
12

•	 The proportion of one-person households in the UK has 
more than doubled in the last 45 years, with over half of those 
living alone now being below pension age. Over a similar time 
period the proportion of births to non-married parents has 
increased fivefold.

•	 According to the Millennium Cohort Study, the parents of 
a child are five times more likely to split up in the first three 
years of a child’s life if they are cohabiting than if they are 
married. They are twelve times more likely to split up if 
they regard themselves as ‘closely involved’ than if they are 
married.

•	 There are higher levels of child poverty and worklessness 
among families headed by a single parent than among 
families where the parents are married. The higher levels of 
child poverty occur despite huge welfare transfers to lone-
parent families.

•	 The current welfare system tends to underwrite lone 
parenthood by paying for the upkeep of the children while 
the parent does not work or by taking over the care of the 
children while the parent works – or by a combination of 
both. Lone-parent families depend upon benefits and tax 
credits for an average of 66 per cent of their income.

Summary
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s u m m a r y

•	 The willingness of the state to take on the responsibilities of 
paying for the upbringing of children where parents choose 
not to take on those responsibilities themselves is at least 
partly responsible for undermining self-supporting family 
structures. Both the Conservative and Labour parties have 
been responsible for these trends in family policy.

•	 It is clear from the domestic and international evidence that 
the tax and benefits systems have helped to determine family 
behaviour – the tax and benefits systems do not simply 
respond benignly to changes in social trends. Individuals 
within families are rational agents and have responded 
predictably to the tax and benefits systems in the UK, which 
are particularly hostile to families by international standards.

•	 The tax and benefits systems are particularly harsh on 
single-earner-couple households that receive low incomes. 
Only when the joint income of a couple reaches £50,000 
per annum is there no loss from such a couple declaring 
their relationship. There is therefore a strong incentive 
for households not to declare their relationships, and this 
encourages fraud. In 2004/05 the government paid tax 
credits and benefits to 200,000 more lone parents than 
actually live in the UK – this is despite the fact that some lone 
parents will have incomes that are sufficiently high not to 
receive benefit. 

•	 Because individuals and families are rational agents who have 
adjusted their behaviour to perverse government policies, it is 
clear that policy changes can bring about a reduction in welfare 
dependency and a strengthening of the family as the primary 
vehicle for the provision of welfare. The family does not have to 
be favoured but discrimination against it must end.
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•	 Divorce laws should be reformed to ensure that those 
who have made commitments should be held financially 
responsible. There is no point in having a marriage contract if 
the state then passes statute law that simply allows one party 
to walk away from their freely entered obligations. Also, child 
support obligations should be strictly enforced. 

•	 There should be reforms of the means-tested benefits and 
tax systems. The current situation whereby couples bringing 
up children together lose entitlement to benefits without 
any offsetting compensation within the tax system should be 
ended. This may involve reform of the tax system, reform of 
the benefits system or both.


