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Strong and stable families and family relationships, in all their diverse forms, play an important role in our society. Whether intended or not, a wide range of government activity has a direct or indirect impact on families. Families in turn shape how individuals engage with policy initiatives and use public services.

On 18 August 2014 the UK Prime Minister announced the introduction of a ‘family test’.

The objective of the test is to introduce a family perspective to the policy making process.  It will ensure that policy makers recognise and make explicit the potential impacts on family relationships in the process of developing and agreeing new policy.

The UK’s Department for Work and Pensions' "Family Test" guidance describes various strong and stable family relationships and provides a helpful (but not exhaustive) list. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/family-test-assessing-the-impact-of-policies-on-families
For example:

· Couple relationships including marriage, civil partnerships, co-habitation and those living apart, together.

· Parent and step-parent to child relationships.

· Relationships with foster children

· Sibling relationships

· Children’s’ relationship with their grandparents

· The relationship between separated couples, and between a child and a  on-resident parent after separation

· Kinship carers

· Extended families, particularly where they are playing a role in raising children or caring for elderly or disabled family members

Statistics on family formations

In January 2015 the Office for National Statistics (ONS) published their annual Families and Households update[1]. The data for 2014 showed there were an estimated total of 7.9 million families with dependent[2] children in the UK. The most common family unit type within this (4.8 million or approximately 60%) was where the parents were married or in a civil partnership.

Nevertheless, increasingly there are more different types of family formations, including cohabiting partners, co-parents, blended[3] and so on. For instance the number of cohabiting couple families, including opposite sex and same sex couples, grew by nearly 30% between 2004 and 2014, making this the fastest growing type of family in the UK. There are estimated to be 313,000 households containing two or more families.

In 2014 there were 61,000 couples in civil partnerships in the UK, of which 12,000 (19%) were estimated to have dependent children. There were an estimated 84,000 cohabiting same sex couples, of which 9,000 (11%) were estimated to have dependent children. Statistics regarding numbers of married same sex couples are not yet fully available, but over 1,400 such marriages were formed in England and Wales between 29th March and 30th June 2014.  It is not known how many married same sex couples have dependent children.

Moreover between April 2013 – March 2014 over 480 children were adopted by parents who identified as lesbian, gay or bisexual. There were over 10,000 individuals approved to adopt at 31st March 2014 and 8% of approved adopters identified as being lesbian or gay, a 2% increase on the previous year. 

These statistics give an indication of the number of same sex couples who have children, however, the numbers of LGB&T parents is likely to be higher. For instance, these statistics do not reflect LGB&T parents who are or had been married or in a cohabiting relationship with a member of the opposite sex, multiple co-parents, single LGB&T parents, or those whose sexual orientation or gender identity had not been disclosed or recorded. It is also difficult to estimate accurately the number of LGB&T people who are trying to become, or considering becoming, parents.

 Furthermore, we remain deeply aware that states have obligations under international human rights law in respect to human rights abuses which can occur within the family.   In this respect, in the UK we have driven a step change in awareness of female genital mutilation and forced marriage and seen prosecutions across specific violence against women and girls offences reach their highest levels.   We continue to use the United Nations (UN) Declaration (1993) on the elimination of violence against women to guide our work across all Government departments: ‘Any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life’

[1] For more detail visit the ONS website: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/family-demography/families-and-households/2014/index.html 

[2] ONS here defines ‘dependent children’ as children aged under 16 living with at least one of their parents, or aged 16-18 in full-time education.

[3] A blended family consists of a couple, the children they have had together, and their children from previous relationships.

[4] For more detail visit the Gov.UK website: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/adoption-agencies-data-in-england-1-april-2013-to-31-march-2014#history 
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