




(b) Welfare benefits 
Teenage parents in the Netherlands receive little financial 
support from the state until they are 18, and even then 
still depend partially on their parents’ support until they 
are 21. Babies born to teenage mothers are assigned a 
legal guardian (usually a parent of the mother) to whom 
child benefit is paid. The website of a local government-
sponsored youth-work organisation explicitly states that: 
‘If you are a teenage mother and younger than 18 and 
living at home, you will not qualify for benefits’.8 
Mothers aged under 18 rarely qualify for housing benefits 
and are generally expected to continue to live with their 
parents. In the UK, by way of contrast, welfare support to 
teenage mothers in the form of income support, housing 
benefit, educational opportunities, employment training 
and access to childcare, means that there is less of a 
disincentive for young people to engage in high risk 
sexual behaviour.  
 

Figure 2: Lone-parent families as a percentage of all 
families with children, the Netherlands and Great 
Britain, 1996 and 2000 
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Sources: European Community Household Panel (1996); cited in CBS, 
(2001), op cit., p175; http://statline.cbs.nl and ONS (2001) Living in 
Britain, pp10–11, 18. 

 

(c) Socio-economic deprivation 
A higher degree of socio-economic deprivation is 
associated with a higher frequency of teenage sexual 
activity and associated risk behaviour.9 The concentration 
of higher levels of poverty and social inequality in certain 
areas of the UK has created a culture of hopelessness, in 
which there is little to lose from teenage parenthood. If 
this loss is further compensated by social welfare 
benefits, for example in terms of income support or 
housing, the cost of having a baby may not be very high. 
However, Dutch society is more socially inclusive with 
far less prevalent cultures of poverty, with the exception 
of some deprived areas in the large cities where the 
situation more closely resembles that of the UK.   
 

(d) Stigma 
Teenage motherhood is stigmatised in the Netherlands. 
According to one Dutch woman who became a mother 
herself at 16 and subsequently campaigned for more 
support for teenage mothers: ‘You have humiliation and 
discrimination every day. The social services do 
everything to make your life difficult; no one listens to 
you or takes you seriously; people give you dirty looks 
on the street; you are always in debt’.10 Stigma is one of 
the most powerful means of controlling behaviour 
considered destructive of the well-being of the 
community. The relative lack of stigma attached to 
teenage pregnancy in the UK should not be discounted as 
a contributory factor to higher teenage pregnancy rates. 

(e) Lone parenthood 
In 1996 lone-parent families in the Netherlands 
represented 7.4 per cent of all households with children, 
compared with 21 per cent in Great Britain. Four years 
later, single-parent families made up 26 per cent of all 
families with children in Great Britain, while the 
proportion had dropped in the Netherlands to 5.7% (see 
Figure 2). Children in Britain are five times more likely 
to be living in a family headed by a lone parent than 
children in the Netherlands.   
 
A study of over 2,000 young people in England aged 13–
15 found that, in families headed by a married couple, 
only 13 per cent of the children were sexually active. The 
percentage doubled (26 per cent) for young people living 
in one-parent families. The figure was 24 per cent for the 
children of cohabiting couples, 26 per cent where the 
parents were separated, 23 per cent where children 
divided their time between two parents living apart, 24 
per cent where the parents were divorced, and 35 per cent 
where children did not live with either parent.11 
 
(f) Out-of-wedlock births 
Children in Britain are more likely to have been born to 
an unmarried mother than their Dutch counterparts. 
Figure 3 shows that while 40 per cent of births in the UK 
now take place outside marriage, three-quarters of births 
in the Netherlands are to married couples.  
 
Figure 3: Percentage of live births outside marriage 
for the Netherlands and the UK, 1960–2000 
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Source: Eurostat 
 
(g) Divorce 
A more traditional attitude to marriage in the Netherlands 
is also reflected in the divorce statistics. A comparison of 
the annual divorce rates in the UK shows that, in 2000, 
12.7 per 1,000 married men obtained a divorce in 
England and Wales, as opposed to 8.8 per 1,000 in the 
Netherlands (see Figure 4). The fact that children in 
Britain are more likely to have experienced the divorce of 
their parents is significant, given that young people not 
living with both biological parents tend to become 
sexually active at earlier ages than those from intact 
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