12.01.10: A Family Policy – for which families?

Yesterday the Liberal democrat leader Nick Clegg reminded us ‘the world has changed’, and dropped his party’s pledge for free universal childcare. David Cameron is still promising some kind of tax cut for married couples but also a refocus of Sure Start on the most disadvantaged. Ed Balls is homing in on stable relationships and is offering classes on parenting for teenagers. As we gear up for Labour’s families green paper (and the Conservatives to follow soon after), a wealth of commentators are keen to dissect the political ideologies at play in our attitudes towards marriage, children and family. It looks like families will be a key battleground, at least during these initial salvos of campaigning. 

Overall the fact that family has moved up the agenda is good for charities like ours. Our ethos is that you can’t help vulnerable people, whether they be adults or children, unless you support families, But as the rhetoric flows people who work with families and children are left wondering where the actual policies are which will support the most vulnerable and improve their lives in the coming years. Two huge risks to investment in services are the cost of care proceedings which seem to have rocketed in number in the wake of Baby Peter and the pressure of the recession.
Both wealth and parenting style are important to outcomes for children. We know that material wellbeing is hugely determinate of children’s future chances – and we also know that without strong, loving family relationships children do not have positive influences to model their own lives on and can end up in the margins of society. This is why parenting classes for teenagers would really be too little too late.
Money difficulties are a great cause of family friction and struggling to makes ends meet is stressful and makes providing good parenting much more difficult. Poor parents need better material circumstances through benefits, the minimum wage, the Social Fund, and access to work and training. They also need a commitment to invest in the joined up services which support their families and make a real difference to their lives. Sure Start is a vital part of provision and needs protected investment, but so are the specialised services which address the complex issues affecting large numbers of the country’s most vulnerable, and which often remain hidden – from sight and from political rhetoric.

Mental health has been found to constitute a background factor in a third of care proceedings by one Ministry of Justice survey. Family Action’s Newpin service for new mothers has been found to halve the onset of antenatal depression while our Building Bridges service for parents with more enduring mental health problems has been shown to stave off and shorten periods of crisis, reducing their rate of return to and length of stay in hospital. Such services are not cheap in the short term but are shown to work and will save money in the long term when compared to the sectioning of adults in acute mental health facilities, or expensive foster and residential care which has poor outcomes for the children. 
Around half of parents with learning difficulties will have their children taken into care according to Mencap. That’s not cost effective, and there is no reason why these parents can’t provide a safe and loving home for their children as long as they can access the support to enable this. Our Valuing Families service in Leicestershire is sadly rare in providing the hands on practical support to these parents, in their own homes, which allows them to build routines, feel confident in their parenting role, and thus strengthen their relationships with their children.
The NSPCC’s recent warnings about neglect focus on the most horrifying examples of what is actually abuse. They are right to raise this but in fact it can often be a lack of the kind of support described above which means some vulnerable adults end up mistreating their children. The good news is that this can be addressed in a way which makes life safer and happier for the whole family and society as well. But the investment has to be there. Hopefully the Green Papers due out will have more than words to offer these families.
