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A Family Room report 
 
The Family Room alliance was established as the focal point for progressive debate and 
expertise on UK family policy at Party Conference time. Family Room is an alliance of fourteen 
leading family sector organisations that provide helplines, face-to-face services, training, 
information, and research; reaching and supporting millions of families each year.  
 
With support from the Department for Education, as part of the Families Strategic Partnership, 
the fourteen organisations work together to ensure events at conferences provide an 
opportunity for conference delegates to engage in discussions around the real issues faced by 
families today, with insight from leading figures in the family sector on what families value. 
 
This report summarises events at 2011 and what this means for families. We conclude that:  

 
 In the aftermath of the riots, families and parenting were at the centre of debate at all 

three party conferences, with each party highlighting the extent to which they felt they 
were ‘on the side of families’ 
 

 Although some new policies were announced that will have some effect on family policy 
(including the announcement by Minister for Children and families, Sarah Teather MP, of 
a parenting classes trial), there were not many major new policy announcements that will 
have far-reaching significance for families  
 

 The overarching themes dominating conference speeches and fringe events around the 
family were:  

o how to support families feeling the strain in an age of austerity 
o the debate around ‘problem parents’ (in the aftermath of the riots) and families and 

parents with multiple problems 
o how to make a reality of the policy emphasis on early intervention. 

 
This report aims to give an overview of the Family Room events and to reflect the ways in which 
family and parenting featured at each of the three conferences. 
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Liberal Democrat Party Conference 
17th –21st September 2011, Birmingham 
 
 
Coverage of Families at Conference 
 
Nick Clegg’s speech highlighted the central importance of the economy to the UK’s wellbeing. He argued 
that the Party was fighting for every family: 

 
“Right now, our biggest concern is of course the economy. The recovery is fragile. Every worker, 
every family knows that.”1  

 
He set the scene of a tough economic context, and recognised that entering into Coalition had made his 
party unpopular with some, but claimed that it was ‘right’ for the Lib Dems to have done so: 
 

“After being hit hard, we picked ourselves up and we came out fighting. Fighting to keep the NHS 
safe. Fighting to protect human rights. Fighting to create jobs. Fighting for every family. Not doing 
the easy thing, but doing the right thing. Not easy, but right.” 

 
He listed his party’s achievements, which included milestones for family policy:  

 
“Just look at what we've announced in the last five days. After decades of campaigning, and 
thanks to Lynne Featherstone: Equal marriage, straight or gay…New powers to turn empty 
homes back into family homes…Liberal achievements from a liberal party of government” 
 
“A new economy that works for families. Where men and women can choose how to balance 
work and home. That's why Liberal Democrats are bringing in shared parental leave and more 
flexible working.” 

 
Specific announcements regarding families were made by Sarah Teather MP, when she announced 
consultation plans around free childcare hours, the doubling of the pupil premium and piloting of 
parenting classes for every parent of a child under 5 in three or four areas.  
 

“Inequality starts early. A bright child from a poor background in Harlesden in my constituency will 
already have begun to fall behind at two. Life’s race is too often lost long before they start school. 
  
Liberal Democrats have consistently argued that we need to intervene early. So we’re reviewing 
the early years curriculum for every child and every nursery.  It will be simpler for parents and 
more focused on how children develop and learn.  And I’ve just announced a review of workforce 
qualifications, to make sure the best people are working with our youngest children. 

 
So, Liberal Democrats in government have extended the free hours of early years education for 
all three and four year olds. For the first time, we will make 15 hours of early education available 
to all disadvantaged two year olds. 

 
Today I can announce that, next year, the amount of money available for the pupil premium will 
double to £1.25bn. Doubling the amount of support schools are able to offer their most 
disadvantaged students.” 

  
 

                                                 
1http://www.libdems.org.uk/latest_news_detail.aspx?title=Nick_Clegg's_speech_to_Liberal_Democrat_Conference
&pPK=00e086ba-d994-4146-bb14-60ce615d05eb 
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Sarah Teather also argued that it is a liberal responsibility to intervene where families are failing: 
 

“…If we are serious about allowing each individual to realise their full potential, it must surely be 
Government’s job to create the kind of society in which all families are able to flourish. The kind 
of society which fosters a safe, stable and happy environment in which children can grow and 
develop. That is why the Government is investing in relationship support. £30m over the next four 
years. That is why Ed Davey has proposed to extend parental leave to both parents, to give 
families more flexibility and to encourage both parents to play their part. That is why Children’s 
Centres are so important – with a new core purpose, clearer that they’re accessible to all, but 
more focused on what works for the most disadvantaged and needy families.” 

She outlined the offer of parenting classes for parents in three pilot areas: 

“To respond to those parents who say they are under pressure, and would like more information 
on what to expect, more ideas on how to cope, and more ideas for helping their child learn and 
develop.  So I can announce today that the Government will shortly begin piloting an offer of 
voluntary parenting classes for every parent of a child under 5 in three or four areas”. 

 
There was widespread discussion both in speeches and in fringes, about ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ parenting 
and widespread support for early intervention all round, with a focus on the early years. There were also 
calls from the fringes for greater inter-agency working amongst agencies supporting families, that this 
will save money and simplify matters for families.  
 
The impact of early home learning on children’s future attainment and success was highlighted on a 
number of occasions, for example in fringe meetings by Sarah Teather and others. It was emphasised 
that parents need support in order to improve the home learning environment, and the idea of 
normalising parenting classes and implementing a national parenting campaign similar to the 5 portions 
of fruit and veg a day campaign was debated. 
 
 
Liberal Democrat fringe event overview  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Family Room summary 
 
Best support for families in challenging times: Is targeted support the answer? 
 
This was a standing-room only fringe event with a panel of speakers including Baroness Walmsley, 
Councillor Mathew Hulbert, Children and Young People’s Champion, Hinckley and Bosworth 
Borough, Sarah Stewart-Brown, Chair of Public Health, University of Warwick, Shirley Stephenson 
Director of Family Links, Pamela Park, CEO, Parenting UK, Kate Williams, Director of Healthcare 
Professional Services, NCT.  The chair: Anastasia de Waal, Director of Family and Education, 
Civitas. 
 
There was much panel consensus at this event, particularly around concerns about how a shift in 
focus towards targeted support could impact on universal support services. The panel felt that 
targeted support, although vital for supporting families at crisis point, cannot deliver without being 
underpinned by a system of universal support; in order to identify those in need and in normalising 
support and therefore reducing stigma and increasing uptake.  
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Other fringe events on families at Liberal Democrat conference included:  
 

 Are charities going quiet? Too much campaigning or arms of the state?2 
o Speakers included Suzi Leather of the Charity Commission, Dame Clare Tickell of Actions 

for Children and Baroness Claire Tyler of Relate. 
 

 Parenting matters: a liberal approach to early years policy3 
o Speakers including Sarah Teather MP and FPI Chief Executive, Katherine Rake covered 

how liberal approaches to early years might work in practice. The session heard from the 
author of the recent CentreForum report on a “five-a-day” approach to supporting families. 
 

 Supporting Families, Boosting Children’s Chances 
o An event Chaired by Save the Children and featuring Sarah Teather. 

 
 Liberal Democrat Fringe - Cutting children free from sexual exploitation 

o An event including Anne Marie Carrie, Chief Executive, Barnardo’s and Councillor 
Richard Kemp, former Leader of the LGA Liberal Democrat Group. 

 

                                                 
2 A summary of this event is contained here http://www.guardian.co.uk/voluntary-sector-
network/2011/sep/29/getting-message-lib-dem-conference?INTCMP=SRCH 
3 A summary of the event can be found here http://www.centreforum.org/index.php/mainrecent/254-lib-dem-conf-
2011-2 

Shirley Stephenson feared that a lack of universal services would make it hard to predict those who 
will need help in the future, that those invisible family members will become very visible in ten years’ 
time. She continued that an open door policy to parenting support was necessary, particularly when 
any family has the potential to switch from normal to chaotic and because parenting support is not a 
sheep dip, that people will need support throughout their parenting career.  Kate Williams echoed 
this point and said change was needed in the wider parenting environment with support for all 
parents from birth and beyond. Pamela Park made the point that we would be missing a trick if we 
constrained early intervention in parenting to the early years and ignored key, universal transition 
points, such as transition to primary and secondary school. 
 
Baroness Tyler raised concerns that the Government has not offered much detail on what targeted 
support would look like, especially for the 120 thousand families the Prime Minister has talked of in in 
a post-riot context. She felt that this was a very large number of families to receive intensive targeted 
support, given the numbers reached by existing programmes such as Family Intervention Projects 
and raised concerns about how these families will be identified and whether the systems of 
identification would be sophisticated enough to accurately target families in need of parenting 
support, including those with a hidden need e.g. those suffering from undisclosed domestic violence.  
Baroness Tyler also feared that the localism agenda could undermine targeted services as they are 
nuanced and may be rejected at local level in favour of universal services.  
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Labour Party Conference  
25th – 29th September 2011, Liverpool 
 
 
Coverage of Families at Conference 
 
Within the context of social equality, the Labour Leader Ed Miliband used his leaders speech to touch on 
how ‘ordinary families’ had been hit hard by coalition policies over the past year, such as the VAT rise, 
child benefit cuts, less support for childcare. He stressed his view that these Government policies were 
exacerbating inequality between families: 
 

“Only David Cameron could believe that you make ordinary families work harder by making them 
poorer and you make the rich work harder by making them richer”4 

 
In a similar vein, Ed Balls, Shadow Chancellor, highlighted family policy by focussing on the impact of 
budget cuts on families’ expenditure: 
 

“We could spend all of our time defending our record... and there is much to be proud of. But for 
families today - struggling to pay the bills, worrying about their jobs - being told about the great 
things Labour did in government isn't much comfort... it doesn't pay the bills, help get a job or 
secure the pension… 
 
“It is the same ideology that says private companies running the health service will always be 
better for patients. That says cutting police officers, youth services and family intervention 
projects will somehow make our communities safer. That claims ‘we’re all in this together’… but 
then delivers Budgets that hit families with children, hit women more than men and hit people 
with disabilities hardest of all5 

 
Andy Burnham, Shadow Health Minister, also highlighted the central importance to Labour of the issue 
of the aspirations of parents and their children’s life chances: 
 

“Tony Blair said his priorities were education, education, education. 
And because of what he did we can now go further: aspiration, aspiration, aspiration. In this 
challenging century, we will be the party for families who want to get on in life, who want better 
for their children.6 

 
However, despite the foregrounding of the ‘family’ in the speeches no major new policy announcements 
were made. This may have been due to the fact that politicians were awaiting the findings of various 
policy reviews currently being conducted, including a review being led by Tessa Jowell MP, entitled 
“Family life. What helps?”7  
 
Meanwhile, fringe events on family policy drew impressive crowds, indicating a real interest from Labour 
Party members and others at conference. Some consistent themes emerged in the debates, for example 
there was widespread support for the Early Intervention agenda but there was also concern that an over 
emphasis on the early years meant opportunities for intervention at points of transition could be missed.  
 
In discussions around the spending cuts, Polly Toynbee raised the concern that a so-called ‘social 
deficit’ will outlive the fiscal deficit which would far outweigh the costs of the fiscal deficit in monetary and 

                                                 
4 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-15081234 
5 http://www.labour.org.uk/ed-balls-speech-to-labour-party-conference,2011-09-26 
6 http://www.labour.org.uk/andy-burnham-speech-to-labour-party-conference,2011-09-28 
7 http://www.labour.org.uk/ed-miliband-launches-labour-policy-review-groups,2011-02-04 
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social costs. Where services for families and children were discussed, questions were raised about how 
payment by results models will be structured to avoid distorting targets and to ensure that not-for-profits 
can compete for contracts. Broader policies issues debated at the Fringe meetings which are currently 
impacting on families also included: the gender pay gap, lack of affordable childcare and a lack of social 
housing. 
 
Labour Fringe Events overview 
 

 
Family Room summary 
 
Winning back the support of families: What does Labour need to do? 
 
A panel fringe event with speakers: Sharon Hodgson MP, Anne Longfield CEO 4Children, 
Sarah Wellard, Policy & Research Manager, Grandparents Plus, Fiona Weir, CEO, 
Gingerbread. Chair: Gavin Kelly, Resolution Foundation. 
 
The audience for this event was 60 strong with representatives from think tanks, corporates, 
charities from the families and health sectors and party members. Several panel members 
opened by paying tribute to Labour initiatives which have had a transformational impact on 
families in recent years, including Sure Start and Think Family.   
 
Speakers acknowledged that families were particularly vulnerable at the moment and under 
pressure from several fronts. Fiona Weir asserted that the rise in food bank usage testified that 
families were clearly feeling the strain. She said that the cuts were being felt disproportionally 
by families and that the new proposals to charge for use of child maintenance services would 
hit single parent families hard. She observed that there had been a real hardening of attitudes 
towards the poor, and that even Labour now spoke in terms of an underclass of ‘feckless’ 
parents versus hard working families and the ‘squeezed middle’. This polarised approach 
meant that there was a real need for an inclusive political discourse which brought in all 
families. 
 
Sarah Wellard argued that policymakers needed to recognise the role of the wider family, 
(such as grandparents) who are likely to be stepping in as families struggle to cope. Kinship 
carers are often overlooked as the hidden army of carers and who are likely to be impacted by 
benefit cap. 
 
Anne Longfield opened by saying that rather than a list of specific policy asks, what families 
needed was a mind-shift in politics, and for government to be seen as clearly being on their 
side. Change the culture and then the rest would follow.  She concluded that, above all, 
families needed to be seen as assets not problems. 
 
Sharon Hodgson MP argued that the Coalition Government was proving itself to be the least 
family-friendly government in recent history. The impact of budget cuts were being felt acutely 
by families, particularly low income families. She felt that in order to win back the support of 
families Labour needed to first start by listening more closely to families. It would also mean 
Labour fighting for changes in their interest, even if this meant proposing to reverse Coalition 
policies which were proving damaging to families.  
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Other fringe events on families at Labour conference included:  
 

 The Big Society: What’s poverty got to do with it? 
o Hosted by The Smith Institute, with Shadow Work and Pensions Minister Liam Byrne, 

Mike Parker, Webb Memorial Trust and Polly Toynbee, The Guardian. The panel was 
chaired by David Coates from the Smith Institute. 

 
 Labour Fringe - Early intervention: Can markets end child poverty? 

o Hosted by the Social Market Foundation (SMF), the panel included Graham Allen MP, 
Chair of the Early Intervention Commission, Dame Claire Tickell, from Action for Children, 
Polly Toynbee of the Guardian, David Robinson from Social Finance, with Ryan 
Shorthouse of the SMF chairing.  

 
 

Conservative Party Conference 
Manchester: 2nd October to 5th October 2011 
 
 
Coverage of Families at Conference 
 
In his leaders’ speech Prime Minister David Cameron renewed his commitment to make his the most 
family-friendly Government the UK has ever seen, providing more childcare, health visitors, relationship 
support and help with parenting. He also focused on the 120,000 families who are ‘most troubled - and 
causing the most trouble’ and spoke of his commitment to turning their lives around. Cameron again 
signalled his intention to recognise marriage in the tax system: ‘Marriage is not just a piece of paper. It 
pulls couples together through the ebb and flow of life. It gives children stability.’ 8 He also prioritised 
looked after children, particularly those for whom adoption was an option:  
 

‘Today I can announce this: a new focus on the 65,000 children in care. Do you know how many 
children there are in care under the age of one? 3,660. And how many children under the age of 
one were adopted in our country last year? Sixty. This may not seem like the biggest issue facing 
our country, but it is the biggest issue for these children’9 

 
Meanwhile, the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, Iain Duncan Smith, used his speech to 
conference to reflect on the post-riots context:  

 
‘There is a depressing and familiar context to this. That is the steady rise of an underclass in 
Britain – a group too often characterised by chaos and dysfunctionality...and governed by a 
perverse set of values.’10 
 

He argued that this ‘underclass’ has emerged from growing pockets of deprivation - “pockets in which 
social housing, once a support for families working hard to give their children something better, has too 
often become a place of intergenerational worklessness, hopelessness and dependency”. He went on to 
discuss the prevalence of family breakdown and communicate his view that it was ‘poor parenting’ which 
played a key role in ‘transmitting dysfunctionality from one generation to another’. 
 
To a large extent on the conference stage, references to family policy were most often linked to calls to 
instil family values and parental responsibility. However, at fringe events there was more discussion of 

                                                 
8 http://www.newstatesman.com/uk-politics/2011/10/world-economy-work-leadership 
9 http://www.newstatesman.com/uk-politics/2011/10/world-economy-work-leadership 
10http://www.conservatives.com/News/Speeches/2011/10/Duncan_Smith_Restoring_fairness_to_the_welfare_syst
em.aspx 
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the pressures currently confronting parents, and the role played by the welfare reform agenda in 
exacerbating these. As at Labour Conference, there were also a number of conversations about early 
intervention and new funding mechanisms. Similarly, given the increased focus on ‘poor parenting’ in 
political rhetoric, parenting programmes and interventions featured prominently – along with the need to 
draw on a firm evidence base when introducing such programmes at scale. 
 



Families at Party Conferences 2011 
 
 
 
 

Family and Parenting Institute 
 11

 
 
 



Families at Party Conferences 2011 
 
 
 
 

Family and Parenting Institute 
 12

 
 
 
Other fringe events on families at Conservative conference included:  
 

 Early intervention: Saving lives and saving money 
Hosted by Westminster City Council, with Neil Carmichael MP, Education Select 
Committee Member; Cllr Stephen Castle, Cabinet Member, Education, Essex County 
Council, Cllr Helen Binmore, Cabinet Member, Children’s Services, London Borough of 
Hammersmith and Fulham.Stephen Greenhalgh, Leader, London Borough of 
Hammersmith and Fulham; Cllr Nickie Aiken, Cabinet Member, Children and Community 
Protection, Westminster City Council. The panel was chaired by; Jonathan Carr-West, 
Director of Policy, LGiU. 

 
 Reshaping services 4Children: Bringing a bigger society to our smaller society.  

Hosted by ResPublica and 4Children, with Early Intervention Review Team leader 
Graham Allen MP, Chief Executive of 4Children Anne Longfield, ResPublica Fellow and 
Chief Executive of Locality Steve Wyler, Columnist at the Daily Mail Melanie Phillips and 
PPS to Greg Clark John Howell MP who chaired the event. 
 

 Who Will Protect Our Children In The Internet Age? 
Hosted byTalkTalk, with Parliamentary Undersecretary of State for Children and Families 
Tim Loughton MP, Devizes MP Claire Perry, Mumsnet Co-founder Justine Roberts, 
TalkTalk PLC commercial director Tristia Clarke who chaired the event, Children's 
Charities' Coalition on Internet Safety representative John Carr and a journalist from the 
TES.  

 
 Strengthening Families, Boosting Children's Chances 

Hosted by Save the Children, with Maria Miller MP, Work and Pensions Minister, Martyn 
Jones, Group Corporate Services Director, Morrisons, Professor Geoff Lindsay, Warwick 
University and Angela Edwards, Parent from the Families and Schools Together (FAST) 
programme. The meeting was chaired by Fergus Drake, Director of UK Programmes - 
Save the Children. 

 
 
 

 
Stephen Hammond spoke of the Government’s strong commitment to devolve power from 
Whitehall. He stressed that in such tough times there would need to be an emphasis on 
collaboration in the commissioning of services. Cllr Simmonds argued that as Whitehall was 
distributing powers to LAs, they in turn must go on to devolve power to neighbourhoods and 
families. He claimed that despite the cuts, public spending levels were as they were in 2007 
which was not considered an ‘age of austerity’. In dealing with reduced budgets he cited the 
example of Norwich Council which was increasingly outsourcing services to the third sector. 
 
Cllr Aiken said that the summer’s riots had highlighted the issue of ‘troubled families’ and the 
fact that Local Authorities were often best placed to target interventions in their communities. 
She argued that services were most effective when families had to engage with only one 
agency. This meant creating wrap-around services along with budgets designed to deliver them. 
She used an example of an intervention from her own Local Authority, where they had saved 
£21k per family through inter-agency working.  
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 Early intervention: Can markets end child poverty? 
Hosted by the Social Market Foundation, with The Work and Pensions Minister Maria 
Miller MP, Ryan Shorthouse of the Social Market Foundation, Labour MP Graham Allen, 
Chairing proceedings was Mary Ann Sieghart of the Social Market Foundation. 

 
 ‘Family Friendly: Is the Coalition Committed?’  

Hosted by the Centre for Social Justice, with Andrea Leadsom MP, Peter Oborne, The 
Daily Telegraph, Samantha Callan, CSJ Chairman-in-Residence (Family, Early Years and 
Mental Health). Chaired by CSJ Policy Director, Christian Guy. 
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There is no such thing as an average family. The Family and Parenting Institute champions 
families. We are an independent charity working for a family friendly society which 
recognises the whole family, values families in all their diversity, and promotes conditions 
which enable families to thrive. We draw on research and evidence to influence policy and 
offer practical solutions to make society more family friendly. 

 

 


