married, 
lower educational groups had a greater 
increased risk compared to the highly 
educated, marriage still had a generally 
protective effect for those more exposed to 
economic vicissitudes and stresses.41   
 
Stronger welfare policies lacked any buffering 
effect, although involvement in public 
religious practices is associated with lower 
levels of suicidality (ideas and attempts) 
through the high levels of social support 
provided by religious communities.42  This is 
paralleled by a time-series analysis using 
available suicide, social, economic and health 
data which focused on two age groups for 
whom trends have diverged in England and 
Wales, or 25–34 and 60+ year olds. 43  Having 

a child lowers female risk – signalling the 
importance of attachment and responsibility 
for others.44  Expectations that the differential 
suicide levels of the married and single must 
have reduced in recent years given the big 
increase in cohabiting are unmet.  
 
Psychiatric Problems  
 
Most people (estimates of 70-90%) who die 
by suicide have psychiatric problems - 
depressive, substance related, anxiety, 
psychosis, and personality disorders - with 
comorbidity common and self-harm a major 
risk factor.  However, personal afflictions do 
not negate how suicide is more likely during 
times of strain or crisis, particularly if this 
undercuts social support. This is, again, party 
to ways that relationships have a positive 
affect through practical and emotional help 
and the control of risky or personally harmful 
behaviour.  
 
As suicides for men in the 30-44 age group 
(23.5 deaths per 100,000) have recently 
overtaken those for younger men, there may 
be a „cohort effect‟, as this particular 
generation has been most exposed to 
significant social changes, like the decline of 
traditional male jobs and lifelong marriages.  
 
Unemployed and lower skilled men are ten 
times more likely to kill themselves than 
affluent men. It is here that unwed births, 
rising divorce and cohabitation, lone parent 
households, solo living and „partnering and 
de-partnering‟, with all their stresses and lack 
of established status or position,  are 
concentrated as manifestations of declining 
levels of social integration and recognition.45  
 
There is a failure in Western societies to provide 
appropriate sources of social identity and 
attachment for (particularly lower status) males 
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along with tendencies promoting unrealistic 
expectations of freedom and autonomy. This has 
left us with little short of a crisis in young male 
development with few growth points.46  
 
Benefits of Marriage 
 
At the most beneficial end of a sliding scale 
of relationships, marriage focuses social 
support and constraints in the intimate 
environment, not least because commitment 
profoundly alters how people deal with each 
other. The uncommitted are less likely to 
accept another‟s control, or change their 
behaviour at another‟s expectations or 
request, when no public promise has been 
made. Important for matters ranging from 
employment to alcoholism to criminality, it 
also diminishes mutual care and support.  
 
Although cohabitation has rapidly become an 
alternative to marriage, it is less advantageous 
in all dimensions of mental and physical 
health. Conditional and provisional, with no 
forward trajectory, this may be entered 
precisely so that the participants can keep a 

foot out of the door, and be prepared to opt 
out if times get tough or other opportunities 
come along.   
 
The effects of family structure continue to 
emerge, despite such a substantial body of 
evidence being routinely ignored, and despite 
the unfriendly or hostile treatment of marriage 
from publically funded university, charitable 
and other research organisations. It is 
incredible, considering marriage‟s erosion, 
and the opposition and disbelief it has faced, 
how marriage‟s advantages – personal health, 
longer lives, safer communities and better 
children – have endured at all. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
All the demographic data cited in this article, 
unless otherwise stated, is available from the 
Office of National Statistics.
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The Impact of Family Breakdown 
 
 

The Fathers’ Voice: A research review and case studies into the impact 
of family breakdown on fathers and their families. 

 
 

By Chris Muwanguzi  
CEO Family Matters Institute  

 
 
 
Case study 1  
 
Thomas was a popular boy at school, he made 
friends easily and was helpful in class, he was 
really good at most of his subjects and only 
ever struggled with a couple of long and 
difficult words when he was reading. Thomas 
however has struggled with more than just a 
long and difficult word since his mother and 
father split up. He is often angry and gets into 
fights at school; he no longer likes to 
participate in activities and is no longer 
helpful. He is no longer the bright and 
promising pupil, and has now become the 
disruptive, challenging child at risk of 
exclusion.  
 
This is a case study from Family Matters 
Institute SMILE programme but it is also the 
story of more than 100,000 under 16 year old 
children in the UK today, likely to experience 
the detrimental impact of family breakdown.1 
 
Many children are able to survive the adverse 
impact of family breakdown2, and where 
charities like ours, and many of our partners, 
are working with families to make sure that 
parents try to maintain a collaborative 
relationship and put their children first, our 
experience has been that there is a likelihood 
that the potentially long lasting impact for 
many of these children in some cases is not 
averted.  

In the UK, one in three children will see their 
parents separate before they turn 18. (This 
includes breakdown of cohabiting 
relationships as well as divorce).  Family 
breakdown has been estimated to cost the 
taxpayer almost £46 Billion in 2013, through 
effects on health, extra housing support, lost 
work hours, legal aid, and other related 
factors.3  
 
Approximately one half of couples divorcing 
in 2010 had at least one child aged under 16, 
and over a fifth of those children were under 
five. Moreover, the number of children 
affected by divorce has risen over the past few 
decades, from approximately 82,000 (under 16 
years) in 1971 to 100,000 in 2009. 
 
What is often not considered is the wider 
impact on the family, particularly the impact 
on parents. Whereas children and mothers 
have traditionally been the focus of research 
on well-being after divorce, very limited 
attention has been paid to the fathers 
following divorce (Stone, 2001).  
 
Professor Ridwan Shabsigh, of Cornell 
University in the U.S. and president of the 
International Society of Men's Health, said: 
‘Popular perception, and many cultures as 
well as the media, present men as tough, 
resilient, and less vulnerable to psychological 
trauma than women.’  The fact is men get 
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affected substantially by psychological trauma 
and negative life events, such as divorce, 
bankruptcy, war and bereavement.  
 
Separation increases the risk of early death, 
substance abuse, suicide and depression. 
Divorced or separated men have a 39 per cent 
higher suicide rate than their married 
counterparts.4 They are also more likely to 
take part in risky activities which increases 
their chance of early death.5  
 
Case study 2 
 
A case study by Dr Daniel Felix, of the 
University of Nebraska, centred on a 45-year-
old white man who ‘endured a difficult 
divorce’. He visited his family doctor for the 
first time in ten years, complaining of bad 
sleep and persistent abdominal pain. The man 
revealed he drank 'about a six-pack of beer a 
day,' had recently begun hating his job in 
middle management at a local bank and had 
become irritated with his colleagues and boss. 
He eventually reported having limited access 
to his children and paying a ‘significant 
amount of child support’. The man also said 
his ex-wife, ‘took all our friends with her after 
the divorce’. 
 
The researchers reported the man's physical 
condition as ‘unremarkable’, apart from 
having a slightly enlarged liver and being 
somewhat overweight. They instead attributed 
his mild physical ailments and seemingly mild 
depressive state to continued anxiety and 
stress associated with his divorce. 
 
So why the fuss about fathers?  Why and 
how are they important to their children, 
and their partners?  

To understand the extensive impact of family 
breakdown, it’s best to start with the reason 

children and families need their fathers.  
 
Children really do benefit from having two 
parents fully involved in their lives, and 
usually want to retain as much contact as 
possible with their non-resident parent after 
separation. Most children hate the loss of 
contact with their fathers and often experience 
substantial distress, anger or self-doubt as a 
result.6 
 
The impact of father relationship on child 
outcomes  

1. Fathers influence their children in 
large part through the quality of their 
relationship with the mother of their 
children. A father who has a good 
relationship with the mother of their 
children is more likely to be involved 
and to spend time with their children, 
and to have children who are 
psychologically and emotionally 
healthier. Similarly, a mother who 
feels affirmed by her children's father 
and who enjoys the benefits of a happy 
relationship is more likely to be a 
better mother. Indeed, the quality of 
the relationship affects the parenting 
behaviour of both parents. They are 
more responsive, affectionate, and 
confident with their infants; more self-
controlled in dealing with defiant 
toddlers; and better confidants for 
teenagers seeking advice and 
emotional support.7 
 

2. Children with involved, caring fathers 
have better educational outcomes. A 
number of studies suggest that fathers 
who are involved, nurturing, and 
playful with their infants, have 
children with better linguistic and 
cognitive capacities.8 Toddlers with 
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involved fathers go on to start school 
with higher levels of academic 
readiness.9 They are more patient and 
can handle the stresses and frustrations 
associated with schooling more readily 
than children with less involved 
fathers. The influence of a father's 
involvement on academic achievement 
extends into adolescence and young 
adulthood. Numerous studies find that 
an active and nurturing style of 
fathering is associated with better 
verbal skills, intellectual functioning, 
and academic achievement among 
adolescents.10  
 

3. Even from birth, children who have an 
involved father are more likely to be 
emotionally secure, be confident to 
explore their surroundings, and, as 
they grow older, have better social 
connections with peers. These children 
also are less likely to get in trouble at 
home, school, or in the neighborhood. 
Infants who receive high levels of 
affection from their fathers (e.g., 
babies whose fathers respond quickly 
to their cries and who play together) 
are more securely attached; that is, 
they can explore their environment 
comfortably when a parent is nearby 
and can readily accept comfort from 
their parent after a brief separation. A 
number of studies suggest they also are 
more sociable and popular with other 
children throughout early childhood.  
 
The way fathers play with their 
children also has an important impact 
on a child's emotional and social 
development. Fathers spend a much 
higher percentage of their one-on-one 
interaction with infants and 
preschoolers in stimulating, playful 

activity than do mothers. From these 
interactions, children learn how to 
regulate their feelings and behaviour. 
Rough and tumble with dad, for 
example, can teach children how to 
deal with aggressive impulses and 
physical contact without losing control 
of their emotions. 
 
Generally speaking, fathers also tend 
to promote independence and an 
orientation to the outside world. 
Fathers often push achievement while 
mothers stress nurturing, both of which 
are important to healthy development. 
As a result, children who grow up with 
involved fathers are more comfortable 
exploring the world around them and 
more likely to exhibit self-control and 
pro-social behaviour.  

 
Case study 3 
  

A study of school-aged children found that 
children with good relationships with their 
fathers were less likely to experience 
depression, to exhibit disruptive behavior, or 
to lie, and were more likely to exhibit pro-
social behaviour.11 This same study found that 
boys with involved fathers had fewer school 
behaviour problems and that girls had stronger 
self-esteem. In addition, numerous studies 
have found that children who live with their 
fathers are more likely to have good physical 
and emotional health, to achieve academically, 
and to avoid drugs, violence, and delinquent 
behavior.12 
 

4. Nurturing by a father serves several 
important purposes: 
x Fosters psychological well-being 

and self-worth in their children; 
x Helps fathers build close 

relationships with their children; 
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x Provides children with a healthy 
model of masculinity; 

x Helps protect girls from 
prematurely seeking the romantic 
and sexual attention of men.  

5. Another important function that fathers
serve in the lives of their children is as
guides to the world outside the home.
When children are in preschool, fathers
can best prepare their children for the
outside world by engaging in vigorous,
physical play and encouraging small
steps in the direction of autonomy. For
instance, fathers can push preschoolers
to learn to dress themselves, to shake
hands with house guests, and, more
generally, to deal with the frustrations
of daily life.

As children begin school, fathers can
tell their children of their own
experiences in school and encourage
them to study hard, teach them about
money management, or teach them a
sport that will help their children learn
about teamwork.

6. Certainly the role of father as protector
and provider has changed over the
years. Historically, fathers were
viewed as chief financial provider for,
and protector of, their children. As the
traditional roles of mother and father,
and likewise man and wife, have
changed over the years, the distinctions
have blurred, especially when it comes
to who is the breadwinner.

One study, however, found that men
view marriage, "as a partnership of
equals, albeit one in which the man is
the partner ultimately responsible for

the provision of income and the 
family's protection”.13  

The ability to provide and protect is 
still, today, very much tied up with the 
average man's sense of self and sense 
of manhood. Research consistently 
shows that fathers who are employed 
full-time express more happiness with 
family life and have better 
relationships with their children, 
compared to fathers who are 
underemployed or unemployed.14 

7. While the direct relationship a father
has with his child is of paramount
value, fathers also exercise a strong
influence on their children through the
type of life they live in and outside the
home. Being a role model is an
important task. In the way that fathers
treat other people, spend their time and
money, and handle the joys and
stresses of life, they provide a template
for living for their children that often
proves critical in guiding the behavior
of their children, for better or worse.

As discussed earlier, a father's
treatment of the opposite sex, his
ability to control his own emotions,
and his approach to work, all play a
formative role in shaping his sons' and
daughters' approach to romantic
relationships and marriage,
interpersonal relationships, and school
and work.

Research into the impact of divorce on fathers, 
and listening to the voices of the fathers that 
come to find help through Family Matters 
Institute’s parenting website, DAD.info 
forum, has found - 

27

Stolen Childhood



1. That most fathers struggle emotionally 
during the process of, and after, divorce.  
This, for many men, is probably one of the 
biggest aspects of the whole catastrophe. The 
end of the marriage takes a sombre toll on 
most fathers’ emotional state as most men 
tend to tie everything they have to their 
marriage. The results for most men are:  

x Depressive disorder 
x Anger 
x Resentment 
x Suicidal Thoughts 
x Emasculation 
x Isolation  
x Worry and Panic 

 
Taking it on the chin and just moving on, 
therefore, cannot be done so easily when you 
don’t have your home, your children, and a 
lover or partner to be supportive of you. The 
foundation to their identity and life is 
completely broken, and the more they try to 
hide these mental pitfalls, the worse it 
becomes. 
 
2. Many men find themselves in 
circumstances of being middle aged and 
feeling like they are struggling the way they 
once did when much younger, despite a better 
profession or enterprise. If they have job 
troubles, due to the separation and their 
emotional state, this can cause even greater 
impact post-divorce.  
 
3. A man’s sense of being a good father is 
often destroyed by divorce. Most fathers end 
up not having custody of their children and, if 
at all, have to settle for visiting them on the 
weekends. Our experience has been that for 
many men this has left a deep sense of 
unworthiness, combined with emotional and 
social hurt caused by the almost automatic 
assumption the relationship breakdown was 

their fault, and that they are therefore unable 
to care for their children.  
 
4. Fathers experience a loss of character and 
identity. To be separated after investing so 
much effort into building a home and 
marriage, coupled with the sense of identity as 
‘husband’ and maybe ‘father’, is devastating.  
The finality of separation brings with it, for 
the man, realisation that he is no longer the 
person he thought he was.    
 
On Dad.info, most men have reported in their 
posts, and in peer to peer conversation, that 
they have been left less angry and resentful of 
their partner, but struggle more with:  

a. Isolation from their children, their 
wider families and friends – having to 
establish new connections;  

b. Parental alienation; 
c. Struggle to maintain productivity at 

work; 
d. Financial pressures – including child 

support, financing a new home, often 
having to pay for the old one too; 

e. Missing the everyday world of seeing 
their children growing up;  

f. Very little access to their children, as 
well as stressful court proceedings. 

Children of separated families have a 
higher probability of:  

x Being in poverty and poor housing; 
x Being poorer when they are adults;  
x Behavioural problems;  
x Performing less well in school;  
x Needing medical treatment;  
x Leaving school/home when young;  
x Becoming sexually active, pregnant, or 

a parent at an early age;  
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x Depressive symptoms, high levels of 
smoking and drinking, and drug use 
during adolescence and adulthood.  

Factors affecting outcomes:  

x Financial hardship can limit 
educational achievement;  

x Family conflict before, during, and 
after, separation can contribute to 
behavioural problems;  

x Parental ability to recover from 
distress of separation affects children's 
ability to adjust; 

x Multiple changes in family structure 
increase the probability of poor 
outcomes;  

x Quality contact with the non-resident 
parent can improve outcomes;  

x Divorce might leave some with a 
broken heart, but it also causes real 
health problems for men, according to 
researchers; 

x Those whose marriages end have 
higher rates of mortality, substance 
abuse and depression, and often lack 
social support, a study found. It called 
for doctors to refer more male 
divorcees to therapists and said more 
work is ‘urgently needed’ to 
investigate the damaging effects of 
relationship break-ups on their health; 

x American researchers say that divorced 
and single men have a 39% higher 
suicide rate than their married 
counterparts - perhaps in part because 
they are more likely to engage in risky 
behaviour.  
 

There is emerging evidence that high 
paternal involvement may be correlated 
with greater family stability: 

x Low father involvement is associated 
with women’s anger towards their 
partners.15  

x High take-up of parental leave by 
Swedish fathers is linked to lower rates 
of separation/divorce, as is more 
equitable sharing by a couple of 
earning and caring roles. In fact, 
couples are 30% less likely to break up 
when the father has taken some 
parental leave – i.e. leave over and 
above the 10 days’ leave most Swedish 
fathers take when their babies are 
born.16 

x An important longitudinal study which 
controlled for socioeconomic factors 
found fathers’ involvement in routine, 
every day childcare, plus play/school 
liaison throughout a child’s life to 
beyond adolescence, accounting for 
21% of the variance in fathers’ marital 
happiness at midlife.17 

x In Australia, it was found that men’s 
involvement in infant care positively 
correlated with their satisfaction with 
family life and adjustment to 
fatherhood. 18 

x Among cohabiting couples with 
newborns, both parents’ beliefs that 
father-involvement is important, plus 
fathers’ actual involvement (measured 
here by regular nappy-changing), were 
found to predict relationship stability.19 

x The importance of working with both 
partners on their beliefs and aspirations 
relating to parenting is clear: one study 
of new parents found that a couple 
relationship that was happy and 
appeared stable at the time of the birth, 
could be seriously and quite quickly 
eroded when partners held different 
ideas about parenting.20 
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Mental Health In Britain’s Young People: 
Is Our Next Generation Choosing Death Or Life? 

 
 

By Dr Josephine-Joy Wright 
Clinical Psychologist, CAMHS, 2gether Foundation Trust (Herefordshire) 

 
 

 
The Facts 
 
In 1995, the Department of Health published 
“A handbook on child and adolescent mental 
health” which cited that, although 10-20% of 
young people required help for mental health 
problems at some point in their lives, severe 
mental illness was rare in young people. Only 
7.6 per 100,000 15-19 year olds were seen to 
struggle with suicide, and bullying was not 
identified as a significant factor affecting 
children‟s mental health (except to be 
embraced in the general clause of “physical, 
sexual and emotional abuse”). 
 
Contrast this with the NSPCC‟s 2013 report 
that a third of Britain‟s young people 
experience suicidal thoughts and ideation. 
Peter Wanless, CEO of NSPCC in his work 
with ChildLine last year said: 
 

The issues facing children today are very 
different from those that faced us as 
children. Stranger danger, for example, 
rarely comes up in contacts to ChildLine 
but depression, self-harm, online bullying 
and even suicide contacts are increasing 
exponentially. 

  
This statement echoes the National Children‟s 
Home assertion in 2002 that one in four  
children in Britain have been bullied by phone 
or internet, 6% in a threatening way, and that 
such bullying is a major risk factor in the 

development of Depressive and Anxiety-
related disorders. In March 2013, the NSPCC 
stated on their website that 38% of young 
people said that they had experienced 
cyberbullying.  Indeed, Marilyn Campbell 
(2005) termed cyberbullying and its impact 
on child and adolescent mental health as “an 
old problem in a new guise” and in 
Queensland, Australia‟s Commission for 
Children and Young People in June 2013 
published research linking suicide to 
cyberbullying. 
  
In the UK, a recent investigation led by Tanya 
Bryon provided preliminary support for such 
findings, and the British Medical Journal 
Open 2013 published The Health 
Improvement Network‟s survey of 479 GP 
practices, which showed that amongst 10-18 
year olds, 81 had committed suicide, 1496 
had attempted to do so and 1176 said that 
they had experienced suicidal ideation.  
 
So what is happening to our young people? 
Are these figures new, or are we simply 
becoming more aware of the risk factors 
which affect young people‟s mental health, 
and giving the previously “silent generation” 
permission to speak about their pain and 
distress? 
 
The Problems 
 
In 1995, in the Health of the Nations report, 
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the interest in child and adolescent mental 
health was to reduce the distress to children 
and families, to reduce the incidence of adult 
mental health from untreated children‟s 
mental health problems, and to reduce the 
cost of mental health problems on services.  
  
Today, the first of these factors is given 
greater prominence. We are berated for being 
sixteenth in the UNICEF table for child and 
adolescent emotional wellbeing, as against 
other rich nations, and Young Minds and 
NICE provide startling statistics that 72% of 
young people in care and 95% of young 
offenders have mental health problems, with 
double the incidence of childhood depression 
now compared with the 1980s.  This reflects 
the incidence of mental health problems 
mentioned in the National Statistics (1999) 
survey of child and adolescent mental health 
(4% depression; 1 in 10 mental health 
problems), compared to recent findings by 
NICE and Young Minds.  
 
The Association for Young People‟s Health 
Key Data (2013) confirms that suicide rates 
among young men have fallen since 2001, 
and in 2011 were 13.3 per 100,000, but this is 
not true of female suicides. Now, rather than 
1 in 10, 13% of boys have mental health 
problems.  
 
In my 30 years of clinical experience, now 
more than ever, young people speak of feeling 
isolated, struggling with family conflict and 
difficult breakdowns, and with emotionally 
absent parents leaving them alone to try to 
make sense of huge peer and media pressure 
to look, be and behave in certain ways.  
 
Family Breakdown and the Cost to 
Children 
 
Back in 2009, Mooney, Oliver and Smith 

undertook a review of the evidence into the 
“Impact of Family Breakdown on Children‟s 
Wellbeing”. They showed that the key factors 
were not simply family breakdown, per se, 
but the way the breakdown was managed; the 
presence of violence, conflict, poverty, and 
poor parenting all contributing, as well as, in 
particular, parental mental health problems, 
which greatly exacerbated the incidence of 
poor mental health in children. With the 
increasing isolation of families and 
fragmented communities in the UK, these risk 
factors are even more pertinent.  
  
Amato et al (1995) and Dunn et al (2004) 
have particularly detailed the importance of 
the quality of parental relationships, 
especially non-resident fathers. If fathers are 
close and involved in their lives, children are 
seen to have fewer adjustment problems and 
greater academic success. For both fathers 
and mothers, involvement, affection, support 
and limit setting were found to be crucial in 
affecting children‟s outcomes, especially 
adjustment and mental health.   
 
“Think child, think parent, think family: a 
guide to parental mental health and child 
welfare”, emphasised the impact of parental 
mental health on young people‟s own mental 
health, as well as the pressures on children 
having to act as carers. Lack of parental 
support and mentoring, combined with 
community isolation, all profoundly impact 
children‟s life experiences.  
 
The Rise of Mental Health Problems 
 
One in five adults experience mental health 
problems during their lifetime and, at the time 
of their illness, 1:4 will be parents. That 
leaves a significant number of children 
affected. Yet the support for such children is 
minimal. As parental support and good 
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relationships between children and parents, 
and with school, are the most significant 
protective factor in preventing young people‟s 
mental health problems, no wonder many of 
these young people struggle, suffering in 
silence or themselves developing mental 
health problems.  
  
With an escalating number of admissions to 
hospital for eating disorders, and high 
incidences of undiagnosed adolescent 
depression being the greatest predisposing 
factor for adolescent suicide, something is 
going wrong (half of all lifetime cases of 
psychiatric disorders start before the age of 14 
years). The National Collaborating Centre for 
Mental Health, 2012, estimates 1:250 females 
and 1:2000 young males experience anorexia 
nervosa, with five times this number reporting 
bulimia nervosa. The NCCMH acknowledges 
that, as for self-harm, adolescent eating 
disorders are severely under-reported.  
  
The same is certainly true for suicide 
attempts. The Centre for Suicide Research in 
Oxford found that in a sample of 174 under-
25 year old suicides, unemployment, lack of 
family support, relationship difficulties and, 
vitally, undiagnosed and untreated depression 
(in 55.5%), were significant factors leading to 
the suicide.  
   
We may be more economically wealthy, with 
greater opportunities for mobility and 
international travel and communication now 
than in previous decades, but somehow 
something is not working. We are failing our 
children and young people. 
 
What can we do? 
 
The Queensland report cited above also 
explored how to reduce young people‟s risk 
of suicide, and specifically targeted reducing 

cyberbullying. They found that parental 
involvement was crucial; strong parent-school 
links and parents who were involved in their 
children‟s lives, helping them to develop 
strong coping strategies, good relationship 
skills and helping them to say „no‟ to abusive 
behaviours and recognise safe relationships.   
  
Farrell and Barrett (2007) explored the risk 
and protective factors which affect the 
incidence of anxiety and depression in young 
people, and found that significant 
preventative protective factors are the parent-
child relationship, and the level of attachment, 
monitoring and involvement of parents in 
young people‟s lives. Also of significance 
was the level of community involvement in 
the young person‟s life and good school-
parent-home links. They discussed the 
evidence-based FRIENDS programme as an 
effective preventative factor, involving as it 
does sessions for schools, parents and young 
people to enhance their coping and their 
emotional literacy and resilience.  
  
In the UK the focus is still on helping parents 
parent under-5s practically, such as feeding, 
washing and developmental milestones; yet 
parents are routinely given very little help 
with how to enhance children‟s ability to cope 
emotionally and manage effective 
relationships, which are crucial protective 
factors in young people‟s mental health.  We 
need to fund long-term sustainable 
programmes to enhance parental involvement 
and parent- school cooperation.     
 
Inter-agency co-operation 
  
Across the reports cited above, the need for 
clear inter-agency working and continuity of 
care is a recurring theme.   It constantly 
bemuses me why we designate children‟s 
services, especially Tier 2 and 3 Child and 
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Adolescent Mental Health Services 
(CAMHS), as 0-18 years, when our 
educational provision is 0-19 and young 
people‟s eighteenth birthdays fall in their final 
A level year.  In CAMHS we are meant to 
transfer vulnerable young people to adult care 
when their whole world is changing!  
  
We need to commission and develop fully 
integrated mental and physical health, social 
care, police and education services for 0-19, 
or even up to 25 years, with all agencies 
working out of shared hubs of provision in the 
community. We need dedicated inter-agency 
services for 14-25 year olds to assist with the 
vulnerable transition into adulthood. 
  
We need to challenge and equip parents to 
acknowledge the huge protective factor which 
they themselves play in their child‟s mental 
health.  We need to encourage the 
development of evidence-based school and 
community policies and programmes of 
integrated parent-school liaison, such as 
FRIENDS, to raise awareness among parents, 
teachers, support workers and young people, 
and to enhance interest and involvement, and 
thus supervision of young people, by parents 
so they become secure bases where children 
can go with their worries and fears, thus 
reducing their vulnerability to abuse and 
bullying. 
  
Government funding of superb organizations 
such as Papyrus, which campaigns to tackle 
the causes of young people‟s suicide, is vital. 
If we are genuinely to implement the 2013 
Suicide Prevention Strategy and tackle the 
stain of young people‟s growing mental 
health problems on our nation, we need to 
promote further evidence-based research into 
the underlying factors, as well as being 
serious about our response as a nation. 

Support networks for vulnerable young 
people 
 
We need to work with young people to 
understand why and when they are vulnerable 
and provide them with networks of support.  
We need to use such findings to raise 
awareness among parents, teachers, and 
communities, as well as young people 
themselves, of mental health problems in 
young people, to reduce the incidence of 
undiagnosed, untreated depression and other 
mental health problems, thus reducing 
suicides. In a recent project with a group of 
young people in Hertfordshire we have 
developed an App (called “BAPPIE”), which 
seeks to assist this process.  
  
We need to all take up the challenge to tackle 
and stamp out cyberbullying and internet and 
relationship abuse. Abuse is mucky, abuse 
wrecks lives. It is the responsibility of us all. 
  
Similarly, it is our responsibility to be aware 
of the impact on children of our relationship 
difficulties. If we are to really guide and 
nurture children and young people, creating 
an emotionally healthy Britain, we as adults 
have to practice what we hope and dream for 
them in our own lives. If we embrace life, we 
show them the way to life. 
  
I work every day in NHS and social/education 
services that are having to cut-back hard to 
become viable and cost effective. But this 
matter cannot wait. We cannot afford not to 
act now. Too many children and young 
people have died. Too many families are 
grieving or living in the hell of emotional 
distress. We have to all take responsibility for     
the mental health of the next generation.  
Then we will have a Britain in which they 
want to live.   
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Conclusion 

By Robert S. Harris
Co-leader of the Sexualisation of Children Working Party, for the LCFCPG 

 Director, Voice for Justice UK

Social commentators have, on occasion, 
asserted what they judge is the preeminent test 
by which any society can presume to be 
civilised. They suggest that it is not ultimately 
based on whether there is a developed 
infrastructure of roads and utilities, though 
these inevitably form a crucial part of any 
modern society. Rather, it is thought that the 
benchmark of a civilised society is measured 
according to how it treats its women, senior 
citizens, the disabled, the mentally ill, and its 
children. If a society is to fully appreciate its 
children, surely it must fully grasp the central 
role a strong family has for a child‟s 
upbringing? 

In this report, the body of evidence cited 
demonstrates clearly the pivotal value a stable 
family bears upon the welfare and life 
prospects of children. 

Patricia Morgan pointed out that by 2013, 
“24% of children were living with a lone 
parent in Britain and nearly a half of 15 year 
olds had experienced parental separation.” To 
appreciate this in the wider context, it was 
highlighted that cohabiting couples constitute 
19% of couples with dependent children, yet 
they account for 48% of family breakdown, 
“being four to five times more likely to split 
up than married couples (or six times in a 
child‟s first five years).” 

These demographics highlight how crucial it 
is for children to be raised in a two-parent 

home, ideally where the parents are married. 
While children do indeed grow up in a variety 
of „family forms‟, we should not feel coerced 
by political sensitivities, so that we 
marginalise the primary role of married 
parents in the lives of children. Can anything 
less be in the child‟s best interests? 

Chris Muwanguzi makes a compelling case to 
show how significant fathers are in the 
development of children. He also 
demonstrates how a child‟s future life 
prospects are vitally influenced by their 
father‟s positive involvement in their 
upbringing. Such involvement bears directly 
on physical and mental health outcomes, as 
well as academic achievement. 

All of this strongly points to the need for 
legislation and public policy to be more 
sensitive to, and accommodating of, the far-
reaching role and contribution played by 
fathers in the lives of their children, than is 
true under the current system. 

Compellingly, the shocking rise in mental 
illness amongst young people, clearly set out 
by Dr Josephine-Joy Wright, underpins the 
claims of her fellow contributors. Dr Wright 
points out that only a couple of decades ago 
there was a low incidence of mental illness 
amongst children. She puts the blame squarely 
on the unprecedented increase in family 
breakdown.  Depression, self-harm, online 
bullying and suicide are all, she says, clear 
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evidence of children‟s inability to cope with 
family conflict and absence of stability. 

The family is famously and rightly described 
as „the bedrock of society.‟ A phrase such as 
this, used repeatedly, risks slipping into the 
realm of cliché. So there is a real possibility 
that the full meaning of „the bedrock of 

society‟, especially as it applies to the 
flourishing of children, is diminished.  It is 
hoped this report will prompt legislators to 
consider further how best law and public 
policy can meaningfully promote families 
with married, opposite sex, parents. On the 
evidence, anything less does not enhance 
childhood, but robs it. 
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