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stable, and nurturingfamilies
Introduction
One proposition on which there is likely to 
be almost universal agreement among 
sociologists, psychologists, psychiatrists, 
educators, and others is the huge 
importance of family upbringing.

Of course, to say this is not to suggest that 
family upbringing is necessarily positive. 
A child raised in a family of professional 
petty thieves may well get an excellent 
training in the techniques of picking pockets 
or shoplifting, but those who laud the 
family as the indispensable foundation of 
a civil society may not have that kind of 
upbringing in mind. It is in the family that 
the very young child can develop a secure 
attachment; it is also in the family, however, 
that a very young child can develop an 
insecure or disordered attachment, with 
potential detriments to their wellbeing. 
Psychologists and psychiatrists would 
struggle to find work if the family of origin 
had no deleterious effects upon people’s 
mental health and emotional well-being. 

It follows that the question in terms of public 
policy is not whether family upbringing 
matters—clearly it does—but rather, 
what can be done to support 
families to have the most 
positive benefits, and how 
can negative outcomes 
best be prevented?

Safe, Stable, and  
Nurturing families
Just as experts can agree on the 
importance of the family in raising children 
to make a positive contribution to society, 
they can also agree on the kinds of family 
upbringing that promote these benefits. 
Children are likely to flourish in families that 
are safe, stable, and nurturing. 

Safety is, of course, a foundational need, 
and this should be understood in relatively 
broad terms. Children need to be protected 
from physical and sexual abuse and from 
exposure to domestic violence; for even 
witnessing or being aware of violence 
perpetrated on the mother can have 
traumatizing effects and leave children 
feeling profoundly unsafe.

Children who grow up in unsafe 
environments, or who are victim of sexual 
abuse, are disproportionately represented 
in statistics for adolescent and adult 
offending, indicating a clear and important 
connection between safety, emotional 
well-being, and the inculcation of values 
concerning responsible citizenship.

Stability is also very important for 
children. The U.S. Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention defines 
the stability children need as 
“the degree of predictability 
and consistency in a child’s 
environment. It encompasses 
consistency in who children relate 

to as well as the nature of their 
interactions with caregivers, others 
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in their environment, and the environment 
itself.” The breakdown of the parents’ 
relationship is a primary source of instability 
in children’s lives. If parents break up, 
family routines are disrupted, and changes 
typically occur across a lot of different 
domains—where children live and go to 
school, the relationship with the parent who 
no longer lives with the children, and levels 
of financial stress. Parental separation is an 
important factor to address in terms of the 
life chances of children.

A nurturing family is the other important 
ingredient if children are to have an 
upbringing that is emotionally healthy. 
Research indicates that children do best 
with a parental style which is authoritative 
without being either authoritarian or 
permissive. It combines boundary setting 
with emotional closeness.

Beyond these certainties about what 
kind of family environment is good for 
the well-being of children, giving them 
the best chance in life, there may well be 
disagreement. People inevitably draw upon 
their own values about the good life, what 
counts as the kind of character of which 
they approve, and the ethical positions 
of which they disapprove. Whether or not 
a religious upbringing enhances ethical 
education and the communication of 
values to children might prove a major 
point of contention. In the current social 
environment, much may depend on 
whether one approves or disapproves of 
the sexual ethics traditionally taught in the 
three great Abrahamic religions. There are 
those who argue that marriage itself does 
not matter, despite the strong  
correlation between marriage  
and relationship stability.

Promoting Safe, Stable,  
and Nurturing Families
Public policy settings, if they are to have 
some resilience from changing political 
winds, ought to be built upon consensus, 
so far as possible. For that reason, leaving 
aside areas of disagreement about values, 
the support of safe, stable, and nurturing 
families is a good place to begin. On 
the whole, children do poorly when they 
experience maltreatment, are exposed to 
violence, have highly unstable caretaking 
arrangements, or grow up without the 
benefit of emotional closeness to a parent 
who sets appropriate boundaries and 
behavioral expectations. These propositions 
are, at least, incontrovertible.

For these reasons, it ought to be a priority 
for governments to invest resources aimed 
at preventing relationship breakdown. 
U.S. research has shown that a substantial 
increase in various kinds of serious mental 
illness in children and young people over 
the last few decades is closely correlated 
with the rise of family breakdown. Unless 
we can find better ways to promote safe, 
stable, and nurturing families and reduce 
the incidence of family breakdown, the 
mental health of children and young 
people will continue to deteriorate.
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