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けNot single spies but in Baデデ;ﾉｷﾗﾐゲげぎ A IヴｷデｷI;ﾉが ゲﾗIｷﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW 
idea of so called troubled families 

Tracy Shildrick, Robert MacDonald and Andy Furlong  

  

Recent political and popular discourses in the UK have drawn upon a range of 

different concepts and powerful and easily recalled sound bites to describe 

groups who are disadvantaged and who are portrayed as undeserving. The 

labelling of disadvantaged groups in negative terms and in order to support 

punitive policies has a long history and not just in the UK. From the racialised 

け┌ﾐSWヴIﾉ;ゲゲげ SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲWゲ ヮﾗヮ┌ﾉ;ヴ ｷﾐ デｴW U“ デﾗ デｴW ヴWIWﾐデ SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲW ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS 
けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ in the UK, there is a long tradition of labelling 

disadvantaged groups in such ways that they are alleged to be poor because of 

their dysfunctional cultures, anti-social behaviours and destructive family life-

styles. Drawing on interviews collected with different generations of deeply 

disadvantaged families we offer one of the first, empirical, sociological 

accounts of the problems and troubles that some families can face に over 

decades and over generations. We use this empirical case study by way of 

illustrating how these negative discourses successfully pave the way for 

punitive policy interventions and how they also have implications for how 

disadvantaged groups are treated and for personal wellbeing.  

 

 Key words: けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげが Pﾗ┗Wヴデ┞が けUﾐSWゲWヴ┗ｷﾐｪ Pﾗﾗヴげく  
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Introduction 

けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげi now occupy a prominent place in political and popular 

discourses around welfare, poverty and disadvantage, particularly in the UK. In 

デｴｷゲ ヮ;ヮWヴ デｴW SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲW ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS けデヴﾗ┌HﾉWS a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWゲ ; IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ 
example of the ways in which particular discourses about disadvantaged and 

marginalized groups can be employed to support particularly punitive 

understandings of, and responses to, poverty and social exclusion. The 

ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲ ﾗa け┘Wﾉa;ヴW SWヮWﾐSWﾐI┞げが IヴｷﾏW ;ﾐS ;ﾐデｷ-social behaviour, 

educational underachievement and even social justice have all been bound up 

in the UK government rhetoric about, and policy approaches towards, 

けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげく AIIﾗヴSｷﾐｪ デﾗ PヴｷﾏW MｷﾐｷゲデWヴ D;┗ｷS C;ﾏWヴﾗﾐ ふヲヰヱヱぶが デｴWゲW 
;ヴW けデｴW ゲﾏ;ﾉﾉ ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ デｴ;デ ;ヴW けデｴW ゲﾗ┌ヴIe of a large proportion of 

the problems in society: drug addiction, alcohol abuse, crime, a culture of 

Sｷゲヴ┌ヮデｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ｷヴヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ デｴ;デ I;ゲI;SWゲ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ ｪWﾐWヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲげく けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS 
F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ;ヴW ゲ;ｷS デﾗ HW デｴW ﾉﾗI┌ゲ ﾗa ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ﾗa ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げゲ ｷﾉﾉゲ ;ﾐS ;ﾐ Wﾐﾗヴﾏﾗ┌s 

drain on public expenses (ibid). We argue that what has been lacking to date, 

in critical discussion, is a detailed, empirical, sociological investigation of the 

realities of the lives of disadvantaged families who face complex and multiple 

troubles.  

The paper has four parts. Firstly, we review very briefly key literature and 

SWH;デW ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS デｴW ｷSW; ﾗa けTroubled F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ;ﾐS ゲﾆWデIｴ ﾗ┌デ ゲﾗﾏW ﾗa デｴW 
emergent critique of it. Secondly, we outline our research - conducted in very 

deprived neighbourhoods of Glasgow (Scotland) and Middlesbrough (England) 

- with different generations of twenty families who had experienced multiple, 

severe troubles. Thirdly, we identify three key, thematic findings that help us 

better to understand the sociological realities of families like these. Finally, in 

conclusion, we summarise our findings, state what they contribute to this 

debate and reflect on the likely fortunes of so-I;ﾉﾉWS けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ within 

a wider context of austerity.   

A HヴｷWa ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞ ﾗa けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ に and the emergent critique 

けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ｴ;┗W HWWﾐ ｷﾏヮﾉｷI;デWS H┞ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIｷ;ﾐゲ ｷﾐ ┘ｴ;デ ｷゲ Iﾉ;ｷﾏWS デﾗ HW 
the general ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ;ﾐS ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ﾏ;ﾉ;ｷゲW ﾗa けBヴﾗﾆWﾐ Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐげ ふTヴ;┗ｷゲ ;ﾐS “デヴ;デデﾗﾐ, 

2011):  

Iげﾏ IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWS デﾗ デヴ;ﾐゲaﾗヴﾏｷﾐｪ デｴW ﾉｷ┗Wゲ ﾗa a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ゲデ┌Iﾆ ｷﾐ ; I┞IﾉW ﾗa 
unemployment, alcohol abuse and anti-social behaviour, where children 

are truants from school に troubled families who cause such negativity 
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within their communities and who drain resources from our councils 

(David Cameron, Prime Minister, 2012). 

The moment some children are born their life chances are simply written 

off. From day one their lives are defined by the problems that surround 

them. Drugs. Alcohol. Crime. Mental illness. Unemployment. They grow 

up in chaos and their own lives are chaotic (Eric Pickles, Minister for 

Communities and Local Government, 2011).  

The propensity to blame those experiencing poverty for their own predicament 

has a long history but it is a trend that has developed with renewed vigour 

over the recent Coalition and current Conservative political administrations in 

the UK (Pantazis 2016; Pemberton et al 2016). Internationally there is a long 

history of negative discourses being employed to facilitate punitive and 

discriminatory policies towards particular groups. For example, in the United 

States, aspects of the け┌ﾐSWヴIﾉ;ゲゲげ SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲW デﾗﾗﾆ ﾗﾐ ; ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ ヴ;Iｷゲデ ケ┌;ﾉｷデ┞ 
in order to bolster support for policies that demonised and discriminated 

against black families and young black people in particular (Glazer and 

Moynihan 1965)く TｴW けデヴﾗ┌HﾉWS a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲW ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWゲ ; IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ 
example of similar sorts of processes occurring in contemporary UK social 

policy and practice.  

The UK Coalition government dヴW┘ ｴW;┗ｷﾉ┞ ｷﾐ ｷデげゲ ;ﾉヴW;S┞ ┘Wﾉﾉ Wゲデ;HﾉｷゲｴWS 
ヴｴWデﾗヴｷI ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS けHヴﾗﾆWﾐ Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐげ デﾗ ヮ┌ゲｴ aﾗヴ┘;ヴS ﾗﾐ ｷデげゲ けTroubled F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ 
agenda after the riots that took place in London and other cities in 2011. 

けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ;ヴW SWaｷﾐWS H┞ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデii as those who: are involved in 

crime and anti-social behaviour; have children not in school; have an adult 

claiming out of work benefits; cause high costs to the public purse (DCLG, 

2012: 3)iii. Employment and employability is largely played down in these 

narratives. A ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐデ SﾗI┌ﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ デｴW ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ 
けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ;ｪWﾐS; ｷゲ Listening to Troubled Families (2012). This report 

was authored by Louise Caseyが ┘ｴﾗ ┘;ゲ ;ヮヮﾗｷﾐデWS デﾗ SｷヴWIデ デｴW けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS 
F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ヮヴﾗｪヴ;ﾏﾏW ;aデWヴ デｴW ヲヰヱヱ ヴｷﾗデゲ ;ﾐS ┘as well known for her 

outspoken approach. The report was based on conversations Casey conducted 

with sixteen so-I;ﾉﾉWS けデヴﾗ┌HﾉWS a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ identified by six local authorities in 

England. Casey summarised her key findings:  

Wｴ;デ I;ﾏW aヴﾗﾏ デｴWゲW a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ゲデories were that they had entrenched, 

long-デWヴﾏ I┞IﾉWゲ ﾗa ゲ┌aaWヴｷﾐｪ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲ ;ﾐS I;┌ゲｷﾐｪ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲぐTｴW ﾏﾗゲデ 
striking common theme that families described was the history of sexual 

and physical abuse, often going back generations; the involvement of 
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the care system in the lives of both parents and their children, parents 

having children very young, those parents being involved in violent 

relationships and the children going on to have behavioural problems, 

leading to exclusion from school anti-social behaviour and crime (Casey, 

2012: 1). 

English local authorities were invited to work with such families (on a payment 

H┞ ヴWゲ┌ﾉデゲ H;ゲｷゲぶが ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ;ｷﾏ ﾗa けデ┌ヴﾐｷﾐｪ デｴWﾏ ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐSげ H┞ ヲヰヱヵ ふｷくWく H┞ デｴW 
General Election of that year). Families are assigned a key worker who is 

WﾐIﾗ┌ヴ;ｪWS デﾗ けｪWデゲ デﾗ ｪヴｷヮゲげ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW a;ﾏｷﾉ┞げゲ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲ ｷﾐ ; ｴ;ﾐSゲ-on way 

(e.g. by making sure the house is clean and meals are cooked). A family is 

SWWﾏWS デﾗ ｴ;┗W HWWﾐ けデ┌ヴﾐWS ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐSげ - and the intervention successful - if one 

of the key initial criteria has been met (e.g. if a child is now attending school 

regularly or if anti-social behaviour has declined). By 2015, the Prime Minister 

praised the success of the Troubled Families Programme (TFP), claiming that 

けデｴW ヮヴﾗｪヴ;ﾏﾏW ｴ;S ゲ┌IIWWSWS ｷﾐ デ┌ヴﾐｷﾐｪ around 99% of the actual number of 

a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ デ;ヴｪWデWSげが ｷくWく ヱヱヶがヶヵヴ a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ふDCLGが ヲヰヱヵぶく AﾉﾗﾐｪゲｷSW デｴｷゲが デｴW 
ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ;ﾐﾐﾗ┌ﾐIWS ; けﾏ;ゲゲｷ┗W W┝ヮ;ﾐゲｷﾗﾐげ ﾗa デｴW TFP けデﾗ W┝デWﾐS ｷﾐデWﾐゲｷ┗W 
ｴWﾉヮ デﾗ ぷ;ﾐ ;SSｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉへ ヴヰヰがヰヰヰ ｴｷｪｴ ヴｷゲﾆ a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ふHM TヴW;ゲ┌ヴ┞が ヲヰヱ5). Official 

statistics show that the TFP appears to have been most successful in meeting 

targets for reducing truancy and anti-social behaviour (compared with moving 

people into lasting employment) (DCLG, 2015).  

We can identify three broad lines of critiIｷゲﾏ ﾗa デｴｷゲ けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ 
agenda. Firstly, critics have pointed to the strong similarities between accounts 

ﾗa けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ;ﾐS W;ヴﾉｷWヴ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ ｪヴﾗ┌ヮゲく HWﾐIW ｷデ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ 
ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデWS デｴ;デ デｴW けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ｷゲ ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ デｴW ﾏﾗゲデ ヴWIWﾐデ in a long line 

of labels that seek to demonise, control and punish the so-I;ﾉﾉWS け┌ﾐSWゲWヴ┗ｷﾐｪ 
ヮﾗﾗヴげ ふWWﾉゲｴﾏ;ﾐが ヲヰヱンが ヲヰヱヵぶく Bob Holman (1994: 143) has pointed out that: 

With almost boring repetitiveness vehement efforts have been exercised 

to impose a cleavage among the poor: those who are poor due to socio-

economic and demographic factors outside their control and those who 

are poor because of their own inadequate, deviant behaviour. It has 

been a common theme that this latter group of recalcitrant and 

wayward, pathological individuals and families constitutes a destabilising 

force. 

WWﾉゲｴﾏ;ﾐげゲ ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞ ﾗa デｴW ┌ﾐSWヴIﾉ;ゲゲ ｷSW; ふヲヰヱンぎ ヲぶが ゲｴﾗ┘ゲ ｴﾗ┘ けｷデ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ 
successively re-ｷﾐ┗WﾐデWS ﾗ┗Wヴ デｴW ヮ;ゲデ ヱンヲ ┞W;ヴゲ ｷﾐ Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐ ;ﾐS デｴW U“げが デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ 
at least nine different versions. He concludes that けデｴW ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ヴWゲｷS┌┌ﾏ ﾗa デｴW 



5 

 

ヱΒΒヰゲ ｷゲ デｴW デヴﾗ┌HﾉWS a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ﾗa デｴW ヮヴWゲWﾐデ S;┞げ ふヲヰヱンぎ ヱヴぶく MﾗヴW ゲヮWIｷaｷI;ﾉﾉ┞が 
Lambert (2015) has deepened this historical analysis by looking at the strong 

similarities (and the fewer dissimilarities) between attempts to identify 

けヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ｷﾐ デｴW ヱΓヴヰゲ ;ﾐS けヵヰゲ ;ﾐS デｴW I┌ヴヴWﾐデ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ デﾗ けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS 
F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげく  

Secondly, and related, several commentators have done valuable work in 

ﾉﾗI;デｷﾐｪ デｴW ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ﾐ;デ┌ヴW ﾗa デｴW けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ agenda, arguing that 

ｷデ ゲデｷｪﾏ;デｷゲWゲ けデｴW ヮﾗﾗヴげ ;ﾐS ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWゲ ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ﾃ┌ゲデｷaｷI;デｷﾗﾐ aﾗヴ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ 
┘Wﾉa;ヴW けヴWaﾗヴﾏゲげ ふWくｪく JWﾐゲWﾐ 2012; Dermott, 2012; Allen and Taylor, 2012; De 

Benedictis, 2012; Barnes and Power, 2012; Tyler 2013). Certainly, many of the 

official pronouncements about this issue have not been shy of laying blame at 

the door of people in poverty.  For instance, Eric Pickles, the Minister for 

Communities, has declared 'we have sometimes run away from categorising, 

stigmatising, laying blame. We need a less understanding approach' (Chorley, 

2012). Tｴ┌ゲが デｴW けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ;ｪWﾐS; ｷゲ ゲWWﾐ ;ゲ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSｷﾐｪ ;ﾐ ﾗ┗Wヴﾉ┞ 
individualised view of the troubles that families experience, one which 

forefronts the alleged dysfunctions of families.  

Whilst there are some similarities between the pronouncements of Louise 

C;ゲW┞ ;Hﾗ┌デ けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ;ﾐS ﾗ┌ヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ ヴWゲW;ヴIｴ aｷﾐSｷﾐｪゲが ; ﾆW┞ 
SｷaaWヴWﾐIW ｷゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ┗Wヴ┞ ﾉｷﾏｷデWS W┝デWﾐデ デﾗ ┘ｴｷIｴ C;ゲW┞げゲ ヴWヮﾗヴデ ﾏ;ﾆWゲ 
mention of the wider social context. CasW┞げゲ ヴWヮﾗヴデ ｷゲ ;デ ヮ;ｷﾐゲ デﾗ SﾗI┌ﾏWﾐデ デｴW 
variety of troubles that the families she spoke to faced and posed; chapter 

ｴW;Sｷﾐｪゲ ゲヮ;ﾐ aヴﾗﾏ けｷﾐデWヴｪWﾐWヴ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ デヴ;ﾐゲﾏｷゲゲｷﾗﾐげが デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ けﾉ;ヴｪW a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげが 
けS┞ゲa┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲげが け;H┌ゲWげが け┗ｷﾗﾉWﾐIWげが けSヴ┌ｪゲ ;ﾐS ;ﾉIﾗｴﾗﾉげ ;ﾐS ゲﾗ ﾗﾐく 
Notable by their absence, from chapter headings - or even as words used in 

the report - ;ヴW けヮﾗ┗Wヴデ┞げが  け┌ﾐWﾏヮﾉﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデげ ;ﾐS デｴW ﾉｷﾏｷデWS ﾗヮヮﾗヴデ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲ aﾗヴ 
decent work. Crossley has argued that: 

けCﾗﾏﾏﾗﾐ-ゲWﾐゲWげ ヮWヴ┗;SWゲ デｴW けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲW ;ﾐS 
widespread support for the concept from across the political spectrum 

ensures that alternative or competing arguments are easily crowded out 

or kept off the political agenda (2015: 11)    

Thirdly, critics - Ruth Levitas (2012) in particular - have documented some of 

the conceptual and methodological problems that lie behind government 

;ゲゲ┌ﾏヮデｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS Iﾉ;ｷﾏゲ ｷﾐ ヴWゲヮWIデ ﾗa けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ. She argues that the 

ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ けﾏｷゲヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデゲ デｴW ヴWゲW;ヴIｴ H;Iﾆｪヴﾗ┌ﾐSげ Wﾐ;Hﾉｷﾐｪ ｷデ デﾗ けｷﾐ┗Wﾐデげ ; 
けゲﾏ;ﾉﾉ ｪヴﾗ┌ヮ ﾗa ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ;ﾐS デﾗ Iﾗﾐaﾉ;デW けa;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ デｴ;デ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW 
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ﾏ┌ﾉデｷヮﾉW Sｷゲ;S┗;ﾐデ;ｪW ┘ｷデｴ a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ デｴ;デ I;┌ゲW デヴﾗ┌HﾉWげ ふｷHｷSぎ ヱヲぶく Nﾗデ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ 
SﾗWゲ ゲｴW ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐ デｴW ┗Wヴ;Iｷデ┞ ﾗa デｴW aｷｪ┌ヴW ふﾗヴ けa;IデﾗｷSげが ;ゲ ゲｴW I;ﾉﾉゲ ｷデぶ ﾗa 
ヱヲヰがヰヰヰ けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげが ゲｴW ゲ;┞ゲ デｴ;デ デｴ;デ け;デデヴｷH┌デWS Iﾗゲデｷﾐｪゲ ぷﾗa デｴW 
けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ デﾗ デｴW W┝IｴWケ┌Wヴへ ;ヴW ﾗHゲI┌ヴW ;ﾐS IWヴデ;ｷﾐﾉ┞ ﾗヮWﾐ デﾗ 
ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐげ ふｷHｷSぎ ヱヲぶiv. Indeed, Morris has argued that although the profile of 

families with multiple and complex needs has certainly been raised in the 

ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ;ヴWﾐ;が けデｴW ┗ﾗｷIWゲ ﾗa デｴW a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ;ヴW ﾉ;ヴｪWﾉ┞ ;HゲWﾐデげ ふヲヰヱヲぎ ヲぶく Iﾐ 
SW┗Wﾉﾗヮｷﾐｪ ｴWヴ Iヴｷデｷケ┌W ﾗa デｴW けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ;ｪWﾐS;が ‘┌デｴ LW┗ｷデ;ゲ 
IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデWSが ;ﾉﾏﾗゲデ ｷﾐ ヮ;ゲゲｷﾐｪが デｴ;デ けSﾗ┌HデﾉWゲゲ a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ┘ｷデｴ H;Iﾆｪヴﾗ┌ﾐSゲ ;ﾐS 
circumstanIWゲ ;ゲ SｷaaｷI┌ﾉデ ;ゲ ぷデｴｷゲへ W┝ｷゲデげ H┌デ けデｴWヴW ﾏｷｪｴデ HW ケ┌ｷデW ﾗデｴWヴ ┘;┞ゲ 
ﾗa デWﾉﾉｷﾐｪ デｴWｷヴ ゲデﾗヴｷWゲげ ふヲヰヱヲぶく Tｴｷゲが ｷﾐ ; ﾐ┌デゲｴWﾉﾉが ｷゲ デｴW ;ｷﾏ ﾗa デｴW ヮ;ヮWヴく WW 
believe there is substantial sociological work still to be done in properly 

understanding so-I;ﾉﾉWS けTroubled Familiesげ.  These are families that are much 

talked about but rarely listened to and, we suggest, the nature of the research 

material we have gathered allows for one of the first empirical accounts of the 

way that multiple and complex troubles unfold in the lives of impoverished and 

heavily disadvantaged families.  

 

 

Researching けTroubled Familiesげく  

O┌ヴ ゲデ┌S┞ ┘;ゲ ﾐW┗Wヴ SWゲｷｪﾐWS デﾗ ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげく WW ┘WヴW 
commissioned by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) to investigate a 

different IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ｷSW;ぎ デｴ;デ ﾗa けI┌ﾉデ┌ヴWゲ ﾗa ┘ﾗヴﾆﾉWゲゲﾐWゲゲげく Tｴｷゲ ｷゲ 
the popular idea that the values, attitudes and practices that encourage 

け┘Wﾉa;ヴW SWヮWﾐSWﾐI┞げ ;ﾐS SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴ;ｪW Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデ に are passed down the 

generations, from parents to children, and that this helps explain the 

concentrations of worklessness that can be found in some parts of the UK. We 

also aimed to test a particular, strong version of this thesis; that there are 

a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ｷﾐ デｴW UK ┘ｴWヴW けﾐﾗ-ﾗﾐW ｷﾐ デｴヴWW ｪWﾐWヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ｴ;ゲ W┗Wヴ ┘ﾗヴﾆWSげく In 

doing so we interviewed families who were often had a long history of deep 

troubles of various sorts that often rippled across generations. However, the 

families we spoke to objectively bore many similarities with the sorts of 

families described in the broader political, policy and popular discourse around 

けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげv.  
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We used a critical case study method, selecting white, working-class 

neighbourhoods with relatively stable populations and high rates of 

worklessness and social deprivation in two localities に Glasgow and 

Middlesbrough - that had experienced long-term economic decline. The varied 

strategies we used - to find 20 families (ten in each locality) where at least one 

family member in each generation had never been in employment に and the 

problems we faced are discussed in detail elsewhere (Authors removed for 

blind peer review). These methods, and indeed the results of the study, need 

not overly concern us here apart from saying that we were unable to locate 

;ﾐ┞ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ┘ｴWヴW けデｴヴWW ｪWneraデｷﾗﾐゲ ｴ;S ﾐW┗Wヴ ┘ﾗヴﾆWSげ or any evidence of a 

けI┌ﾉデ┌ヴWゲ ﾗa ┘ﾗヴﾆﾉWゲゲﾐWゲゲげ デｴ;デ ﾏｷｪｴデ ｴWﾉヮ W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐ デｴW ゲｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴWse 

families (Authors deleted for peer review). 

Iﾐ a;ｷﾉｷﾐｪ デﾗ aｷﾐS けデｴヴWW ｪWﾐWヴ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾐW┗Wヴ ┘ﾗヴﾆWS a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ┘W ﾐWIWゲゲ;ヴｷﾉ┞ ;ﾐS 
progressively relaxed our sample recruitment criteria. The achieved sample 

was as follows. Twenty families from Glasgow and Middlesbrough participated 

in the research. 47 people were interviewed; 28 women and 19 men. We 

interviewed at least two members of each family, from different generations; 

typically, a long-term workless parent and his or her working-age, but 

unemployed son or daughter. P;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲ ヴWヮﾗヴデWS Iﾉ;ｷﾏｷﾐｪ ; ヴ;ﾐｪW ﾗa けﾗ┌デ ﾗa 
┘ﾗヴﾆ HWﾐWaｷデゲげviが ｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ JﾗH “WWﾆWヴげゲ Aﾉﾉﾗ┘;ﾐIW ふJ“Aぶが Dｷゲ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞ Lｷ┗ｷﾐｪ 
Allowance (DLA), Income Support (IS), Employment Support Allowance (ESA), 

C;ヴWヴげゲ Aﾉﾉﾗ┘;ﾐIW ふCAぶ ;ﾐS IﾐI;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ BWﾐWaｷデ ふIBぶく NｷﾐW ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘WWゲが ;ﾉﾉ H┌デ 
one in the younger generation, reported receiving no benefits or other income.  

Research ethics were approved by Teesside University, following British 

Sociological Association guidelines. A key imperative was to preserve 

ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲげ ;ﾐﾗﾐ┞ﾏｷデ┞ H┞ ┌ゲｷﾐｪ ヮゲW┌Sﾗﾐ┞ﾏゲく BWI;┌ゲW デｴWゲW a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ┘WヴW 
unusual rather than usual and they sometimes reported things which might 

threaten their anonymity we occasionally also had to alter minor biographical 

details. Interviews were normally conducted one-to-one, semi-structured, 

audio-recorded, lengthy (up to four hours in some instances) and usually 

IﾗﾐS┌IデWS ｷﾐ ヮWﾗヮﾉWげゲ ｴﾗﾏWゲく Complicated family trees and relationships 

made it difficult to identify potential interviewees and some refused to 

ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;デWく Wｴ;デ ゲﾗﾏW ﾏｷｪｴデ I;ﾉﾉ デｴW けIｴ;ﾗデｷI ﾉｷ┗Wゲげ ﾗa ゲﾗﾏW ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲ ;ﾉゲﾗ 
meant that fieldwork was time-consuming and at times very difficult and 

distressing. To cover their expenses and encourage participation interviewees 

received £20. This proved to be one motivation for participation, but most said 

that they simply wanted to help us with the study and to try and have some 

influence over the way that issues that affected them were being dealt with by 

government.  Analysis proceeded from the verbatim transcription of interviews 
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;ﾐS Iﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けﾉｷaW ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞ ｪヴｷSゲげ aﾗヴ W;Iｴ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデく  Case studies of 

each family were produced, presenting the relevant material under thematic 

codes for each family member meaning that we could see the extent to which 

experiences were shared across different generations of the same family. Case 

studies were read and debated by all the research team and used to generate 

the research findings. 

 

What did we learn about so-I;ﾉﾉWS けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS Familiesげい  

In the following section we present an extended discussion, organised around 

three key thematic findings and arguments.  

The multiplicity, severity and complexity of the troubles families faced 

‘┌デｴ LW┗ｷデ;ゲ ふヲヰヱヲぶ ;Iﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪWゲ デｴ;デ けSﾗ┌HデﾉWゲゲ a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ┘ｷデｴ H;Iﾆｪヴﾗ┌ﾐSゲ 
;ﾐS IｷヴI┌ﾏゲデ;ﾐIWゲ ;ゲ SｷaaｷI┌ﾉデ ;ゲ C;ゲW┞ SﾗI┌ﾏWﾐデゲ W┝ｷゲデげく O┌ヴ aｷヴゲデ ヮﾗｷﾐデ ｷゲ 
perhaps the most obvious one. Families that have experienced (and caused for 

others) severe and multiple troubles do exist; despite criticisms that might 

imply this, they are a not an ideological figment manufactured to justify 

welfare cuts (even if their statistical preponderance is often exaggerated and 

used to that end).   

For the families we spoke to the troubles and problems they reported 

included: けa;ｷﾉWSげ ゲIｴﾗﾗﾉｷﾐｪ ふヮヴW - and post 16) and leaving school, usually at 

minimum age, with low (or no) educational qualifications; long-term 

worklessness; anti-social behaviour, offending and imprisonment; problematic 

drug and alcohol use (and addiction); violence (including domestic violence); 

physical, sexual and/ or emotional abuse; victimisation and the stress of living 

in highly deprived neighbourhoods; mental and physical ill-health; and 

enduring poverty and material deprivation. All of the twenty families reported 

several of these problems. A few reported them all. Unsurprisingly, it was the 

middle-generation of these families に parents who had been recruited because 

of their very long-term worklessness - that tended to talk about the most 

severe problems.  Dean (2003: 450) also studied people with multiple and 

complex problems and like our interviewees, the participants in his research 

;ﾉゲﾗ ﾉWS けデWヴヴｷa┞ｷﾐｪﾉ┞ W┗Wﾐデa┌ﾉ ﾉｷ┗Wゲげく There is some superficial resemblance 

between the governmentげゲ SWゲIヴｷヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ;ﾐS ﾗ┌ヴ ﾗ┘ﾐく 
Louise Casey reported that the a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ゲｴW けﾉｷゲデWﾐWS デﾗげ a;IWS ゲW┗WヴW ;ﾐS 
ﾏ┌ﾉデｷヮﾉW SｷaaｷI┌ﾉデｷWゲ ;ﾐS デｴ;デ デｴWゲW ┘WヴW けﾉﾗﾐｪ-デWヴﾏげが けWﾐデヴWﾐIｴWSげが けIﾗﾏヮﾉW┝げ 
;ﾐS けI┌ﾏ┌ﾉ;デｷ┗Wげ ｷﾐ デｴWｷヴ WaaWIデゲ ふC;ゲW┞ ヲヰヱヲぶく WW ｴ;┗W ┌ゲWS デｴW ゲ;ﾏW 
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adjectives in describing the biographies of the families we interviewed 

(Authors x2 deleted for peer review).  Unlike Casey, however, we did not find 

デｴ;デ け;H┌ゲWげ ┘;ゲ けデｴW ﾏﾗゲデ ゲデヴｷﾆｷﾐｪ Iﾗﾏﾏﾗﾐ デｴWﾏWげ ふヲヰヱヲぶ ;Iヴﾗゲゲ デｴW ﾉｷ┗Wゲ ﾗa 
the families we spoke to, although we did find that in a number of cases 

histories of drug and alcohol addiction (sometimes from a young age) and 

frequent experiences of prison often provided the backdrop to their complex, 

troubled lives. 

What became very clear, even early on in the fieldwork, was the sheer 

preponderance of problems these families faced and the complexity of their 

interrelation. P;ヴ;ヮｴヴ;ゲｷﾐｪ “ｴ;ﾆWゲヮW;ヴWげゲ Hamlet (Act IV, Scene 5), troubles 

I;ﾏW ﾐﾗデ ;ゲ けゲｷﾐｪﾉW ゲヮｷWゲ H┌デ ｷﾐ H;デデ;ﾉｷﾗﾐゲげく In our earlier studies, families had 

proved largely resilient when faced with one or two problems, drawing upon 

family and neighbourhood social capital to maintain a fragile footing in the 

labour market (Authors removed for peer review purposes).  The families in 

the study reported here were often swamped by the multiplicity of deep 

troubles they faced. The seemingly relentless waves of problems destabilised 

their lives, sapped well-being, exhausted social capital and overwhelmed their 

ability to engage with employment. It is important to note that the troubles 

our families experienced very often had a magnifying and compounding effect. 

Problems that might have been coped with in isolation became, at times, 

insurmountable when they arrived on the back of others. Thus, for our families 

multiple and severe problems over the long-term had distanced them from the 

labour market.  Other priorities presented as more urgent.  As one middle-

aged mother in Glasgow W┝Iﾉ;ｷﾏWS ;デ デｴW WﾐS ﾗa ｴWヴ ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ぎ けｴﾗ┘ I;ﾐ ┞ﾗ┌ 
┘ﾗヴﾆ ┘ｷデｴ ; ﾉｷaW ﾉｷﾆW ﾏｷﾐWいげ 

Disentangling the complexities of these multiple, engulfing problems was an 

enormous challenge for us as researchers, even with the benefit of lengthy, 

open interviews and a concerted effort to recapitulate and make sense of life 

stories. Very many examples could be offered from the research but we select 

one here, from the story told us by Amanda Duncan (aged 50) from 

Middlesbrough. Her account demonstrates the long-range effects of early 

hardships に abuse, specifically - and the complicated interaction of later 

troubles. A snap-shot view, frozen in the present, might identify her problems 

with alcohol, or her depression, or her constant shifts of address, or the stress 

of living in a difficult neighbourhood, or her complicated and strained family 

relationships, or デｴW ┘;┞ ゲｴW ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ┗ｷIデｷﾏｷゲWS H┞ ﾏWﾐく Iデ ｷゲ SｷaaｷI┌ﾉデ デﾗ けゲWWげ 
all of these problems, at once に and almost impossible to see how they have 

become intertwined. Amanda herself said, in referring to why so many social 

welfare agencies had failed to help heヴが けデｴW┞ SｷSﾐげデ ゲWW デｴW IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ｷデ┞ HWｴｷﾐS 
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┘ｴ;デ デｴW┞ ゲIヴWWﾐWSげvii.  Even with the advantage of our detailed, biographical 

;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ┘W ﾏ;ﾆW ﾐﾗ Iﾉ;ｷﾏ デﾗ デｴW SWaｷﾐｷデｷ┗W ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗa Aﾏ;ﾐS;げゲ IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ 
story.  

Aゲ Aﾏ;ﾐS;げゲ I;ゲW ゲｴﾗ┘ゲ ｷデ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ necessarily the case that problem A led to 

problem B and then to problem C. It felt more like that A and B and C often 

came simultaneously or in quick succession and were piled on top of each 

other. One problem seemed to quickly follow another and attempts to resolve 

problems could often lead to other problems. For example, house moves to 

escape difficult or violent relationships could help to alleviate one problem, 

but then simultaneously produced others (financial costs, children moving 

schools etc.) Sometimes problems in childhood pave the way for further 

troubles in later life. So, for Amanda, childhood problems of parental abuse (at 

least, emotional and physical) seemed to initiate a chain of situations and 

outcomes, each of which then added further layers of disadvantage and 

trauma: problems at school and leaving home and school with no 

qualifications, and then low quality jobs; seeking out of men to provide 

security and affection に and this becoming a string of relationships that were 

all violent に which spurred the search for new partners for protection; early 

motherhood in an insecure, abusive relationship and this pattern repeating 

down the years in new partnerships; her inability to properly care for her 

children and repeating the physical abuse she herself had experienced as a 

child; successive changes of address to escape violent, previous partners, 

leading to social isolation and limits to her potential to make friendships that 

might give social capital. The pressures of living in psychologically hostile, high-

crime enviヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデゲ ;SSWS デﾗ ｴWヴ けｷﾉﾉ-HWｷﾐｪげ ふｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデﾐWゲゲｷﾐｪ ;ゲゲ;┌ﾉデゲ ;ﾐS 
; ﾏ┌ヴSWヴぶき けヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ;デｷI ┌ゲWげ ﾗa ;ﾉIﾗｴﾗﾉ デﾗ ゲWWﾆ ゲﾗﾉ;IW aヴﾗﾏ ｴWヴ デヴﾗ┌HﾉWゲが ;ﾐS 
her long-term depression, but this fuelling her violent actions towards her 

children; this, in turn, deepeninｪ ｴWヴ SWヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ゲヮ;ヴﾆｷﾐｪ けﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ 
HヴW;ﾆSﾗ┘ﾐげき デｴW SWﾏ;ﾐSゲ ;ﾐS デヴ;┌ﾏ;ゲ ﾗa ﾏﾗデｴWヴｴﾗﾗSが ;ﾐS ┘ﾗヴゲWﾐｷﾐｪ ﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ 
health, limiting her ability to engage with further education and the labour 

market; these problems quashing the possibilities of finding a personal route 

away from poverty and consigning her to reliance on benefits in the long-term; 

and so on and so on. 

“ﾗが ;ﾉデｴﾗ┌ｪｴ ｷﾐ Aﾏ;ﾐS;げゲ I;ゲWが IｴｷﾉSｴﾗﾗS ;H┌ゲW ゲWWﾏWS ; IヴｷデｷI;ﾉ a;Iデﾗヴ ｷﾐ 
setting the course of her life it was the building and multiple, interwoven 

consequences of this for her that then, turn by turn, shaped the nature of her 

social exclusion. This was the pattern for our middle generation interviewees: a 

complex web of multiple hardship and traumas.  
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Nﾗデ けヴWヮW;デｷﾐｪ デｴW I┞IﾉWげぎ Iﾗﾐ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ hopes albeit in difficult circumstances 

The idea that negative values and behaviours are socially learned in 

dysfunctional families sits behind a long roll-call of theories that, over 

centuries, have sought to describe and explain poverty as culturally 

determined and passed through families (Welshman, 2012). This same idea is 

ﾆW┞ デﾗ SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲW ;ﾐS ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲWゲ デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ けTroubled F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげく Tｴ┌ゲが ｷデ ｷゲ 
argued that social disadvantage becomes culturally entrenched and passed 

down the generations. A clear finding from our research was that participants - 

across generations and genders - expressed conventional attitudes to work and 

welfare (even though they generally struggled to realise them). Interviewees 

identified the positive social psychological benefits to working that have been 

widely reported in other research, even though their time in employment had 

been very limited (e.g. Jahoda, 1982; authors removed for peer review). 

‘WゲW;ヴIｴ ;Hﾗ┌デ けF;ﾏｷﾉ┞ IﾐデWヴ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐ PヴﾗﾃWIデゲげ ふデｴW ヮヴWI┌ヴゲﾗヴ デﾗ デｴW Tヴﾗ┌HﾉWS 
Families programme) similarly showed that most participants retained 

conventional norms and values in tune with the communities in which they 

lived (Nixon et al, 2008).  That parents hoped that their children might do 

better than them is a normal aspiration に and one that was evident in our 

study.  Nevertheless, the opposite is implied, and sometimes claimed explicitly, 

ｷﾐ ヴWゲヮWIデ ﾗa けデヴﾗ┌HﾉWS a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげく  HWヴW Lﾗ┌ｷゲW C;ゲW┞げゲ Listening to Troubled 

Families report (2012) seems out of kilter with other evidence. Casey says that 

ヮ;ヴWﾐデゲ ｷﾐ デｴWゲW a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ｴ;┗W けﾉﾗ┘ ;ゲヮｷヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲ aﾗヴ デｴWﾏゲWﾉ┗Wゲ ;ﾐS デｴWｷヴ ﾆｷSゲげ 
;ﾐS a;ｷﾉ デﾗ けIﾗﾐﾐWIデ デｴWｷヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲくくく ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲ ;ﾐS HWｴ;viour of 

デｴWｷヴ IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐげ ふヲヰヱヲぎ ヲぶく TｴWヴW ｷゲ ;ﾉゲﾗ ; ﾏWデｴﾗSﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ ｴWヴW ┘ｷデｴ ｴWヴ 
report. Although called Listening to Troubled Families, it would appear 

(methodological details are unclear) that Casey interviewed only one member 

of each of these sixteen families (in virtually all cases, the mother). This limits 

C;ゲW┞げゲ ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞ デﾗ ゲWW ヮヴﾗIWゲゲWゲ ﾗa ｷﾐデWヴｪWﾐWヴ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ Iｴ;ﾐｪW ;ﾐS ヴWゲｷゲデ;ﾐIW デﾗ 
cultural inheritance. Children and young people are not given a voice, directly, 

ｷﾐ C;ゲW┞げゲ ヴWヮﾗヴデviii. 
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Unanimously, across all or our interviews with the middle-generation parents, 

the hope was expressed that their children did not end up with the same long-

デWヴﾏ ┘ﾗヴﾆﾉWゲゲﾐWゲゲ ;ﾐS ゲ;ﾏW けﾏｷゲWヴ;HﾉW W┝ｷゲデWﾐIWげ ;ゲ デｴWﾏが デﾗ Hﾗヴヴﾗ┘ ﾗﾐW 
ﾏ;ﾐげゲ ヮｴヴ;ゲWく DWWヮ ｷﾐ ヮﾗ┗Wヴデ┞ ;ﾐS ﾉﾗﾐｪ ﾗut of the labour market, these 

parents possessed little of the social, cultural and financial capital that is 

known to be valuable in helping family members into jobs (Lindsey, 2010). Yet 

they tried their best to help their children; accompanying them to job 

interviews or ensuring younger children had newspaper rounds (so as to learn 

the value of earning money) were examples.  

Another clear finding from our research was that young people emphasised 

their desire not to repeat the sort of troubled and impoverished lives lived by 

their parents. As with other studies of young adults growing up in socially 

disadvantaged circumstances (Authors removed for peer review purposes; 

Henderson et al, 2007), aspirations and goals were solidly conventional. 

Indeed, the very difficult life stories of their parents and ensuing family 

traumas and hardships seemed to energise an even stronger aspiration to be 

けﾐﾗヴﾏ;ﾉげ ﾗヴ けﾗヴSｷﾐ;ヴ┞げ ;ﾏﾗﾐｪゲデ デｴWゲW ┞ﾗ┌ﾐｪ ヮWﾗヮﾉWく  Tｴｷゲ ｷゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ W┝ヮヴWゲゲWS H┞ 
Kerry White (31, Glasgow). She had grown up in difficult circumstances (her 

mother was a heroin user and Kerry had lived in care for long periods of her 

childhood). When she was 18, Kerry did voluntary work in a nursing home. She 

described how she felt:  

I remember having my tunic on and going down Parkhill and the older 

ones, that seen my mum as a junkie [injecting drug user], seen me as a 

wee hairy [a derogatory term for a young, working-class woman], seen 

us all as kind of riff-ヴ;aaが デｴW┞ ┌ゲWS デﾗ ｪﾗ けOｴぁ AヴW ┞ﾗ┌ ┘ﾗヴﾆｷﾐｪいげ TｴW┞ 
would look at me, shocked, because I had a work uniform on. And it 

ﾏ;SW ﾏW ;ﾉﾉ デｴW ﾏﾗヴW SWデWヴﾏｷﾐWSく I デｴﾗ┌ｪｴデ けW┗Wヴ┞HﾗS┞げゲ デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ Iげﾏ 
ﾃ┌ゲデ ｪﾗｷﾐｪ デﾗ HW デｴW ﾐW┝デ ┘WW Sヴ┌ｪ ;SSｷIデ ｪヴﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ┌ヮげが ;ﾐS ｷデげゲ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa 
made me stronger, the more people react like that to me. 

Getting a ﾃﾗHが ゲWデデﾉｷﾐｪ Sﾗ┘ﾐ けゲﾗﾏW┘ｴWヴW ケ┌ｷWデげ ふﾗaデWﾐ ; ﾉｷデデﾉW Sｷゲデ;ﾐIW ;┘;┞ 
from the immediate neighbourhoods), and escaping the material hardship and 

boredom of living on benefits were all commonly expressed ambitions 

amongst the younger interviewees.  

This emotional rejection of the unhappiness of a family inheritance was no 

more evident than in the interview with Diane Duncan (23, Middlesbrough).  

Diane was brought up by Amanda (50) for periods of her early childhood 

before she was taken into care. As noted above, Amanda told a gruelling life 
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story in which childhood abuse transmuted into later abusive relationships 

(and children) with a series of violent men. Amanda had suffered serious 

mental health difficulties and alcohol addiction, had been physically abusive 

towards her own children and had rarely worked since she was a young 

woman. All her children had been taken in care. (Her story deserves more than 

those lines, but we do not have the space to tell it here). Amanda and Diane 

had recently re-established contact. Diane was 16, and still in local authority 

I;ヴWが ┘ｴWﾐ ゲｴW ｴ;S ｴWヴ aｷヴゲデ IｴｷﾉSが C;ﾉﾉ┌ﾏく C;ﾉﾉ┌ﾏ ┘;ゲ SWWﾏWS け;デ ヴｷゲﾆげ ;ﾐS ; 
series of social services interventions were put in place. Eventually one of 

Dｷ;ﾐWげゲ WﾉSWヴ ゲｷゲデWヴゲ ｷﾐｷデｷ;デWS Iﾗ┌ヴデ ヮヴﾗIWWSｷﾐｪゲ デo formally adopt Callum, 

which Diane contested - and won. Diane explicitly and flatly denied the idea 

that her difficult family background に and her own troubled childhood に 

determined the future for her and Callum: 

I proved her wrong and I proved everyone WﾉゲW ┘ヴﾗﾐｪぐI ┘;ゲ HWｷﾐｪ 
ﾉ;HWﾉﾉWSく J┌ゲデ HWI;┌ゲW IげS HWWﾐ ｷﾐ I;ヴW SﾗWゲﾐげデ ﾏW;ﾐ デｴ;デ ┘ｴ;デ ｴ;S 
ｴ;ヮヮWﾐWS デﾗ ﾏWが SﾗWゲﾐげデ ﾏW;ﾐ Iげﾏ ｪﾗｷﾐｪ デﾗ Sﾗ デｴW ゲ;ﾏW デｴｷﾐｪく J┌ゲデ 
HWI;┌ゲW ﾏ┞ M┌ﾏ ┌ゲWS デﾗ H;デデWヴ ﾏW SﾗWゲﾐげデ ﾏW;ﾐ Iげﾏ ｪﾗｷﾐｪ デﾗ H;デデWヴ 
ﾏ┞ ﾆｷSゲくぐ I デｴｷﾐﾆ ｷデ ｷゲ デヴ┌W ゲﾗﾏWデｷﾏWゲぐ H┌デ ﾏ;┞HW ぷﾗデｴWヴへ ヮWﾗヮﾉWが デｴW┞ 
┘ﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ Sﾗ ｷデ HWI;┌ゲW ｷデげゲ HWWﾐ SﾗﾐW デﾗ デｴWﾏく They know how it feels to 

be left out and abused by people - ゲﾗ デｴW┞ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ Sﾗ ｷデく TｴW┞げS ﾏ;ﾆW 
デｴW IｴｷﾉSげゲ ﾉｷaW SｷaaWヴWﾐデが デﾗ ﾏ;ﾆW デｴWﾏ aWWﾉ HWデデWヴ ;ﾐS ｴ;┗W ; ｴ;ヮヮ┞ 
chilSｴﾗﾗS ;ﾐS ﾐﾗデ デﾗ ｴ;┗W デｴW ゲ;ﾏW ;ゲ デｴWﾏく LｷﾆWが デｴW┞ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ Sﾗ ｷデが 
┘Wﾉﾉが I ヮWヴゲﾗﾐ;ﾉﾉ┞ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ Sﾗ ｷデく  

Thus, her interview was one which actively resisted the central theoretical 

デWﾐWデ ﾗa デｴW けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ヮヴﾗｪヴ;ﾏﾏWが デｴ;デ デｴW ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲ ﾗa デヴﾗ┌HﾉWS 
famｷﾉｷWゲ ;ヴW ヮヴWSWデWヴﾏｷﾐWS デﾗ ヴﾗﾉﾉ Sﾗ┘ﾐ デｴW ｪWﾐWヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲぎ けｴW ┘ﾗﾐげデ WﾐS ┌ヮ ｷﾐ 
I;ヴW ;ﾐS ｴW ┘ﾗﾐげデ WﾐS ┌ヮ ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ ; ﾆｷS ;デ ゲｷ┝デWWﾐくくくI ┘;ﾐデ ｷデ デﾗ Iｴ;ﾐｪWげが she said. 

Like others, this resistance, this search for something better than they had 

known, was often hooked into a belief that steady employment might provide 

; ヴﾗ┌デW デﾗ ; ｴ;ヮヮｷWヴが ﾏﾗヴW ゲWI┌ヴW ┘;┞ ﾗa ﾉｷaWぎ けHﾗヮWa┌ﾉﾉ┞ ┘ｴWﾐ I ｪWデ ; ﾃﾗHが Iげﾉﾉ 
ﾆWWヮ ﾏ┞ ﾃﾗHが ;ﾐS Iげﾉﾉ ゲｴﾗ┘ ｴｷﾏくくく ┞ﾗ┌ ｪWデ ﾐｷIW デｴｷﾐｪゲ aヴﾗﾏ ┘ﾗヴﾆｷﾐｪく PWﾗヮﾉW ｴ;┗W 
maybe got a bit more respect with you. Not just wanting to sit in a council 

ｴﾗ┌ゲW Sﾗｷﾐｪ ﾐﾗ┘デ ┘ｷデｴ ﾏ┞ ﾉｷaWげく   

Iﾐ ゲ┌ﾏが デｴWヴW ┘;ゲ ﾐﾗ W┗ｷSWﾐIW ﾗa デｴWゲW a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ヮ;ゲゲｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ ; けI┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ﾗa 
┘ﾗヴﾆﾉWゲゲﾐWゲゲげ ;ﾐS IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴ;HﾉW W┗ｷSWﾐIW ﾗa ;ゲヮｷヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲ デﾗ not repeat family 

troubles. 

MｷゲヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデｷﾐｪ けデｴW ヮﾗﾗヴげぎ デhe atypicality ﾗa けデヴﾗ┌HﾉWS a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ 
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Here our critique comes closer to existing sociological discussion, in which a 

IﾗヴW Iﾗﾏヮﾉ;ｷﾐデ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ デｴ;デ けデｴW デヴﾗ┌HﾉWS a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ;ｪWﾐS;げ ﾏｷゲヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデゲ 
けデｴW ヮﾗﾗヴげix. Crossley (2013, 2016) has described well the processes of moral 

panic at play as well as the misuse of statistics in narratives and policy 

SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデゲ ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS けTroubled F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ. Part of this has been the ratcheting 

up of the numbers said to fall into this category (i.e. from 120,000 originally to 

ヴヰヰがヰヰヰ a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ け;デ ヴｷゲﾆげぶ (Crossley 2016). One of the clear dangers is that 

a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ｷﾐ ヮﾗ┗Wヴデ┞ HWIﾗﾏW ゲ┞ﾐﾗﾐ┞ﾏﾗ┌ゲ ┘ｷデｴ けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげく TｴWヴW ;ヴW (at 

least) two problems here. The first is the situation and difficulties of the 

majority are overlooked in the moral panic and policy clamour about a very 

small minority of families. In England the group of families in poverty extends 

massively beyond even the 400,000 families said to be at risk of becoming 

けTroubled F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげく AIIﾗヴSｷﾐｪ デﾗ デｴW ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ ﾗaaｷIｷ;ﾉ ｴW;SﾉｷﾐW ﾏW;ゲ┌ヴW 
of poverty (i.e. living under 60% median income, before housing costs) in 2012 

17 per cent of children に over one in six or 2.3 million - were living in families in 

poverty with figures set to rise significantly under current policy measures (IFS 

2015ぶく Ia デｴW ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲW デﾗ ヮﾗ┗Wヴデ┞ HWIﾗﾏWゲ aｷ┝;デWS ┘ｷデｴ けデヴﾗ┌HﾉWS 
a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ┘ｴ;デ ｴWﾉヮ I;ﾐ デｴW ｷﾐ┗ｷゲｷHﾉW ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞ W┝ヮWIデい 

A second issue is that the problems ;ﾐS デヴ;┌ﾏ;ゲ ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デWS ┘ｷデｴ けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS 
Familiesげ are taken to similarly affect all those on low incomes.  Discursively, 

けヮﾗﾗヴ a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ HWIﾗﾏW けa;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ┘ｷデｴ デヴﾗ┌HﾉWゲげ ┘ｴｷIｴ HWIﾗﾏW けデヴﾗ┌HﾉWゲﾗﾏW 
a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ふLW┗ｷデ;ゲが ヲヰヱンぶく “デｷｪﾏ; ゲヮヴW;Sゲ ;ﾐS ┗ｷﾐSｷIデｷ┗W ;デデｷデ┌SWゲ デﾗ デｴW ヮﾗﾗヴ 
multiply (Levitas, 2013). A co;ﾉｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa Iｴ┌ヴIｴWゲ ｴ;ゲ ;ﾉゲﾗ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデWS デｴ;デ けデｴW 
ヴWヮ┌デ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げゲ ﾏﾗゲデ Sｷゲ;S┗;ﾐデ;ｪWS a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ HWI;ﾏW Iﾗﾉﾉ;デWヴ;ﾉ S;ﾏ;ｪW 
ｷﾐ デｴW ヴ┌ゲｴ デﾗ SWaWﾐS ; ﾐW┘ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞げ ふB;ヮデｷゲデ Uﾐｷﾗﾐ ﾗa GヴW;デ Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐ Wデ ;ﾉが ヲヰヱヲぎ 
4).   Our numerous research projects during the 1990s and 2000s in deprived 

areas of Middlesbrough allow us some perspective on the particularities of our 

most recent one ;Hﾗ┌デ けI┌ﾉデ┌ヴWゲ ﾗa ┘ﾗヴﾆﾉWゲゲﾐWゲゲげ, conducted in Glasgow and 

Middlesbrough. The families in this study had differences to those we have 

come across previously. The multiplicity of their troubles, the severity and 

lasting hardship of their lives, and their resultant distance from even low-grade 

employment made them stand out from the families we have come across 

previously. Thus, these families were not typical of other families living in 

poverty, locally or more widely. This explains why it was extremely difficult to 

find and recruit the families that we did; their detachment from the labour 

market was unusual. We approached (but then turned down) literally 

ｴ┌ﾐSヴWSゲ ﾗa ヮWﾗヮﾉW ┘ｴﾗ ┘WヴW Wﾐｪ;ｪWS ｷﾐ けデｴW ﾉﾗ┘-pay, no-ヮ;┞ I┞IﾉWげが ｷくWく 
churning between periods in and out of employment (Thompson 2015). The 

sporadic, insecure but repeated experience of employment was much more 

common in these neighbourhoods than the very long-term worklessness of the 



15 

 

a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ デﾗ ┘ｴﾗﾏ ┘W デ;ﾉﾆWSく “ﾗが ｷﾐ ゲW;ヴIｴｷﾐｪ aﾗヴ けｪWﾐWヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ┘ｴWヴW 
no-ﾗﾐW ｴ;ゲ W┗Wヴ ┘ﾗヴﾆWSげ ;ﾐS デｴWﾐ デｴW ┗Wヴ┞ ﾉﾗﾐｪ-term workless, we by-passed 

the more common experiences of poverty and worklessness in these 

neighbourhoods, drilling down to atypical and very troubled families. In 

discussing their situations, in this paper, we are discussing families who are 

neither typical of the local working-class nor of these impoverished 

neighbourhoods.  

Conclusion 

Our paper offers a different perspective ﾗﾐ けTroubled F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ デﾗ デｴﾗゲW デｴ;デ 
have preceded it. We acknowledge that a small number of extremely troubled 

families exist - ;デ デｴW ゲ;ﾏW デｷﾏW ;ゲ HWｷﾐｪ ;┘;ヴW ﾗa デｴW ヴｷゲﾆゲ ﾗa けﾗデｴWヴｷﾐｪげ 
families that live in poverty and disadvantage (Lister, 2004). Rarely have the 

direct accounts of families in such deep and troubled circumstances been 

included in critical discussions; this is one of the key contributions of our 

paper. Drawing on detailed, biographical interviews with very deprived families 

from very deprived locales we make three main arguments in relation to 

けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげく Fｷヴゲデﾉ┞が ┘W ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデ デｴ;デ ｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ ;ﾐS SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲW-based 

critiques of the TFP need to be augmented with research that identifies and 

unravels the severe, complex, multiple and compounding problems that some 

families can experience. Such multi-troubled families do exist; they are not 

simply ideological constructs of government. That said, the propensity to take 

these cases as representative of the majority of people experiencing poverty に 

as has been the case in much of the policy and political discourse に must be 

resisted. The nature of our study meant the cases we encountered were 

unusual, not usual. Secondly, thW けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ;ｪWﾐS; appears to 

ﾗ┗Wヴゲデ;デW デｴW ｷﾐW┗ｷデ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ けヴWヮW;デｷﾐｪ デｴW I┞IﾉWげ ﾗa デヴﾗ┌HﾉWゲ Sﾗ┘ﾐ the 

generations and underplays familiesげ attempts to retain conventional hopes 

and lifestyles under very pressured conditions. Finally, there is the danger that 

ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ;デデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ diverts attention from more 

typical experiences of poverty and the more general experiences of families 

living in poverty.   

The paper offers a contribution to debates around how particular narratives 

are utilised to demonise groups and individualise particular problems and 

populations. As Clarke and Newman have shown in respect of their work 

around austerity, there is clear political and ideological work being done here 

デｴ;デ aﾗI┌ゲWゲ ﾗﾐ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲWS ﾏﾗヴ;ﾉ ;ﾐS HWｴ;┗ｷﾗ┌ヴ;ﾉ SWaｷIｷデゲ デｴ;デ けWﾐ;HﾉWゲ ; 
profound denial of issues of socio-economic inequality and their effects (2012: 

311). It is not just the denial of the structural causes of poverty and 
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disadvantage that are important here but also ways in which negative labelling 

of this sort can pave the way for punitive policies directed at those in 

Sｷゲ;S┗;ﾐデ;ｪWS IｷヴI┌ﾏゲデ;ﾐIWゲく Aゲ T┞ﾉWヴ ｴ;ゲ ｷﾉﾉ┌ゲデヴ;デWS けデｴW デﾗヴヴWﾐデ ﾗa 
け┌ﾐSWヴIﾉ;ゲゲげ ;ヮヮWﾉﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲげ デｴ;デ ┘WヴW Hヴﾗ┌ｪｴデ ｷﾐデﾗ ヮﾉ;┞ ;aデWヴ デｴW ヴｷﾗデゲ ｷﾐ デｴW UK 
ｷﾐ ヲヰヱヱ ゲｴﾗ┘WS ┗Wヴ┞ IﾉW;ヴﾉ┞ ｴﾗ┘ けヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ ﾏ┞デｴゲげ ;ヴW HWｷﾐｪ ┌デｷﾉｷゲWS デﾗ ｪ;ヴﾐWヴ 
けヮ┌HﾉｷI IﾗﾐゲWﾐデげ aﾗヴ ヮ┌ﾐｷデｷ┗W ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ふヲヰヱヲぶく TｴWse narratives also 

impact on how those experiencing poverty and treated, leading to overly 

punitive and discriminatory practices (Pemberton 2016; Hastings 2009a, 

2009b) and negative impacts on the wellbeing of the disadvantaged (Pemberto 

2016; Kent 2016).  

To conclude, we note how it is likely that the experiences of the families we 

have interviewed will have become even more pressured since we interviewed 

them. That was at a point when government けwelfare reformsげ, under the 

name of austerity, were only just being rolled out. The full effects of these 

were yet to be felt に even though indications were emerging in interviews of 

the stress, health-problems, attempted suicides and severe financial troubles 

associated with their implementation. Recent research has demonstrated that 

it is the most deprived locales and most disadvantaged people that have borne 

the brunt of austerity cuts and けwelfare reformsげ (Beatty and Fothergill, 2013; 

OげH;ヴ;が ヲヰヱヴぶ. In turn, these changes and cuts have been implicated in failures 

in the payments of benefits which in turn has fuelled the need for both debt-

inducing, high cost credit from けpay-day lendersげ (Banks et al, 2013) and up to 

two-thirds of the demand for emergency food relief from food-banks (Perry, 

2014). Indeed, research that draws on the same methodology originally used 

デﾗ Wゲデｷﾏ;デW デｴW ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ ｷﾐ デｴW UK ｴ;ゲ IﾗﾐIﾉ┌SWS デｴ;デ デｴW 
effects of government austerity programmes (i.e. tax and benefit changes and 

spending cuts) together with the on-going effects of the economic downturn, 

┘ｷﾉﾉ ﾉW;S デﾗ ; けゲ┌Hゲデ;ﾐデｷ;ﾉ ｷﾐIヴW;ゲW ｷﾐ デｴW ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa ┗┌ﾉﾐWヴ;HﾉW a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲ ┘ｷデｴ 
IｴｷﾉSヴWﾐ HWデ┘WWﾐ ヲヰヱヰ ;ﾐS ヲヰヱヵげ ふ‘WWSが ヲヰヱヲぎ Γぶく TｴW ヴWヮﾗヴデ aｷﾐSゲ デｴ;デ ゲ┌Iｴ 
families are likely to be significantly poorer than they were in 2010 and public 

spending cuts will have hit them much harder than the population at large. 

Most worryingly, the report predicts that the number of families with children 

a;Iｷﾐｪ けW┝デヴWﾏW ┗┌ﾉﾐWヴ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞げ ｷゲ ﾉｷﾆWﾉ┞ デﾗ Sﾗ┌HﾉW HWI;┌ゲW ﾗa ;┌ゲデWヴｷデ┞く  We can 

only conclude that the prospects for our already deeply troubled interviewees 

look very bleak indeed, as it does indeed seem that for those at the bottom 

troubles come not as single spies but in battalions.  
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female-headed lone parent families) we would stress the need to include them in the story if we really claim to 

HW けﾉｷゲデWﾐｷﾐｪ デﾗ デヴﾗ┌HﾉWS a;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげく  Casey makes the point that is very difficult sometimes to make sense of the 

ゲﾗヴデ ﾗa IﾗﾏヮﾉｷI;デWS ゲデﾗヴｷWゲ デｴ;デ ﾏWﾏHWヴゲ ﾗa けTヴﾗ┌HﾉWS F;ﾏｷﾉｷWゲげ デWﾉﾉく ASSｷﾐｪ ﾏﾗヴW ┗ﾗｷIWゲ ﾏ;ﾆWゲ ｷデ ｴ;ヴSWヴく Fヴﾗﾏ 
our own research experience, however, we would stress the necessity of taking into account the sometimes 

conflicting stories of a variety of family members, particularly of different generations.  

http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/aug/15/david-cameron-broken-britain-policing
http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/aug/15/david-cameron-broken-britain-policing
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ix Levitas (2013) makes a more particular point about the atypicality of the families Casey interviewed (2012). 

These tended to have very large numbers of children. Levitas comments that whilst it is true that very large 

families tend to be poorer, people in poverty do not tend to have larger families. 

 


