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The Centre for the Modern Family is a groundbreaking think tank, set up to  
examine and improve our understanding of the family in the 21st century.  
We know society is changing significantly – today’s families come in all  

shapes and sizes. And understanding how family life is changing means we’ll  
be able to help you prepare for a secure and prosperous future.

THE CENTRE
FOR THE MODERN

 FAMILY
HELPING US UNDERSTAND  

THE MODERN BRITISH FAMILY
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FOREWORD 
CAROLYN FAIRBAIRN

CHAIR, THE CENTRE FOR THE MODERN FAMILY

Our goal with the Centre for the Modern Family is 
to better understand how families are adapting to 
the new financial landscape of the post-recession 
era and to challenge policy makers to think about 
new ways in which more can be done to make it 
easier for families to thrive now and in the future. 

As the Centre for the Modern Family enters its 
fourth year producing research and insights into the 
dynamics of family life across the UK today, it is an 
appropriate time to take stock of the impact of macro, 
social and demographic changes that are taking 
place under the roofs of family homes across the 
country. For this reason, in our latest report we 
have sought to focus on the changing dynamics and 
interdependencies across the family generations.

Family cooperation and support is not a new 
phenomenon; we’ve evolved to live within family 
groups precisely because of the safety and support 
they bring. Even in the 21st century, as our latest 
report shows, the need for familial support has 
perhaps never been starker. Despite increased 
economic buoyancy and growing consumer 
confidence since the darkest days of the recession, 
families tell us they still have to dig deep into their 
financial and emotional reserves in order to minimise 
the impact of the rising living costs, childcare and the 
stagnation of income in real terms. Our research 
shows this is having an impact on families’ ability  
to save, both in the immediate and longer term and 
in fact, many are depleting their existing savings 
just to stay above water.

The generational dynamics that operate within 
families are at the very crux of family cooperation, 
and at the heart of our research that will be 
published throughout 2014. Our study set out to 
understand the experiences of not three, but eight 
different family generations, each of whom is feeling 
the impact of the cost of day-to-day living in distinct 
ways and relying on other generations for support. 

It is perhaps a measure of our times that more 
than three million young adults – many aged into 
their early thirties – are living at home with parents. 
While the full consequences of this trend in terms 
of future prospects, especially home ownership, 
can only be examined in time, we must be in 
no doubt that this seismic shift is changing the 
relationships between parents and older children. 
In this report, we explore how family members 
across the generations are coping with these 
shifting circumstances.

Inter-generational support is not limited to the ‘Bank 
of Mum and Dad’ either. We hear almost daily about 
the enormous efforts made by grandparents to 
support younger family members in caring for their 
young while they continue to work in order to provide 
essential family income. Again, this is something we 
probe at both a quantitative and qualitative level in 
this report, increasing understanding of both the highs 
and the lows of being a grandparent child-carer.

Another area this report focuses on in-depth is the 
level of debt families are experiencing. Through this 
analysis we have also uncovered the extent to which 
families are plugging the gaps in housing and living 
costs through long-term (and sometimes indefinite) 
‘loans’, to the tune of £31bn across the UK.

This enormous sum tells just one part of the story 
of inter-generational reliance within families; 
underscoring how perhaps in this post recessionary 
era, a supportive family unit is as vital as it has 
ever been. 

Foreword
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INTRODUCTION

Britain’s families are changing as they adapt to the financial pressures  
that have characterised the past five years or so. For the typical family in  

the UK, living standards are now 6% lower than before the financial crisis of  
20081, while figures from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) show the  

economy is only now recovering to the level it reached before that downturn.  
The result, in many households, is the creation of financial pressure points  

which has led to a fundamental shift in the family dynamic.

This report, Family Generations and Financial Pressures from the Centre  
for the Modern Family (CMF), identifies where, precisely, such pressures are  

biting hardest. Uniquely, it also charts the way in which these financial realities  
are altering family relationships. Each generation of the modern family is affected  

in different ways; so too are the relationships between these generations. 

To give just one example, the ONS says 3.3 million young adults aged  
between 20 and 34 are now living with their parents, a 25% increase on  
1996, when the ONS first began collating this data2. This reflects factors  

such as the cost of housing and the growing burden of debt for young  
people leaving higher education.

This is the first in a series of three reports the Centre for the  
Modern Family will publish this year: subsequent reports will look at  
the key challenges facing many of the family generations, including  

parents living with adult children and older people.

1 Institute for Fiscal Studies, The Squeeze on Incomes, 31 January 2014
  2 ONS, Large increase in 20-34 year-olds living with parents since 1996, 21 January 2014

Introduction
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OUR FAMILY GENERATIONS

The report focuses in particular on eight key family generations and  
demographics – and their relationships with one another. This is not to suggest  

this is an exhaustive list of all the population segments in the UK today,  
or that everyone in the UK fits neatly into one of these categories. However,  

through its focus on these generations, the report is able to go behind the  
scenes of the modern family – to explore the way in which financial pressures  
are affecting family life, from the youngest groups to the oldest, and changing  

each generation’s aspirations for the future.

GENERATIONAL  
DEMOGRAPHICS GROUPS

SINGLE RENTERS
Individuals living with friends in rented property.

BOOMERANG KIDS
18 to 34 year-olds still living at home with parents.

COHABITING COUPLES
Cohabiting and married couples without children.

PARENTS WITH SCHOOL-AGED CHILDREN
Parents with children under 18 at home.

FULL NESTERS
Parents with grown-up children (over 18)  

who are still living at home.

EMPTY NESTERS 
Parents with grown-up children (over 18)  

who have left home.

GRANDPARENT CHILD-CARERS 
Grandparents providing childcare for family members.

Introduction
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This report is based on both quantitative and 
qualitative inputs, including a YouGov survey of 
2,000 adults constituting a representative sample 
of people across the UK and a series of focus 
group sessions also conducted by YouGov. These 
inputs were subsequently analysed and debated 
by the Centre for the Modern Family panellists in 
both group discussions and individual interviews. 

The panellists are:

• Samantha Callan, Associate Director for Families 
and Mental Health, Centre for Social Justice

• Professor Sir Cary Cooper CBE, Distinguished 
Professor of Organizational Psychology and 
Health, Lancaster University Management School

• James Daley, Founder, Fairer Finance

• Liz Fraser, Parenting Author

• Reverend Jeremy Fraser, Curate in the  
East Greenwich Team Ministry in the diocese  
of Southwark

• Emily Holzhausen, Director of Policy and  
Public Affairs, Carers UK

• Jane Humphries, Professor of Economic 
History, Oxford University

• Sarah Jackson, Chief Executive,  
Working Families

• Richard Jones, Director of Annuities and 
Protection Propositions and Bancassurance for 
the Insurance Division of Lloyds Banking Group

• Neil Leitch, Chief Executive, Pre-School 
Learning Alliance.

ABOUT THIS RESEARCH

Introduction
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KEY FINDINGS

FAMILIES ARE BATTLING FINANCIAL PRESSURES
39% of people don’t feel in control of their financial situation  

and more than a quarter (28%) cite their financial situation as  
negatively impacting their family’s quality of life.

HOUSEHOLD SPENDING IS A MAJOR CHALLENGE 
24% of families have cut down on vital spending, such as groceries, in order to cope  

with higher living costs. This rises to 32% among parents with children under 18.  
The strain on household spending has also caused more than a quarter of families (26%)  

to raid their savings whilst the same percentage has cut back on saving for the future.

CHILDCARE COSTS ARE MOUNTING
£258 is the typical family’s monthly childcare bill, and costs are resulting  

in emotional pressures being felt between generations – over half of those  
with parents 11 to 30 miles away felt their parents are unable to help out  

with childcare as much as they would like.

HOUSEHOLD DEBT IS AT A RECORD HIGH
One in two families carry over non-mortgage debt over from one month to the next;  

parents with school-aged children are especially likely to carry over credit card and bank  
overdraft debt and are also more than twice as likely as other generations to have taken  

out a payday loan. Many families are reconciled to the inevitability of being in debt.

FAMILIES OFFER THEIR SUPPORT
Of those who have borrowed from family and friends (28%), the average  

amount is £2,123 – the equivalent of a UK family lending economy valued  
at £31 billion. However, 55% of those surveyed said they were pleased to lend  
money to their families, with 25% saying that they didn’t expect to get it back.

1

2

3

4

5

Key findings
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Support provided to parents Support provided to children under 18

5% 68%
17% 67%
18% 69%

24% 68%

Financial 
support rises 
to 16% for 
boomerang 
kids.

15% of 
boomerang 
kids provided 
grandparents 
with practical 
support.

37% of empty 
nesters 
continue  
to provide 
financial 
support.

Support provided to grandparents Support provided to children over 18

2% 47%

22%

5% 35%

33%

4% 63%

41%

5% 60%

36%

Support provided to grandchildren

FAMILY SUPPORT
WHAT TYPE OF SUPPORT DO PEOPLE PROVIDE TO THEIR  

PARENTS, GRANDPARENTS, CHILDREN AND GRANDCHILDREN?

Families support each other in many different ways. 
This research illustrates that while inter-generational 
financial support is significant for many families, 
other forms of help, including practical support, 
advice and guidance, and emotional support are 
even more prevalent.

There are many examples of this type of support –  
for example, grandparents helping out with childcare, 
adult children moving back in with mum and dad,  
or even family members taking on roles as carers  
for one another.

Indeed, the economic issues that are forcing many 
families to live together for longer than in the past are 
encouraging other types of support. For example, 
15% of boomerang kids provide grandparents with 
practical support. And many of the parents in the 

focus groups we conducted speak positively of living 
with adult children with whom they enjoy equal and 
mutually fulfilling relationships.

At the same time, however, financial support is an 
increasing feature of many family relationships –  
either direct assistance such as loans or cash 
gifts, or indirect help such as the provision of 
accommodation in the family home.

The good news is that in many cases, families 
who support each other in these ways say that 
family relationships have improved. However, 
there are some families who report strains and 
frustrations, or feel that their circumstances are  
not what they would choose.  

Family support

 Financial support

 Practical support (i.e. provide help with  
transportation, day to day activities, etc.)

 Advice/guidance

 Emotional support
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FAMILY RESILIENCE
THE IMPACT OF LIVING COSTS ON FAMILY GENERATIONS

DUE TO HIGHER LIVING COSTS, IN THE  
PAST YEAR FAMILIES HAVE...

Cut down on leisure spending

49%40%

Started shopping at cheaper supermarkets

32%27%

Switched to value brands

31%24%

Spent their savings

28%26%

Contributed less to their savings

32%26%

Cut down on vital spending e.g. groceries

32%24%

Taken out a loan, spent on credit cards or gone overdrawn

20%13%

Taken a second job or worked extra hours

17%10%

Skipped meals

9%8%

Sold valuables

11%8%

Whole sample Parents with school-aged children

Family resilience: the impact of living costs on family generations
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Although the UK’s economic recovery has been 
underway since the third quarter of 2012, large 
numbers of families are still finding it difficult 
to make ends meet. Many have had to adapt to 
higher living costs by changing their spending 
habits while some families have resorted to much 
more drastic measures.

For example, while 40% of families say they have 
cut down on leisure spending over the past year, 
nearly 1 in 10 (8%) say they have been forced to 
skip meals. The same number have sold valuables 
in order to get by.

For some these pressures will have a long-term 
impact. More than a quarter of families (26%) have 
raided their savings, or cut back on saving for the 
future, in order to cope with higher living costs. 
And a significant minority – 13% – have taken on 
more debt.

Parents with school-aged children are particularly 
likely to have adopted each of these coping 
mechanisms, suggesting that the squeeze on 
household finances is hitting them especially hard. 
They are close to twice as likely, for example, to have 
taken on more debt in the face of higher living costs.

In certain areas of the country, these pressures are 
even more pronounced. Data from property company 
Homelet suggests that rents in London rose by 9.4% 
over the year to May 2014, compared to only 1.8% 
in the East Midlands3. Halifax Bank’s house price 
index records a 15.5% increase in London over the 
same period, compared to a 1.5% fall in Scotland4.

The Reverend Jeremy Fraser, a CMF panellist who 
works with a range of community groups in his 
Southwark diocese, says many families continue 
to experience real hardship. “The trickle down 
approach has failed in large parts of the country,” 
he says. “Benefit changes, for example, are making 
many of the problems much worse and the working 
poor never see the end of the tunnel.”

The impact of these pressures on relationships 
within the family should not be underestimated. 
With almost one in five parents with school-aged 
children (17%) having taken on a second job or 
extra hours, time poverty is becoming a major 
issue for many families.

“We are seeing a trend towards shift-parenting,  
where each parent takes on shift work so 

as to increase the household income while 
minimising the need for childcare – in extreme 

cases, children are being handed from one 
parent to another in the car park,” 

says CMF panellist Sarah Jackson, Chief Executive 
of Working Families, the organisation that promotes 
work-life balance. “This is unhealthy for both the 
relationship between parents and their relationship 
with their children.”

And it’s not just low-income families that are 
feeling the need to spend longer at work in 
order to bring in more income, Jackson warns.  
Increasing numbers of middle and higher earners 
are expressing unhappiness about how much time 
they spend at work.

40%
of families say they have  

cut down on leisure spending  
over the past year.

26%
have raided their savings, or cut  

back on saving for the future, in order  
to cope with higher living costs.

nearly 1 in 5 parents with school- 
aged children (17%) have taken  
on a second job or extra hours.

3 Homelet, rents now rising four times faster than incomes, 1 July 2014
4 Halifax Bank, Halifax house price index, 5 June 2014

Family resilience: the impact of living costs on family generations
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WHAT THE CMF PANELLISTS SAY

The CMF panellists believe that despite the 
resilience of many families, the squeeze on 
incomes must be addressed in order to head  
off societal problems – and before families are 
forced to take on more borrowing.

Professor Sir Cary Cooper CBE, Distinguished 
Professor of Organizational Psychology and Health, 
Lancaster University Management School, warns: 
“While most families are adopting effective coping 
strategies to deal with higher living costs, taking  
on more debt is not a good strategy when interest 
rates are likely to rise, and people’s ability to save  
is minimal.”

James Daley, founder of Fairer Finance, calls  
for targeted support for each affected group. “You 
have to drill down to different segments because 
these issues mean very different things for people 
at different ends of the income spectrum,” he says. 
“The policy solutions for those at the very bottom 
of the scale, for example, would include ideas such 
as ensuring that companies are paying the living 
wage5 and more effective use of tax credits.”

Neil Leitch, Chief Executive of the Pre-School 
Learning Alliance, says: “Skipping meals is at a 
different level to shopping at cheaper supermarkets – 
policies forcing local authority intervention to support 
such families could be focused in this area, though 
we must be careful not to force families who do not 
welcome intervention underground.”

WHAT OUR FAMILIES SAY

“We have really stopped using the main 
supermarkets as I found I always spent so 
much more in those shops; I give myself  
a weekly budget which I mostly stick to.”

Rebecca, 33, Glasgow, parent with 
school-aged children

“It feels like a battle against the odds –  
whether it’s housing, employment  

or education, you have to compete all  
the time and lower your expectations.”

Amritpal, 24, boomerang kid 

“I have to think about future financial  
stability – we all live so long these days.” 

Elizabeth, 61, London, 
grandparent child-carer

“I don’t remember the last time we  
bought an item of clothing for ourselves.”

Pinelopi, 35, Yorkshire,  
parent with school-aged children

“I never eat out unless  
someone else is paying.”

Sharon, 55, London, full nester

5 The wage that people can live on to have an acceptable quality of life

Family resilience: the impact of living costs on family generations
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FINANCIAL PRESSURE POINTS
WHERE THE STRAINS ARE BEING FELT

HOUSEHOLD SPENDING IS THE BIGGEST PINCH  
POINT SPANNING FAMILY GENERATIONS

PAYING OFF 
DEBT

MORTGAGE AND 
RENT REPAYMENTS

It is clear that household spending represents the 
most serious pressure point for families across all 
generations, with grandparent child-carers and 
empty nesters particularly most likely to cite this 
difficulty, though other groups are not far behind.

This reflects trends such as rising energy bills, higher 
food bills and increases in the cost of other essential 
household goods and services, ranging from travel 
costs to clothing. Recent research from the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation suggests that the cost of what 
families think is essential has soared 28% since 2008 
while average earnings have risen only 9%6.

By contrast, while the housing market has seen 
rampant price inflation, historically low interest rates 
have kept the cost of servicing a mortgage down. 
Debt, meanwhile, is less likely to represent a pinch 
point for many families – some have paid down what 
they owe but the impact of low interest rates has 
also been a major factor in enabling them to do this.  
However, for a minority, debt still remains a real issue 
they are struggling with on a day-to-day basis. 

6 Joseph Rowntree Foundation, A Minimum Income Standard for the UK, 30 June 2014

10%

HOUSEHOLD 
SPENDING

41% 26%

47%
Family carers

Grandparent child-carers
59%

Empty nesters
52%

Full nesters
48%

Parents of school-aged children
38%

Cohabiting couples
31%

Boomerang kids

ACROSS FAMILY GENERATIONS

Financial pressure points: where the strains are being felt

40%
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THE AMOUNT FAMILY GENERATIONS ARE SPENDING EACH  
MONTH ON DAY-TO-DAY HOUSEHOLD EXPENSES 

£460
FULL NESTERS

Parents with children over 18 still living at home are spending  
more than parents of young children and £100 a month more than  
their counterparts with children who have left home. We go onto  

focus on this group in the next section.

£432
PARENTS WITH SCHOOL-AGED CHILDREN

£408
FAMILY CARERS

£392
GRANDPARENT CHILD-CARERS

£377
BOOMERANG KIDS

£360
EMPTY NESTERS

£354
COHABITING COUPLES

Financial pressure points: where the strains are being felt
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WHAT THE CMF PANELLISTS SAY

With the squeeze on living standards affecting every 
generation of the family, even families able to depend 
on each other for support are feeling the strain, 
warns Professor Sir Cary Cooper CBE. “With 
household spending under pressure and general 
living costs high, parents are the high-risk group, 
squeezed from both ends by their own children 
and by their elderly parents,” he says. “With people 
living longer and young people finding difficulties 
getting a job, the parents are the squeezed middle.”

Sarah Jackson argues that the only way to address 
these difficulties is to do more on pay. “To achieve 
a good work-life balance, working parents need a 
flexible job that pays well enough to support a family,” 
she says “Yet Britain is suffering an increasingly 
entrenched crisis of low pay, which steals time from 
families and consumes vast subsidies by the State.”

James Daley calls for more independent support 
and advice for families. He says: “For example, the 
Money Advice Service needs to find a more effective 
way of letting people know that it can provide them 
with advice on cutting their costs and how to  
budget – without having to turn to more credit.”

Parenting author Liz Fraser warns of the pressure 
these difficulties are putting on families. “Things 
that were once considered normal, like eating out or 
going to the pub, have become real luxuries – it has 
meant a big shift in family life,” she says. “Those who 
are paid by the hour, or who are self-employed, are 
starting to take on every hour of work they can find, 
which leads to greater strain at home with childcare, 
and more exhaustion.”

Financial pressure points: where the strains are being felt
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“It is difficult with price increases  
for food, utilities, petrol and train fares,  

plus spiralling childcare costs and  
potential mortgage increases with  

imminent interest rate rises.” 

Brian, 39, London, parent with  
school-aged children

“The cost of childcare, travel to work and  
kids’ activities, on top of the mortgage  

and bills, leave funds reasonably  
short as the end of the month, or even  

the middle, approaches.”

Moray, 44, Fife, parent with  
school-aged children

“Having adult children at home has  
limited the amount of disposable income  
my wife and I have: we have not taken 

holidays because of this.”

Michael, 48, Belfast, full nester

“I’m still relatively early in my career,  
but I’m not earning market rate, and I’m  
not earning what I would have been had  

I qualified a few years ago; it’s not enough.” 

Nicky-Ray, 27, Glasgow, boomerang kid

“Our bills have doubled in the  
last couple of years.”

Rebecca, 33, Glasgow, parent with  
school-aged children

“I have a private pension and this keeps me 
going, but I do have to watch the pennies.”

Geraldine, 61, Glasgow,  
grandparent child-carer

“I spend nearly a quarter of my income  
on gas and electricity: every time the bills  

go up I have less money for food.” 

Sharon, 55, London, full nester

WHAT OUR FAMILIES SAY

Financial pressure points: where the strains are being felt
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CHILDCARE
A MAJOR PRESSURE FOR MANY FAMILIES

Fewer than half of parents with school-aged children 
(46%) in the research believe they are adequately 
balancing their work and childcare responsibilities. 
Parents feel under financial pressure to return to 
work after having children – 56% of women report 
feeling this way. Yet childcare is expensive, with 45% 
finding the cost of providing care for their children 
tough to manage financially. Nor are parents as able 
to draw on family support as much as they would 
like – more than a third (35%) say their own parents 
would, in an ideal world, provide more childcare.

Many grandparents are doing what they can to 
provide cross-generational support, with 4 in 10 
providing childcare for their grandchildren. Of these, 
1 in 4 look after their grandchildren once or twice  
a week, while 7% do so every day.

THE IMPACT OF CHILDCARE
ON FAMILY MEMBERS WHO CARE FOR CHILDREN

48%

-7% -30% -32% -25%

12% 12% 8%

positive impact negative impact

Family  
relationships Social life Finances Career  

prospects

Childcare: a major pressure for many families
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Those who provide childcare report both negatives 
and positives about their experiences. On the one 
hand, they cite the negative impact on their social life, 
finances and career prospects. On the other hand, 
they overwhelmingly say their role has strengthened 
family relationships – childcare has brought the 
family closer together.

CMF panellist Samantha Callan, Associate Director 
for Families and Mental Health at the Centre for 
Social Justice, says this finding may surprise some 
people. “We tend to think of using grandparents as 
informal carers as some kind of bodge or halfway 
house, but the research suggests it is many people’s 
preferred option,” she says. “The sentiment seems 
to be that ‘No-one looks after my kids like me,  
but my parents come a very close second best,’ 
yet Government policy offers nothing at all for 
informal childcare.”

For many families, however, grandparents are not 
an option for childcare with distance often proving 
to be an issue. 

OUR FINDINGS SHOW THAT HAVING 
GRANDPARENTS LIVING VERY NEARBY  

HAS A CLEAR FINANCIAL SAVING ON 
CHILDCARE COSTS 

£170 a month
LESS THAN 1 MILE AWAY

£260 a month
1-5 MILES AWAY

£370 a month
6-10 MILES AWAY

However, this is clearly not always possible for 
families to arrange. Those with parents 11 to 30 
miles away feel most negatively about the support 
they get from their parents with over half feeling 
their parents are unable to help out with childcare 
as much as they’d like. 

Another important factor driving this sentiment is 
that the grandparents may still be in employment.

 “The image of the retired old granny is out of 
date,” says Sarah Jackson of Working Families. 

“Many grandparents are in their fifties and 
sixties and unable to help out with childcare 

because they’re working themselves.”

Policy initiatives, such as those ensuring all working 
people have the right to request flexible working, 
may offer some comfort to those struggling with 
childcare worries. Although parents (and other 
family members juggling caring responsibilities) 
have to be confident in their job security and career 
progression in order to feel comfortable asking 
their employers to consider their request.

For now, however, it is clear large numbers of 
parents are unhappy with the status quo. CMF 
panellist Neil Leitch says: “Our research shows 
something like 94% of parents, predominantly 
mothers, would change their work patterns if 
they could – they would stay at home to look 
after younger children for longer, if they had the 
choice, or they would reduce their hours.”

Childcare: a major pressure for many families
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“Despite a series of welcome political initiatives 
and considerable public investment, our childcare 
system is still not fit for purpose, with demand 
outstripping the supply of affordable childcare,” 
says Sarah Jackson. “We need to work towards 
a system that delivers good quality, affordable 
childcare to all working parents when they need it, 
whilst at the same time protecting and enhancing 
the well-being of our children; and the challenge 
must be met not by children spending excessive 
time in costly childcare, but by more flexible 
working for parents and a better, more flexible 
supply of good quality, affordable childcare.”

Samantha Callan argues that one Government 
priority should be to focus on parents who choose 
to stay at home to look after children, rather than 
only those who return to work. “Childcare policy 
should enable parents who want to look after their 
children to do so – it’s often just for a short period,” 
she points out.

Neil Leitch emphasises the point. “Childcare policies 
are significantly weighted towards getting parents 
back to work – there is little support for parents who 
wish to stay at home and care for their child in the 
early years,” he says. “The imminent introduction 
of the Government’s childcare vouchers scheme is 
evidence that work is the priority within the policy.”

“What is best for the child seems to have been lost 
in this entire debate and policy should reflect support 
for ‘stay at home parents’ and grandparents,” Leitch 
adds. “The cost of childcare is around average for 
the EU, but the level of state funding is substantially 
lower than many other countries, meaning parents 
pay more; policy re-prioritising funding is crucial.”

In the end, adds the Reverend Jeremy Fraser, the 
tax system offers the best chance to target childcare 
support effectively. 

“Childcare – and elderly care for that matter –
have both been professionalised and families 

feel guilty,” he says. “But there are few options 
so we need to help families through taxation.”

Childcare: a major pressure for many families

WHAT THE CMF PANELLISTS SAY
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“Parents are most people’s ideal  
choice for childcare: you trust them to  

do the right thing, they really care about  
the child and it gives them a purpose  
and keeps them in with the family.”  

Karen, 42, Kent, parent with  
school-aged children

“The cost of childcare is a major 
consideration and it has a huge impact  
on our ability to have a family holiday  
each year or to save adequately for  
things like future education fees.” 

Moray, 44, Fife, parent with  
school-aged children

“It is expensive to use childcare,  
but there is no other option if you  

have children and work.” 

Jodie, 37, parent with  
school-aged children

“I stay at my daughter’s home two  
nights a week so I can look after  

her child while she works for three  
days – she’s a single parent now.”  

Sheila, 58, West Midlands,  
grandparent child-carer

“My husband finds it difficult balancing  
how much time he works and how much  
time he has with the children; I don’t work  

but this can cause friction between me  
and my husband as he is tired from work  

and I’m tired from the children.” 

Rebecca, 33, Glasgow, parent with  
school-aged children

“I’m self-employed and I felt  
masses of pressure to return to  

work after having children as I didn’t  
qualify for any state benefits; my  

husband is also self-employed so there  
was no paternity leave for him.”  

Karen, 42, Kent, parent with  
school-aged children

Childcare: a major pressure for many families

WHAT OUR FAMILIES SAY
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Rises to 37% among parents  
with school-aged children.

Rises to 36% among  
boomerang kids.

Rises to 13% among full nesters.

DEBT
BORROWING AS A WAY OF LIFE

WHAT TYPE OF DEBT DO FAMILIES  
CARRY OVER EACH MONTH?

Credit card
26%

Bank overdraft
14%

Student loan
11%

Car Loan
7%

Other bank loan
6%

Other type of debt
6%

6%

5%

3%

3%

Loans from friends/family

Store card

Hire purchase

Payday loan
Rises to 5% among parents  
with school-aged children.

Rises to 24% among parents  
with school-aged children.

While most families do not consider debt repayments 
to be as serious a financial pinch point as household 
spending, they are nonetheless burdened with very 
significant borrowings. The Bank of England says 
household debt reached a record high at the end of 
20137: as this research demonstrates, families are 
carrying many different types of borrowing over from 
one month to the next, and attitudes towards that 
debt vary across the generations.

Credit card and bank overdraft debt are significant 
ongoing borrowings for a sizeable minority of 
families. Parents with school-aged children are 
especially likely to have such borrowing – they are 
also more than twice as likely as other generations 
to have taken out a payday loan. Student loan debt, 
too, is common, particularly for boomerang kids; this 
is likely to be one reason why many feel unable to 
move out of the parental home. 

The average figures on debt mask some notable 
variations. In particular, grandparent child-carers 
typically owe four times as much on their credit 
cards as boomerang kids – an average of £4,017 
compared to £941. Full nesters and family carers, 
both cohorts that are facing particularly tough 
financial pinch points, also owe sizeable sums on 
credit cards – with average debts of £4,127 and 
£5,067 respectively.

7 BBC (http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-25152556), UK household  
debt hits record high, 29 November 2013

Debt: borrowing as a way of life
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HOW DO WE FEEL ABOUT DEBT?

Debt is fine when it’s for  
a short term purchases that 

I know I will pay off.

I still feel in control of my 
financial situation.

I don’t ever expect to  
get out of debt.

What is clear is that despite the widespread 
perception that Britons today feel much more 
comfortable with borrowing than in the past, many 
generations are concerned about their debts. 
More than two-thirds of people (67%) say they’re 
unconcerned about debt when it’s for short-term 
purchases and they know they’ll be able to pay it 
off quickly. But only 61% of people feel in control of 
their financial situation, while almost a third (29%) 
say they do not ever expect to get out of debt.

Moreover, relatively few people see debt as 
normalised in today’s society. Just 33% of people 
believe debt is not something to be overly concerned 
about; this falls to 24% amongst people under the 
age of 34, despite the common assumption that 
younger people are more willing to take on debt 
than older generations. The one exception may  
be student loans, where focus group participants  
with such borrowing commonly say they “do not  
see it as debt” – rather, it is a cost of education  
or a tax to be levied later.

Overall, 71% of people say they are concerned about 
debt, while 40% describe themselves as ashamed 
of their borrowing. This rises to 41% for parents with 
school-aged children.

CMF panellist Liz Fraser warns that such feelings are 
likely to take their toll on many families. “Worrying 
about debt will affect people emotionally,” she says. 
“The stress may even be enough to cause health 
problems.” Indeed, in a recent study published by 
the British Journal of Psychiatry, Oxford University 
researchers identified a 6.5% increase in suicide 
rates in Europe following the financial crisis of 20088. 
Family relationships are particularly likely to come 
under pressure in such circumstances. Divorce rates, 
for example, are higher amongst the indebted. 

8 British Journal of Psychiatry, Economic Suicides in the  
Great Recession in Europe and North America, 12 June 2014

67% 61% 29%

Falls to 51% among  
family carers.

Rises to 32% among parents 
with school-aged children.

Debt is normal now,  
not something to be overly 

concerned about.

Concerned. Ashamed.

33%

Interestingly, this falls to 24% among 
the youngest generational cohort – 

under 34s living with friends.

Rises to 41% among parents of 
children under 18.

71% 40%

Debt: borrowing as a way of life
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WHAT THE CMF PANELLISTS SAY

People need more help from a wider range of 
sources in order to address the problem before it’s 
too late. Professor Sir Cary Cooper CBE warns: 
“When interest rates begin to rise – and that will 
be fairly soon – debt may cause serious financial 
difficulty for many families, and we must worry 
about their ability to cope.”

Samantha Callan adds: “Debt advice should be 
freely available to everyone and funded because 
there is a business case to do so – too much focus 
is on the financial services industry to fund debt 
advice when in reality the fastest growing cause 
of debt is payments owed to governments, such 
as council tax arrears, and cost of living debts, 
such as rent arrears and unpaid energy bills.”

WHAT OUR FAMILIES SAY

“Bankruptcy no longer seems to be shameful 
and I would only be ashamed about my debt  

if it was due to something like gambling.” 

Rosie, 26, Essex,  
boomerang kid

“It is a vicious circle of paying off  
the debt, then being short and trying  

not to borrow all over again.”  

Karen, 42, Kent, parent with  
school-aged children

“Being in debt makes me feel awful;  
it puts a block on a lot of things, stresses  

me out and makes me worry when  
I should be enjoying life.”

Jodie, 37, parent with school-aged children

“Debt was a worry when it was out  
of control and I will never get myself  

in that situation again.”

Rebecca, 33, Glasgow, parent with  
school-aged children

“My children getting into debt is one  
of my worst fears; I would give them every 

penny I had if that was the case.”

Michelle, 52, Yorkshire, full nester

“I would hate my children to be in  
serious debt as it would mean they  

were already behind in life; I would try  
to help as much as possible although it  
might leave me in trouble financially.”

Michael, 48, Belfast, full nester

“It’s a constant fight to keep the  
wolves from the door; my wife had to  
give up work to look after my mother.”

Hugh, grandparent child-carer

“It doesn’t matter what I do or  
where I go – I’ll always be in debt, 

whether it’s the student loan, a credit  
card or something else.”

Jenna, 23, North-West England,  
boomerang kid

Debt: borrowing as a way of life
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FAMILY SUPPORT
HOW GENERATIONS LEND TO ONE ANOTHER

 FAMILY SUPPORT – BORROWING FROM PARENTS

The ‘Bank of Mum and Dad’ is the most heavily drawn on across most  
of the generations, with 22% on average having borrowed from parents  

(compared to grandparents 3%, siblings 4%).

Single  
renters

Parents with 
school-aged kids

Cohabiting 
couples

Boomerang 
kids

Full nesters

43%

31% 30% 27%

19%

Of these, 46%  
borrowed more  

than £1,000 Of these, 51%  
borrowed more  

than £1,000

42%
feel guilty about  

borrowing money from  
family members.

23%
have had to borrow  

money from family members 
for day-to-day living costs.

46%
feel unhappy about borrowing 
money from family members, 
as they had hoped to be able  

to provide for themselves.

However, intra family borrowing does not appear to cause  
tension with only 7% saying they feel borrowing money from family  

members has caused tension in their family.

The flow of financial support across the generations 
is a striking feature of the modern family. And while 
the money can flow both ways – with children 
sometimes providing financial support to parents 
and even grandparents – the ‘Bank of Mum 
and Dad’ continues to be an important societal 
phenomenon. Overall, more than 1 in 5 children 
(22%) have borrowed money from parents, but the 
figure is higher amongst single renters, cohabiting 
couples and parents with children under 18. 

Moreover, while the numbers undoubtedly include 
children who have borrowed money in order to get 
on to the housing ladder, many parents are helping 
out with everyday living costs – almost 1 in 4 (23%) 
children who’ve borrowed money from family have 
had to borrow for this reason. 

Note too, that these statistics record lending, 
rather than gifts or financial support that parents 
do not expect to be repaid. 

“The notion that the empty nester is not contributing 
to their children is wrong – many are still financially 
dependent on their parents, or rely on them for 
help such as childcare,” says Professor Sir Cary 
Cooper CBE. “This can have a dramatic impact  
on the finances of empty nesters”, he adds. 

Some 36% of empty nesters have lent money 
to children, while more than 1 in 3 (37%) 
grandparents have offered loans to family members. 
These loans have invariably exceeded £1,000.

Family support: how generations lend to one another
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ATTITUDES TO LENDING

expect to get back the 
money they have loaned.

do not expect to get back the 
money they have loaned.

have always expected  
they would need to lend 
money to their family so 

have budgeted accordingly.

44% 25%

13%

Rises to 21% for those 
providing regular care and 

support for a relative.

This rises to 49% for 
grandparents providing 

childcare, and falls to 35% for 
those providing regular care 
and support for a relative.

20% for grandparent  
child-carers.

The good news is that this support appears to be 
freely given despite the consequences that may 
result: while 42% of people say they feel guilty 
about borrowing money from family members,  
just 7% say doing so has caused family tensions.

Amongst those doing the lending, 55% say they 
are pleased to lend to their family. Almost half of 
family members making loans (44%) expect to get 
their money back, though a quarter do not. And 
while relatively few people expected to have to lend 
money to their families and planned accordingly, 
only 1 in 10 say they are annoyed at having to do so 
given the impact on their own lives.

55%

are pleased to lend money to 
their family to help them out.

Rises to 63% for  
full nesters.

1 in 10 feel annoyed that they 
have had to lend money to 

family members as it has an 
impact on their own life.

Falls to 8% for grandparent 
child-carers, but rises  
to 14% for parents with  
school-aged children.

Family support: how generations lend to one another
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WHAT THE CMF PANELLISTS SAY

The finding that familial generations are working 
together in the face of financial pressures is one 
positive to take from this research. However, families 
need practical support to do this – and the needs of 
those who don’t have access to relatives for financial, 
practical or emotional support must not be forgotten.

“After generations of more fragmented families as 
people went their own way, we are seeing a return 
of a greater inter-generational bond within families,” 
says Professor Sir Cary Cooper CBE. “But this is 
not without cost or difficulty – in many cases, people 
are retiring later and working longer because of the 
financial burden of their children.”

These trends will continue, suggests Richard Jones, 
Director of Annuities and Protection Propositions and 
Bancassurance for the Insurance Division of Lloyds 
Banking Group.

 “If you look at the forces behind these 
findings, they’re going to accelerate – at one 

end, people are living longer and trying to save 
more, while at the other, it is getting harder  

to get on the property ladder,” he says.  
“If those trends extend, what kind of society 

will we be looking at in 10 or 15 years?  
The role of the family is going to become  

even more important.”

James Daley suggests a role for Local Government 
and other agencies in providing local support 
structures for those who do not have access to family –  
and for better use of technology to facilitate such 
support. “This is a 21st century urban issue and a 
21st century digital response is part of the solution,” 
he says. “There needs to be more effective ways of 
building support locally because communities have 
become more fragmented.”

Family support: how generations lend to one another
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“It can be challenging living with  
an adult child: when our son moved  
back in five years ago my husband  
found it difficult because he felt his  

privacy had been invaded.”

Carole, 62, South-East,  
full nester

“I’m depressed – I feel like  
I’m still dependent on my parents  
which is a horrible feeling and it’s 

embarrassing when I meet those my  
age who have moved out.” 

Ross, 25, London, 
boomerang kid

WHAT OUR FAMILIES SAY

“I know my parents want  
their house to themselves.” 

Jessica, 30, Lincoln,  
boomerang kid

“I always try to offer emotional  
support when it’s needed.” 

Stuart, 60, Manchester,  
grandparent child-carer

“I have lent my son money in the  
past to buy a house and this turned  

into a gift, and he knows we are  
always here if he needs us.”   

Angela, Devon,  
grandparent child-carer

“My parents and my husband’s parents  
helped us with certain expenses when we 

were first married, but we will not be able to 
help our children in the same way thanks to 
our financial situation and I think that is sad.”   

Susan, 49, West Midlands, full nester

Family support: how generations lend to one another
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CONCLUSION
CURRENT LIFE FOCUSES AMONG FAMILY GENERATIONS

Empty nesters
31%

24%

Pursuing hobbies and interests.
Preparing for the future.

Boomerang kids

28%

29%

Preparing for the future.
Career progression.

42%

39%

Gaining an education.
Saving for a priority.

Cohabiting couples

26%

35% Preparing for the future.
Pursuing hobbies and interests.

Grandparent child-carers

28%

49% Spending time with the family.
Providing for the family.

18%

26% Pursuing hobbies and interests.
Paying off debt.

Full nesters
44%

42%

Providing for the family.
Spending time with the family.

34% Paying off debt.

Parents with school-aged children
56%

45%

Providing for the family.
Spending time with the family.

39% Paying off debt.

The research suggests that for many modern 
families, financial pressures are a reality of everyday 
life. It is obvious that such issues are front and central 
for each of the generations singled out in this report, 
albeit in different ways.

For some CMF panellists, one issue emerges  
above all others. “The big question for policymakers 
is how do we make childcare more affordable?”  
says Professor Sir Cary Cooper CBE. “Is there an 
opportunity to do more now the economy is picking 
up, and what about more support for grandparents 
engaged in childcare?”

The issue of childcare, which is seeing different 
generations working together in order to tackle 
a practical problem, also speaks to a wider 
conclusion that it is possible to draw from this report. 
Everywhere one looks, financial pressures are 
forcing the modern family into new collaborations: 

grandparents are taking on childcare responsibilities, 
parents are supporting their adult children financially, 
grandchildren are helping out with practical support 
for their grandparents – the list is a long one.

There are positives to take from these collaborations: 
many people say their family relationships have 
become closer because of the help each generation 
is offering to another. At the same time, however, 
the modern family is struggling: many people 
are uncomfortable with the level of dependence 
they have on relatives while others are finding life 
particularly difficult because they do not have access 
to this support, or support from other sources.

These stresses, combined with the emotional 
challenge of dealing with financial pinch points, 
mounting debt and time poverty, represent a huge 
challenge. And unless they are addressed, the 
strain on families will continue to grow. 

Conclusion
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POTENTIAL POLICY RESPONSES  
FOR KEY FINDINGS

1

FAMILIES ARE BATTLING  
FINANCIAL PRESSURES

39% of people don’t feel in control of their financial 
situation and more than a quarter (28%) cite their 
financial situation as negatively impacting their 

family’s quality of life.

POLICY RESPONSE 
Would improving financial education for all and 

improving access to money advice services help 
families to manage their finances more effectively?

2

HOUSEHOLD SPENDING  
IS A MAJOR CHALLENGE 

24% of families have cut down on vital spending, 
such as groceries, in order to cope with higher 
living costs. This rises to 32% among parents 

with children under 18. The strain on household 
spending has also caused more than a quarter of 

families (26%) to raid their savings whilst the same 
percentage has cut back on saving for the future.

POLICY RESPONSE 
Is there scope for benefits reform to provide further 

support for working families struggling  
with household bills?

3

CHILDCARE COSTS ARE MOUNTING
£258 is the typical family’s monthly childcare bill, 

and costs are resulting in emotional pressures 
being felt between generations – over half of those 
with parents 11 to 30 miles away felt their parents 
are unable to help out with childcare as much as 

they would like.

POLICY RESPONSE 
Could linking statutory maternity and paternity pay 
to the level of the national minimum wage provide 
more support for those who want to stay at home 
longer with young children? And would measures 
such as front-loading child benefit, give more help 
to families when childcare costs have the greatest 

financial impact?

4

HOUSEHOLD DEBT IS AT A RECORD HIGH
1 in 2 families carry over non-mortgage debt over 
from one month to the next; parents with school-
aged children are especially likely to carry over 
credit card and bank overdraft debt and are also 
more than twice as likely as other generations to 
have taken out a payday loan. Many families are 

reconciled to the inevitability of being in debt.

POLICY RESPONSE 
Could wider public and private sector funding of 
debt advice services help more families access 

this support as they cope with record debt? And is 
tighter regulation of debit and credit, particularly in 
the context of affordability, necessary to slow the 

increasing debt burden?

5

FAMILIES OFFER THEIR SUPPORT 
Of those who have borrowed from family and friends 
(28%), the average amount is £2,123 – the equivalent 
of a UK family lending economy valued at £31 billion. 

However, 55% of those surveyed said they were 
pleased to lend money to their families, with 25% 

saying that they didn’t expect to get it back.

POLICY RESPONSE 
Should more be done to encourage the 

development of innovative financial products which 
allow families to share financial responsibilities, for 
example mortgages and ISAs into which the whole 

family can contribute? 

Potential policy responses for key findings
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