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David Cameron’s speech to the Gingerbread Group.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
It’s great to be here at Gingerbread. There are nearly two million single parents in Britain today, 
responsible for bringing up more than three million children. They take on all those events of 
parenting – from bathtime and bedtime to parents’ evening and holidays – on their own.  
 
It makes one of the hardest jobs in the world even more difficult. Gingerbread recognises that. 
You know that people who spend their time looking after others need people to look out for them, 
too.  You give single parents a voice, you give them advice and you campaign for the policies that 
will make their lives easier – and more importantly, make their children’s lives better.  
 
That’s what I want to talk to you about today – improving the experience of childhood in our 
country.  
 
But before I do there are a few things I want to get straight. 
 
 
FAMILY STRUCTURE 
 
The discussion about families is often reduced to a black and white debate. You’re either for one 
model of the family or another. You’re either an evangelist for the 1950s nuclear family or you 
think that traditional structures are redundant in the modern world. I say that families come 
together in many different ways and we should be there for all of them.  
 
Indeed I stood up at our party conference a few years ago and said that as far as I am 
concerned commitment matters whether it’s between a man and a woman, a man and a 
man or a woman and a woman. To me, a strong family is defined most of all by the love that’s 
in it.  I don’t think this is incompatible with our support for committed relationships.  
 
Most people don’t start a relationship with the hope it will end. So I believe we need to do more 
to help where we can. That’s why my Party will back marriage in the tax system and end the 
couple penalty that pays people to live apart rather than together.  
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But – and let me be very clear about this – the flip side of this coin isn’t disapproval of those who 
don’t stay together. I get the real world.  Sometimes, however hard you try, a relationship is not 
going to work. That can be very sad – but it would be cruel and callous to compound that sadness 
by treating single parent families in any way differently.  
 
So I want to be completely clear: lone parents will not be on their own with the Conservatives. 
There is not – and never will be – a war on single parents. In fact far from taking the 
Conservative Party back into some comfort zone, I have expressly explained that we will give 
practical, meaningful support to every family in this country in a range of different ways, 
including through positive state action… 
 
…indeed my claim that we will be the most family friendly party is because we are prepared to 
combine state action with social action and action on tax and benefits, with helping both at work 
and at home.  
 
Just to give you a couple of examples, we’re going to increase the number of health visitors, so 
that parents have the support of a professional in the home – particularly during those first few 
months with a new baby. And we’ll improve Sure Start so that it better involves community 
groups and charities and sharpens its focus on the most vulnerable.  
 
 
WORKING MOTHERS 
 
The families debate also gets black and white on the question of working mothers – supposedly 
you’re either for them or against them. Again, I don’t see why this should be the case. Instead, we 
should just support the choices mothers make. 
 
If you want to work, government should be there for you, making your life easier. We’ll do that 
by extending the right to request flexible working to every parent with a child under the age of 
eighteen. And we’ll do it by making sure that the work they do really pays. 
 
One of the biggest injustices in Britain today is that if you’re a single parent with two children 
earning £150 a week, the withdrawal of benefits and additional taxes mean that for every extra 
pound you earn, you keep just 4 pence. That’s an effective tax rate of 96 per cent – it’s an 
absolute disgrace – and the Conservative Party is determined to do something about it.  
 
But of course, there will always be times when it’s difficult for mothers to work – and that’s 
particularly true of single parents. In these circumstances I believe you should have the support of 
the state. 
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The Conservative Party demonstrated that support last year when the Welfare Reform Bill came 
to parliament. The Government tried to lower the threshold at which parents were expected to go 
to work, saying that when your child turned three you have to find a job. We opposed that 
decision – and I’m glad to say the Government changed its mind. 
 
 
But whether you do work, or don’t work, what really matters is this: That the mother is happy and 
her children are too. And that’s what I want to say something about now – how we can improve 
the quality of childhood in this country. 
 
CHILDHOOD 
 
First, we need to have a clear view on what childhood is – or what it should be. I believe it should 
be a gradual journey of experiment and enlightenment. But I think a fundamental problem with 
childhood in Britain today is that this journey is moving both too fast and too slow.  
 
It’s moving too slow because children are being denied the risks and adventures they need to 
grow and learn. As John Betjeman said, “childhood is measured out by sounds and smells and 
sights, before the dark hour of reason grows.” 
 
Think of the sounds and smells and sights of your own childhood and you remember the 
exploring you did, that hour before supper out with your friends, the sense that you were mapping 
out your territory on your BMX, or if you are my age, your chopper. 
 
But today just one in five children regularly play outside in their neighbourhood.  The rest are 
denied the chance to get out of the house and have the everyday adventures that – to people of my 
generation – are what childhood is all about. But at the same time as childhood moving too slow, 
with children being over-protected from risks and experiences… 
 
…it’s also moving too fast as adulthood encroaches into childhood. 
 
Children are drinking, having sex, having adult conversations, wearing grown-up clothes and they 
are being commercialised at an increasingly early age. Last month a Girl Guides survey found 
that around half of 11 to 16-year-old girls were dieting and 12 per cent would consider surgery or 
gastric bands. This is a massive clanging alarm bell: the pressure on our children to grow up is 
dangerously intense.  
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We’ve got to stop treating children like adults and help to shield them from such early exposure 
to so many bad influences.  It’s for that reason that my party is fighting for the Government to 
strengthen the law on harmful video games and DVDs.  Right now there are some serious 
loopholes allowing explicit sexual and violent material to be sold without an age rating and we 
urgently want them to be closed. This simultaneous over-exposure and over-protection is taking 
the innocence and the adventure out of childhood. There might be fewer grazed knees but a 
deeper damage is happening under the skin. 
 
 
ADULTS AND CHILDREN 
 
There are many reasons why this has happened.  
 
There’s big business, which saw a market in targeting children and created it without always 
considering whether it was right. There are the technological changes – the computers and 
mobiles – that have completely absorbed a generation of children and, in too many cases, chained 
them to their bedrooms.  
 
But I believe that one of the biggest reasons why the innocence and adventure are being lost from 
childhood is not commercial, and it’s not technological: it’s cultural. It is about the relationship 
between adults and children. And by that I don’t mean just the relationship between parents and 
their children……I mean the relationship between adults and other people’s children. 
 
The evidence shows that countries where children are happiest are where these sort of 
relationships are strong. That’s because when adults in a society are authoritative, when they are 
well-respected, that not only gives children enormous comfort and a respect for the boundaries of 
adulthood……it gives parents reassurance that they can let their children out of their sight 
without anxiety.  
 
Parents cannot – and indeed should not – be everywhere with their children all the time. So we 
need other adults to feel able to act as surrogates – to discipline or show compassion – if the 
situation calls for it. 
 
The saying that ‘it takes a village to raise a child’ is as true in suburban Britain as it is in sub-
Saharan Africa.But today in our country this basic social responsibility has been dramatically 
undermined. Adults fear being sued if they help out with children’s activities and there’s an 
accident. They fear being arrested if they have words with the gang on the street corner. And they 
fear being branded a weirdo if they see a child in distress and want to help them out.  
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This risk-averse, litigious, health and safety, ‘stranger danger’ culture, where well-meaning 
people are at times almost automatically treated with suspicion, is in danger of poisoning the 
relationship between adults and children. Adults’ natural authority, good sense and positive 
instincts have been undermined.  So for the good of every child I believe we need to rebuild that 
relationship. 
 
 
CONSERVATIVE PLANS 
 
This isn’t going to happen overnight. But it will start to happen if we actively restore authority 
and responsibility to adults, and encourage adults and children to come together and interact 
more. And that is a thread that runs through a whole range of our plans. 
 
We will introduce a National Citizenship Service – giving the best voluntary organisations the 
opportunity to inspire our young people and at the same time teach them about what it means to 
be socially responsible.  
 
We’ll restore authority to teachers, giving them the power to discipline properly and leaving no 
doubt as to who’s in charge of the classroom.  
 
We’ll give communities a Right-to-Buy, so that local residents can take over any derelict building 
or disused park, do it up, turn it round, and create the physical space for young and old to come 
together in safety. 
 
And, perhaps most importantly, we want to make it much easier for responsible adults to 
volunteer to work with children or just help out informally.  
 
So we’ll cut back on the nonsense of the Independent Safeguarding Authority, which requires 
more and more people to have CRB checks – including young people volunteering to help the 
elderly in a local care home. 
 
And, as I argued last week in a very detailed speech, we’ll bring some common sense back to the 
health and safety compensation culture.  
 
The Central Council for Physical Recreation reports that this is the single biggest problem 
stopping adults from getting involved as volunteers. 
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That’s why we want to give more protection to teachers and volunteers – any adult who is 
working with children in adventure training or sport – so that if an accident does happen, they 
will not be sued without very good reason.  
 
All of these plans are about enriching and expanding children’s lives with the presence of 
responsible adults who aren’t their parents.  
 
We remember this from our own childhoods – the friendly neighbour in the village or down the 
road, the scout master, the teacher who went the extra mile, the church group leader. 
 
These figures aren’t just pillars of the community… 
 
…they are pillars of a secure and happy childhood and we need to restore their strength.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
I began today by talking about the practical help we will give all parents – flexible working, 
health visitors, an improved Sure Start. But I think what is also valuable to parents – and 
especially single parents – is not the architecture of state help, but the architecture of social 
help……the neighbours, friends or complete strangers who support you, who look out for your 
children and provide that security beyond your front door.  
 
This isn’t about turning the clock back to some golden age from our past. It’s about being bold 
and forward-looking about our future. And this is the future I want to see: 
 
Each and every family supported by their government with practical, meaningful help...…each 
and every adult encouraged to play a full role in society...…and each and every child in Britain 
allowed a proper childhood.  
 
That’s the future we want – together we can build it.  
 
 
 
 
 


