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Foreword

“For us here at Stand Alone, raising awareness of the barriers to success that estranged 
students in Higher Education have faced has always been of utmost importance. Statistics 
indicate that estranged students are three times more likely to drop out of university before the 
end of their degree due to financial or emotional difficulties that stem as a direct result of their 
family estrangement. 

Estrangement can affect anyone, from any walk of life. At a time when many rely on the support 
of their families, be it financial or emotional or any other support, these students are left to 
tackle the highs and lows of university alone. These students fall through the net all too often, 
and as a result, often feel invisible within their institutions and amongst their peers. With this 
awareness campaign, we want to change that. We hope you’ll join us in working together to 
provide the best support for estranged students”.

 

Becca Bland
Chief Executive, Stand Alone

“NUS is proud to join forces with Stand Alone to campaign on estrangement in the education 
sector and provide students’ unions with the necessary resources and support to better respond 
to the needs of estranged students.
 
NUS LGBT+ Campaign first highlighted the experiences of students estranged from their 
parents but our extensive work in this area proves that estrangement is an issue any student 
can face. Our research into the difficulties estranged students experience in accessing student 
finance and the impact of this shone a light on the everyday struggles they face whilst in 
education, from poor mental health to homelessness. It was found that there was a severe lack 
of specific support services for estranged students and thus they may not know about hardship 
funds and additional financial support that is available to them.
 
NUS is committed to improving the lives of all students. Our hope is that students’ unions across 
the country will utilise this important resource, work to tackle the difficulties faced by estranged 
students and encourage their institutions to sign the Pledge to better support them in their 
struggles”.

 

Melantha Chittenden
NUS LGBT+ Officer (Women’s Place)



Family estrangement or 
disownment is a complicated 
process. Each person in our 
community has their own 
unique set of reasons for 
cutting contact or experiencing 
rejection from a family unit.

Some of our community 
members have been distanced 
because of a lifestyle choice, 
their sexuality, a gender choice, 
disagreements over money, 
religious differences, marrying 
someone from a different 
background, or not behaving 
to the satisfaction of their core 
family members.

Family estrangement can be 
common for families with 
strong and rigid religious 
beliefs, where younger 
generations often feel 
conflicted about their cultural 
heritage and make decisions 
that are not seen favourably or 
are accepted by their extended 
family.

Some people become 
estranged from their family 
because their family has 
been emotionally, physically 
or sexually abusive during 
childhood or beyond. It’s 
immensely difficult to keep 
a relationship together if a 
member of your family has 
been abusive towards you, 
and it can be extremely 
risky to continue a genuine 
relationship with this family 
member without the right 
professional intervention and 
support. This can unfortunately 
also apply to other family 
members who may not have 
believed the person, or were 
aware of the abuse but did not 
have the capacity to help with 
the problem. For many in our 
community, estrangement may 
begin when someone speaks 
about the abuse or tries to heal 
the hurt caused.
Marriage and/or divorce 
are common features in 
estrangements and often, when 

parents get divorced, it can 
significantly alter motivation to 
stay in touch with one or both 
parents. If parents become re- 
married, this could again alter 
how people feel towards their 
family of origin, and can create 
tension and further difficulties 
down the line.

There are, of course, many 
other reasons why someone 
may feel a relationship is 
untenable, and the points 
listed above are in no way 
exhaustive. Whatever the 
circumstance, people often 
speak of the sadness of not 
being able to take part in the 
concept of family togetherness 
that is seen to be at the heart 
of society. People also tell 
us that they feel vilified and 
outcast, even after making the 
‘best’ choice out of a set of 
hugely difficult life choices, or 
after being denied a voice in 
the process of expelling them 
from a family unit.

What is Family Estrangement?

Why do people break contact  
with their family? 

Put simply, family 
estrangement is the physical 
or emotional distancing 
between at least two 
family members. Family 
estrangement can be 
attributed to any of several 
factors within the family, such 
as differing values and beliefs, 

disappointment, major life 
events or change, or poor 
communication. 
Family difficulties can often 
leave members in a position 
where they are unable to 
communicate. Some of these 
rifts develop over extended 
periods of time, whilst 

other family relationships 
can change suddenly and 
unexpectedly. It is possible 
tensions can be exacerbated 
by an important life event, or 
that ongoing family difficulties 
have a ‘knock-on’ effect on 
relationships with others.



Who are Estranged Students?

Estranged students are those 
studying without the support 
and/or approval of a family 
network. Students in this 
position tend to have no contact 
at all with their family and have 
often removed themselves from 
a dysfunctional situation.  

Research from the University 
of Cambridge indicates that 
abuse, and particularly emotional 
abuse, is a key cause of family 
estrangement, alongside 
clashes of values and beliefs and 
mismatched expectations about 
family roles. More specifically, 
issues connected to honour 
based violence, forced marriage 
and family rejection of LGBTQI+ 
and transgender students are 
common. There are also a 
proportion of estranged students 
who have been disowned for 
pursuing education against 
the wishes of their family or 
extended family network.

The struggles of these young 
people often go unrecognised 
by statutory services, and our 
research with 584 students 
made in partnership with 
Student Finance England shows 
that there is a lack of any kind 
of social service intervention 
in roughly 60% of estranged 
student cases.

Our research also shows around 
19% have experienced care 
as a looked after child, but do 
not formally meet their local 
authorities’ qualifying criteria 
as a statutory care leaver. Over 
30% of these students had 
registered homeless or had 
considered registering homeless 
before their course began.

Students who are estranged or 
disowned from their family often 
feel unacknowledged, invisible 
and sensitive to judgement 
and stigma around their family 

situation. 28% of students in our 
study told us they did not feel 
comfortable accessing support 
within their institution. 

It is undoubted that students 
who are estranged from their 
family struggle with retention 
in Higher Education and suffer 
over the summer period when 
most students can traditionally 
‘go home’.

Our research showed that 41% 
of students had considered 
withdrawing or suspending 
from their course due to money 
pressures, stress and mental 
health struggles. Over 14% left 
university, and this drop-out rate 
is three times higher than that of 
the average student.



I am estranged from both of my biological 
parents and most of my extended family. 
Contact with my father faded off a few years 
after my parents’ divorce when I was 7 years 
old, and I have no way of contacting him now. 
I cut all contact with my mother almost 2 
years ago, a month after beginning my degree, 
because of emotional abuse and for the sake 
of my mental health. Having no contact with 
my family has been very difficult throughout 
university, especially due to a tedious student 
finance process and a lack of emotional 
support, but it has also been incredibly 
liberating for me.

As an undergraduate at a Russell Group 
university, not having a family network really 
makes you stand out. I don’t head home 
during vacations, I don’t have the money to 
go travelling with my friends in summer, and 
I don’t ring my parents on an evening. Most 
people assume that I have a family home to 
go back to, when my university town is now 

my home, and my partner’s family is now in 
the place of mine. For those few peers and 
teachers that I have told, their response is 
often sympathetic, but some are often shocked 
by the breakdown of what they have always 
known as a stable relationship. As such, I’ve 
barely told anybody.

I don’t think such assumptions about family life 
are surprising, but I just feel that it is a shame 
considering all the incredible developments 
that universities and SUs have made in 
increasing awareness of the issues faced by 
mature, disabled, and LGBT+ students, for 
example. To discuss estrangement openly 
with students in a similar fashion to other 
disadvantaged groups would help to reduce 
what feels like a stigma around family 
breakdown, and would allow students like me 
to feel more comfortable to 
talk about my experiences 
and circumstances, rather  
than just hide them.

Case Study 1

Amie, a third year student, shares her experience:



We believe that estranged students need and 
deserve to be heard, and we would like you 
to join us in uplifting their voices. 

There are three objectives to this campaign as 
follows:

1. To raise awareness about family 
estrangement, and the many barriers to 
success that estranged students face in Higher 
Education through an awareness raising 
campaign
2. To encourage/facilitate a wider discussion 
on family and changing family dynamics as 
part of your campaign
3. To encourage/work with your institution to 
carry out the objectives of the Stand Alone 
Pledge

As outlined already, estranged students are 
often an invisible group within universities, 
but also one of the most vulnerable. 
Estrangement intersects all walks of life, and 
raising awareness around its effects is key for 
breaking down fear, isolation and the stigma of 
shame. 

Student Unions are often the first place that 
many students go to for a wide range of 
things, including support, information and 
guidance as well as fun, enriching activities. 
You are experts in student engagement, and 
can reach a wide demographic of students 
of all walks of life through your campaign 
expertise. 

Unions are such a central part of the student 
experience, we believe that you are best 
placed to run this campaign in partnership with 
us at Stand Alone and NUS. Your engagement 
will allow a high level of awareness raising 
and outreach to any student without family 
support who may not feel comfortable 
approaching their institution.

 
 

And by working together with your 
University, we hope that both Unions and 
Universities will be able to better understand 
and accommodate the needs of estranged 
students in higher education and work 
together to help provide the best possible 
university experience for them.

What are we asking for?
• We are asking your Union to run a week-
long awareness raising campaign focusing on 
family estrangement, its causes and how it can 
affect student life, as well as facilitating a wider 
discussion on family and family dynamics.
• We would like you to run this campaign 
during the autumn term 2017.
• Document your campaign through blogposts, 
pictures, etc: which we can share via social 
media. 
• Many universities have already committed 
to the Stand Alone Pledge – see our website: 
www.thestandalonepledge.org.uk for details. 
If your University has, then why not partner 
with them to support individual students? If 
your University has not, maybe your campaign 
can encourage them to do so.

Why Should I Run This Campaign?



I became estranged during my second year of 
A levels, due to my mother’s mental breakdown. 
I come from a single parent background, and it 
was difficult to go through such a big change 
during my studies. The council offered me 
support by housing me in a hostel, and my sixth 
form were very supportive. I was provided with a 
learning mentor and I felt constantly supported. 

University however, was very different. When 
I first arrived, there are so many help areas in 
the induction booklets, but barely any advice or 
guidance for estranged students. Most of the 
relevant information was only aimed at those 
who had been in care and I didn’t fit into that 
category. I was also not entitled to any bursaries, 
which made juggling living costs so hard without 
parental support. I felt that my mental health 
really deteriorated due to the lack of support 
and visibility of other students available. I had 
suffered from depression since Year 9, and it just 
got worse during the chaos of my circumstances, 
and the uncertainty of it all. I remember feeling 

jealous of students who could call their parents 
for advice. I just felt completely alone most of the 
time and that I was fending for myself, without 
any help from my university. My social life also 
suffered because I found it hard to explain my 
circumstances to everyone constantly, as many 
of my friends just don’t get it. 
I think raising further awareness around 
estrangement is important, particularly at 
universities. 

If I had met other estranged students, I think it 
would’ve made my experience more bearable, 
as I wouldn’t feel so alone. It would be great if 
SUs or the university put together more support 
groups to connect people, provided learning 
mentors, counsellors etc. as estrangement is 
more common than people think.  
I already used to feel so alone,  
but uni is a big place and  
those feelings only  
increased.

Case Study 2

Our second case study from Rachael, a first year student:



We can help you with developing your campaign 
and will publicly promote your activities and 
celebrate your achievements in raising awareness 
of estrangement across your University.
This is a really important element of our higher 
education work. We would want to help you 
evaluate your campaign and and learn from your 
experience.

Tips for running this Campaign
As Unions are experts in running smart, focused 
campaigns, we don’t aim to be prescriptive in 
providing these tips. These are just a few starter 
tips to get you going – we don’t want to shape 
your campaign!

• We advise that you run this campaign during 
the autumn term, as this is a good time to connect 
with students of all disciplines and levels as they 
settle into the academic year. Christmas is a key 
time for many people who are estranged, as they 
often feel isolated and alone during this period, so 
it’s an ideal period to start a conversation about 
the realities of estrangement/family breakdown.

There are several activities you can run during 
your campaign week. Here are a few of our 
favourites:

• Running a panel/open discussion on 
estrangement and its effects
• Joining forces with your wellbeing/counselling 
departments to encourage estranged students 
to seek support, or perhaps running a workshop/
drop in session based on a theme, i.e. tackling 
stigma/shame
• Collaborating with Money Advisors to offer 
specialist advice on student finance, budgeting 
tips
• Holding a social event open to all students 
without family support – this can be used a place 
to network and meet others in a similar situation, 
breaking down feelings of isolation/shame
• Bake sales, fun social events or any other 
fundraising activities you can think of!

What will we do for you?



Further detailed online resources will be available from early September.

If you have any questions about this campaign or about Stand Alone and our work please 
get in touch via email: essc@standalone.org.uk, or through our other mediums below:

www.standalone.org.uk

www.thestandalonepledge.org.uk

    @UKStandAlone




