
 

Researchers study happiness of children in
different family compositions
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Children living with a step-parent or a lone parent are as happy as those
living with two biological parents, the British Sociological Association's
annual conference in Leeds heard today.
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In a major UK study on wellbeing, researchers from NatCen Social
Research analysed data from the Millennium Cohort Study on 12,877
children aged seven in 2008 and found no significant difference in their
reported happiness.

Whether the children lived with two biological parents, with a step-
parent and biological parent, or in a single parent family, made no
difference: 64% said they were happy 'sometimes or never', and 36%
said they were 'happy all the time'.

Even when the researchers statistically removed the effects of other
factors such as parental social class so that the effects of family type
were isolated, the results showed no significant differences.

Jenny Chanfreau, Senior Researcher at NatCen, told the conference that,
in contrast, relationships with parents and other children were strongly
linked with how likely the seven-year-olds were to be happy. For
instance, factors such as getting on well with siblings and not being
bullied at school were associated with being happy all the time.

Ms Chanfreau said they found a similar result when analysing another
set of survey data on 2,679 children aged 11 to 15 in the UK – this also
showed no significant statistical difference in the level of wellbeing
among children in the three types of family when the effects of family
type were studied in isolation.

Ms Chanfreau told the conference: "We found that the family type had
no significant effect on the happiness of the seven-year-olds or the 11-15
year olds.

"It's the quality of the relationships in the home that matters – not the
family composition. Getting on well with siblings, having fun with the
family at weekends, and having a parent who reported rarely or never
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shouting when the child was naughty, were all linked with a higher
likelihood of being happy all the time among seven-year olds.

"Pupil relations at school are also important – being bullied at school or
being 'horrible' to others was strongly associated with lower happiness in
the seven-year-olds, for instance."

Ms Chanfreau worked with Cheryl Lloyd, Christos Byron, Caireen
Roberts, Rachel Craig and Sally McManus of NatCen Research on the
analysis and report, and Danielle De Feo of the Department of Health
also contributed.

Results summary:

In the Millennium Cohort Study survey, data were gathered in 2008 on
12,877 children aged seven, and their parents.

Of those children living with two biological (or adoptive) parents: 64%
said they were 'sometimes or never' happy and 36% said they were
happy 'all the time'. The exact same percentages were found for those
living with one step-parent and one biological parent, and for those living
with a lone parent.

The researchers then statistically controlled for other factors, such as
their parents' class and the level of the deprivation in the area where the
home was, so that the influence of the family type on the seven-year-olds
could be studied in isolation.

After doing this they found that those in living with a step-parent and a
biological parent, and those living with a lone parent, were marginally
less likely to be in the 'happy all the time' category, but this result was
negligible and not statistically significant, and so was discounted.

3/4



 

Instead, factors such as relationships with others were found to be both
important and statistically valid, including getting on with their siblings,
having friends, having fun with the family or not being bullied at school.

A fourth family type – those not living with either a natural or adoptive
parent – was linked with reduced happiness, but there were so few
children in this category (forming only 0.3% of the total) that no further
statistical analysis could be carried out.

The researchers also used data from the Understanding Society Study
survey, gathered from 2009-2011 on 2,679 people aged 11 to 15. After
removing other factors to isolate the effect of family type, the
researchers found that those living with one step-parent and one
biological parent were slightly more likely to be happier than those living
with two biological (or adoptive) parents, and that those living with a
lone parent were slightly less likely to be as happy as those living with
two biological parents; however neither result was statistically significant
and both were discounted. In effect, the family type had no effect on the
11-15 year-olds' happiness.

  More information: The full report is available online: 
www.natcen.ac.uk/media/205352/ … ors-of-wellbeing.pdf
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