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Ask anyone what is the most important thing for them and they will probably say “my family”.  That recognises that the family is the framework of our lives. It is everything for very young children, and as people age it once again becomes just about the whole of our lives. Most of what we become starts at home; our values and our knowledge, from parents, grandparents, siblings, partners and children.
Looking after your family is still the hardest and most important job in the world. 

Families matter to all of us as individuals and families matter to society too. That is why supporting families is a public policy imperative at the heart of government.  
It is at home where you learn to stand up for yourself and to compromise. It's at home where you first learn social behaviour. It is at home where you don’t just get life skills necessary for every individual, but what is necessary for successful communities. 

It is at home where you learn to learn. As Michael Young said, the family is the most important educational institution. More important, even, than school. 

Home is where your health is determined and where, throughout your life, you get most of your healthcare. It provides the bedrock of mental and physical well being. 

Home is where you feel (or should feel) secure and learn to value security. 

Home is where you understand the way generations depend on each other – where you have your strongest connections with the past and future. 

And the key to social mobility and equal opportunity is not just a matter of class or economic privilege. It's a family matter.  

Family policy central to public policy 
I want to set out a four point framework for family policy. 

1. Family policy must be the foundation for all government policy based on the recognition that looking after your family is the most important and difficult job in the world.

2. That family policy is key to the Government achieving its aim of equality and opportunity; it is key to successful social and economic policy;

3. That family politics must support families not stigmatise them, must listen to families, not lecture them.

4. That family policy must enable choices, not make them – and must recognise that because the lower your income the more limited your choices are, family policy must put the greatest emphasis on families with the fewest resources.  

LISTEN DON’T LECTURE

SUPPORT DON’T STIGMATISE

Listening to families not lecturing or blaming them 
Family policy has always been difficult, controversial, contested territory.  

And it is a difficult area to debate because whenever there is a big debate about families everyone feels they are being judged.

Women who stay at home with young children feel they are being told they should be working.  Women with young children who are working feel they are being told they are not “real women” and should be staying at home. Men feel they are being left out of the debate and their role not recognised at all. Hard pressed parents feel that they are not doing enough to support their elderly parents and people who are divorced and working hard to bring up their children feel they are being told they have ruined their children’s lives and represent “broken Britain”.   
Families come in all shapes and sizes. We don’t favour one way of family life over another.  We want to support and back up all families. We don’t dictate one family model as the right sort of family.  Because 

· No-one wants to be told how to run their family life by politicians

· Government dictating family structures doesn’t work.  There is not government policy which will prevent relationship breakdown.

· Dictating family structures makes those not in the traditional 2 parent family feel that they are being blamed and their children feel they are being told “there is something wrong with your family and so there is something wrong with you”.

There is no evidence that Tax incentives that are supposed to support marriage do anything of the sort. What they do do is give scarce public resources to those who don’t necessarily need them and penalise those whose marriage has failed.

It would give tax relief to the man on his third marriage but deny it to his first and second wives bringing up his children. 

No-one needs a Tory tax incentive to value their marriage.  It matters more to that person than to any government.  
So, government trying to dictate family structure is both ineffective and harmful.  What government should do is not dish out blame but listen to families.

That’s why we set up the Family and Parenting Institute which speaks to parents on a regular basis to seek their views on the issues that matter to them. And advises government. 

We continue to fund the National Women’s Commission, an official and independent advisory body which represents women and women’s organisations, giving to Government the views of women on family issues.
We work with and through organisations like the Women’s Institute and through media like Take a Break and Mums Net.
And women MPs have often been the most determined voice in Parliament on issues of concern to families in their constituencies.

PROGRESS - BUT STILL A WAY TO GO

Over the years, we’ve listened to families and taken action to support them.  
Recognising that most people at work are parents too, we have helped working parents:  The aim here is not to push parents with young children into work but support those who want and need to work to make sure that they have the time and money they need to raise their family. 

What helps is enough paid time-off work when the baby is born, good childcare, flexible work, enough pay so that you don’t have to work all hours, fair pay for part-timers who are looking after their family.
So we increased maternity leave to 39 weeks, doubled maternity pay and introduced paid paternity leave for the first time, And we are committed to increasing maternity pay from 9 months to a year.  The foundation for family policy must be to enable parents to care for their child in the early months.
And a great demand from parents is for affordable, local, high quality childcare.  Parents want this to help their child’s development as well as to enable them to go out to work.  Which is why we have invested over £25 billion in early years and childcare services as part of an unprecedented expansion of support for families with young children;

We have created over 3000 Children’s Centres reaching over 2.4 million young children and families through Sure Start;

In my constituency and throughout the country there are now double the number of childcare places than there were in 1997 and  every three and four year old can have a free nursery place; 

Less money means less room for families to make their own choices, so we’ve used the tax credit system to provide help totalling around £40m a day to working families with up to 80% of their childcare costs  – which is helping 5.7 million families and 10.1 million children. Some families use working tax credits to top up the pay of the working parent so a non-working parent can stay home with the children.  
To make sure that there are good activities for teenagers in every area, we have invested over £270m in the MyPlace programme, and are investing in centres and outreach for youth support. 
And despite massive opposition at the time, we gave parents with children up to 6, the right to request flexible work and have now extended that to all parents with children up to 16. And we’ve legislated to ensure that part-timers have legal rights to equality in pay and pensions.  The Equality Bill will strengthen the right of part-timers to equal pay.  The sort of parental care a child needs obviously changes as a child grows – but it doesn’t end.   
Though most support goes to back up families who are just working hard and getting on with their lives, we have to take action to support families which have got into difficulties.  This is important to enable the parents to get back on track, to help the children and to protect the families in the neighbourhood who can find their family life undermined by a “problem family”. So we have  stepped up action on Family Intervention Projects to focus on the small minority of families who have chaotic lives and who get  involved in anti-social behaviour.  

Strengthening families is the best way of improving social mobility. Children who often face the most inequality come from poor families and we all know your family background is important to your life chances. Inequality doesn’t just come from your gender or ethnicity, sexual orientation or disability, but overarching and interwoven with this is the persistent inequality of social class. That’s why we’ve introduced Clause 1 of the Equality Bill to reduce the socio-economic inequalities people face. That will focus public authorities on family policy which narrows the gap between the richest and the poorest families. 
The reality is that many women go out to work not despite their family but because of their family; because they can do a good job at work, because they can help their children have a better standard of living.  
The national minimum wage helps parents not to have to work all hours to make ends meet, so enables them to have more time with their family.  Tax credits for working parents also help parents have more time at work by topping up pay.

By April next year, households with children will be, on average, £2,000 better off in real terms than they were in 1997 and households with children in the poorest fifth of the population will be, on average, £4,500 better off.

Though the Tories would splash out public money for tax relief for marriage, they will not support the investment in childcare and in Sure Start Centres. And decry flexible working as “burdens on business”. 

But with a growing number of elderly, family policy has to support not just childcare, but elder care as well.

That’s why we have extended the right to request flexible working to those who are caring for an older relative and why we are increasing the support for older people living at home.  Most older people are, and want to be, looked after by their families.  So services which support older people are vital for families too.

The Government has put families at the heart of our policy agenda over the last 12 years and this has resulted in significant progress of which we are proud.  But the job is far from done.  The issue of how people balance work and family life is a major public policy issue which needs even more serious consideration in the future.
FUTURE CHALLENGES

Family policy has to recognise that families are changing and that roles within the family are changing too. So, far from harking back to the past, family policy needs to look ahead.  
The trend of more women working is set to continue. Because they want to, because they need to and because their work matters to their household income and to the economy.  So we will continue to expand  childcare.
Though we have introduced rights for part-time workers, too many are still treated as 2nd class citizens at work and our pay transparency measures in the new Equality Bill will play a major role in exposing unfairness to part-timers so it can be tackled.

Fathers are set to play a bigger role in the caring side of family life. This is not just because the children’s mother is more likely to be working but arises out of the recognition that it is in the interests of children to have a strong relationship with father as well as mother – and because increasingly fathers say they want to.  That’s why we will give fathers more time with their children including through enabling – after the first 6 months of maternity leave - the last months of maternity leave and pay to be taken by the father rather than the mother if that is the family choice. 
Family policy is not just about parents and children. It is also about the older generation.  Without the involvement of active grandparents many families would simply not cope.  Families are multigenerational which means not just grandparents helping with grandchildren but family members helping the older generation.  As we look to the future, the number of people over 85 is expected to double over the next 20 years.  At the same time women who give 70% of the family care of older relatives are more likely to be going out to work.  So just as family policy has had to recognise that the stay at home mother has become the working mother, the stay at home daughter who might have looked after her older parents and in-laws is now more likely to be going out work work.  Now, many women find themselves in the “sandwich generation”, bringing up their children, going out to work and looking after their elderly relatives too. Supporting older family members has been a key priority for the government and will need to be even more so in the future. 

Most of the care of older people is provided by family members.  That’s what older people themselves usually want and what their families usually want.  So for the future, flexible work and support services for older people is only going to grow in importance and just as we back up families caring for children we will back up families caring for older relatives.

The right to request flexible working for those who care for older relatives; The Equality Bill protection for those who work and who care for older relatives; new investment in respite care for older relatives;  and the support to older people in their own home that will come through the new Personal Care at Home Bill - all of these are vital new family policies for an aging population.
CONCLUSION
This Government is putting families at the heart of the policy agenda with the recognition that looking after your family is the hardest and most important job in the world. 

We have made great progress, but there is still much more to do.  How people balance work and family life is not a marginal issue. It is an issue which needs even more serious consideration in the future as the modern family faces change and challenge. 
More women are working, and their work matters to their family and to the economy. This trend is set to increase;

Men want to play an increasing role in caring for their family;

And we’re living longer than ever before and will need more, not less family care. 
We will, in the New Year, be publishing a Families and Relationships Green Paper which draws on the views of families and children themselves. It will address a range of issues including parenting support, relationship support, supporting parents into work, supporting Grandparents caring for their grandchildren and ensuring the accessibility of public services to families.

This Government will continue to keep family policy at the heart of decision making.  Policy that is family friendly has to be at the heart of every aspect of our policies. 
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