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͚Not single spies but in BaƚƚĂůŝŽŶƐ͛͗ A ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů͕ ƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ 
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 

͚ƵŶĚĞƌĐůĂƐƐ͛ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ ƉŽƉƵůĂƌ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ U“ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĐĞŶƚ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ 
͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ 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 ʹ 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: ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͕͛ PŽǀĞƌƚǇ͕ ͚UŶĚĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐ PŽŽƌ͛͘  
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Introduction 

͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛i now occupy a prominent place in political and popular 

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

ƚŚŝƐ ƉĂƉĞƌ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ͚ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƐ Ă ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ 
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 

ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ŽĨ ͚ǁĞůĨĂƌĞ ĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐǇ͕͛ ĐƌŝŵĞ ĂŶĚ ĂŶƚŝ-social behaviour, 

educational underachievement and even social justice have all been bound up 

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

͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛͘ AĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ PƌŝŵĞ MŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ DĂǀŝĚ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ ;ϮϬϭϭͿ͕ ƚŚĞƐĞ 
ĂƌĞ ͚ƚŚĞ ƐŵĂůů ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ĂƌĞ ͚ƚŚĞ ƐŽƵƌĐe of a large proportion of 

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

ĚŝƐƌƵƉƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ŝƌƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŚĂƚ ĐĂƐĐĂĚĞƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛͘ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ 
FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂƌĞ ƐĂŝĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ƚŚĞ ůŽĐƵƐ ŽĨ ŵĂŶǇ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛Ɛ ŝůůƐ ĂŶĚ ĂŶ ĞŶŽƌŵŽƵs 

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 

ĚĞďĂƚĞ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ ͚Troubled FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƐŬĞƚĐŚ ŽƵƚ ƐŽŵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
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-ĐĂůůĞĚ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ within 

a wider context of austerity.   

A ďƌŝĞĨ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ŽĨ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ʹ and the emergent critique 

͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚĞĚ ďǇ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐŝĂŶƐ ŝŶ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ĐůĂŝŵĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ 
the general ƐŽĐŝĂů ĂŶĚ ŵŽƌĂů ŵĂůĂŝƐĞ ŽĨ ͚BƌŽŬĞŶ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ͛ ;TƌĂǀŝƐ ĂŶĚ “ƚƌĂƚƚŽŶ, 

2011):  

I͛ŵ ĐŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĚ ƚŽ ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ůŝǀĞƐ ŽĨ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ƐƚƵĐŬ ŝŶ Ă ĐǇĐůĞ ŽĨ 
unemployment, alcohol abuse and anti-social behaviour, where children 

are truants from school ʹ 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 ͚ƵŶĚĞƌĐůĂƐƐ͛ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ƚŽŽŬ ŽŶ Ă ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ƌĂĐŝƐƚ ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ 
in order to bolster support for policies that demonised and discriminated 

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

Moynihan 1965)͘ TŚĞ ͚ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƐ Ă ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ 
example of similar sorts of processes occurring in contemporary UK social 

policy and practice.  

The UK Coalition government dƌĞǁ ŚĞĂǀŝůǇ ŝŶ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ǁĞůů ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚ 
ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ͚ďƌŽŬĞŶ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ͛ ƚŽ ƉƵƐŚ ĨŽƌǁĂƌĚ ŽŶ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ͚Troubled FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ 
agenda after the riots that took place in London and other cities in 2011. 

͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂƌĞ ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ ďǇ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚii 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 ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚ ŝŶ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ 
͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂŐĞŶĚĂ ŝƐ Listening to Troubled Families (2012). This report 

was authored by Louise Casey͕ ǁŚŽ ǁĂƐ ĂƉƉŽŝŶƚĞĚ ƚŽ ĚŝƌĞĐƚ ƚŚĞ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ 
FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ ĂĨƚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ϮϬϭϭ ƌŝŽƚƐ ĂŶĚ ǁas well known for her 

outspoken approach. The report was based on conversations Casey conducted 

with sixteen so-ĐĂůůĞĚ ͚ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ identified by six local authorities in 

England. Casey summarised her key findings:  

WŚĂƚ ĐĂŵĞ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ Ɛƚories were that they had entrenched, 

long-ƚĞƌŵ ĐǇĐůĞƐ ŽĨ ƐƵĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ĂŶĚ ĐĂƵƐŝŶŐ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ͙TŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ 
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 

ďǇ ƌĞƐƵůƚƐ ďĂƐŝƐͿ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ Ăŝŵ ŽĨ ͚ƚƵƌŶŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ͛ ďǇ ϮϬϭϱ ;ŝ͘Ğ͘ ďǇ ƚŚĞ 
General Election of that year). Families are assigned a key worker who is 

ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ŐĞƚƐ ƚŽ ŐƌŝƉƐ͛ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ŝŶ Ă ŚĂŶĚƐ-on way 

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

ĚĞĞŵĞĚ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ͚ƚƵƌŶĞĚ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ͛ - 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 

͚ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ ŚĂĚ ƐƵĐĐĞĞĚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚƵƌŶŝŶŐ around 99% of the actual number of 

ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ƚĂƌŐĞƚĞĚ͕͛ ŝ͘Ğ͘ ϭϭϲ͕ϲϱϰ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ;DCLG͕ ϮϬϭϱͿ͘ AůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞ 
ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ĂŶŶŽƵŶĐĞĚ Ă ͚ŵĂƐƐŝǀĞ ĞǆƉĂŶƐŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ TFP ͚ƚŽ ĞǆƚĞŶĚ ŝŶƚĞŶƐŝǀĞ 
ŚĞůƉ ƚŽ ĂŶ ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ϰϬϬ͕ϬϬϬ ŚŝŐŚ ƌŝƐŬ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ;HM TƌĞĂƐƵƌǇ͕ ϮϬϭ5). 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 critiĐŝƐŵ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ 
agenda. Firstly, critics have pointed to the strong similarities between accounts 

ŽĨ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ĞĂƌůŝĞƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ͘ HĞŶĐĞ ŝƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ 
ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ŝƐ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ƌĞĐĞŶƚ in a long line 

of labels that seek to demonise, control and punish the so-ĐĂůůĞĚ ͚ƵŶĚĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐ 
ƉŽŽƌ͛ ;WĞůƐŚŵĂŶ͕ ϮϬϭϯ͕ ϮϬϭϱͿ͘ 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. 

WĞůƐŚŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƵŶĚĞƌĐůĂƐƐ ŝĚĞĂ ;ϮϬϭϯ͗ ϮͿ͕ ƐŚŽǁƐ ŚŽǁ ͚ŝƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ 
successively re-ŝŶǀĞŶƚĞĚ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƐƚ ϭϯϮ ǇĞĂƌƐ ŝŶ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ U“͕͛ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ 
at least nine different versions. He concludes that ͚ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƌĞƐŝĚƵƵŵ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
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ϭϴϴϬƐ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ ĚĂǇ͛ ;ϮϬϭϯ͗ ϭϰͿ͘ MŽƌĞ ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐĂůůǇ͕ 
Lambert (2015) has deepened this historical analysis by looking at the strong 

similarities (and the fewer dissimilarities) between attempts to identify 

͚ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ϭϵϰϬƐ ĂŶĚ ͚ϱϬƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ 
FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛͘  

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

ůŽĐĂƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ agenda, arguing that 

ŝƚ ƐƚŝŐŵĂƚŝƐĞƐ ͚ƚŚĞ ƉŽŽƌ͛ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƐ ŵŽƌĂů ũƵƐƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ 
ǁĞůĨĂƌĞ ͚ƌĞĨŽƌŵƐ͛ ;Ğ͘Ő͘ JĞŶƐĞŶ 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). TŚƵƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂŐĞŶĚĂ ŝƐ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ ĂŶ ŽǀĞƌůǇ 
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 

CĂƐĞǇ ĂďŽƵƚ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ŽƵƌ ŽǁŶ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐ͕ Ă ŬĞǇ 
ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ŝƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ǀĞƌǇ ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ CĂƐĞǇ͛Ɛ ƌĞƉŽƌƚ ŵĂŬĞƐ 
mention of the wider social context. CasĞǇ͛Ɛ ƌĞƉŽƌƚ ŝƐ Ăƚ ƉĂŝŶƐ ƚŽ ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĞ 
variety of troubles that the families she spoke to faced and posed; chapter 

ŚĞĂĚŝŶŐƐ ƐƉĂŶ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ŝŶƚĞƌŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƚƌĂŶƐŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ͕͛ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ͚ůĂƌŐĞ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͕͛ 
͚ĚǇƐĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶĂů ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ͕͛ ͚ĂďƵƐĞ͕͛ ͚ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ͕͛ ͚ĚƌƵŐƐ ĂŶĚ ĂůĐŽŚŽů͛ ĂŶĚ ƐŽ ŽŶ͘ 
Notable by their absence, from chapter headings - or even as words used in 

the report - ĂƌĞ ͚ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ͕͛  ͚ƵŶĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ĨŽƌ 
decent work. Crossley has argued that: 

͚CŽŵŵŽŶ-ƐĞŶƐĞ͛ ƉĞƌǀĂĚĞƐ ƚŚĞ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ĂŶĚ 
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 

ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ĐůĂŝŵƐ ŝŶ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ ŽĨ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛. She argues that the 

ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ͚ŵŝƐƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ďĂĐŬŐƌŽƵŶĚ͛ ĞŶĂďůŝŶŐ ŝƚ ƚŽ ͚ŝŶǀĞŶƚ͛ Ă 
͚ƐŵĂůů ŐƌŽƵƉ ŽĨ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ĐŽŶĨůĂƚĞ ͚ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ 
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ŵƵůƚŝƉůĞ ĚŝƐĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĐĂƵƐĞ ƚƌŽƵďůĞ͛ ;ŝďŝĚ͗ ϭϮͿ͘ NŽƚ ŽŶůǇ 
ĚŽĞƐ ƐŚĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĞ ǀĞƌĂĐŝƚǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĨŝŐƵƌĞ ;Žƌ ͚ĨĂĐƚŽŝĚ͕͛ ĂƐ ƐŚĞ ĐĂůůƐ ŝƚͿ ŽĨ 
ϭϮϬ͕ϬϬϬ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͕͛ ƐŚĞ ƐĂǇƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĂƚƚƌŝďƵƚĞĚ ĐŽƐƚŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĞǆĐŚĞƋƵĞƌ ĂƌĞ ŽďƐĐƵƌĞ ĂŶĚ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶůǇ ŽƉĞŶ ƚŽ 
ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ͛ ;ŝďŝĚ͗ ϭϮͿiv. Indeed, Morris has argued that although the profile of 

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

ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĂƌĞŶĂ͕ ͚ƚŚĞ ǀŽŝĐĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ ůĂƌŐĞůǇ ĂďƐĞŶƚ͛ ;ϮϬϭϮ͗ ϮͿ͘ IŶ 
ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŝŶŐ ŚĞƌ ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂŐĞŶĚĂ͕ ‘ƵƚŚ LĞǀŝƚĂƐ 
ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĞĚ͕ ĂůŵŽƐƚ ŝŶ ƉĂƐƐŝŶŐ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĚŽƵďƚůĞƐƐ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ ďĂĐŬŐƌŽƵŶĚƐ ĂŶĚ 
circumstanĐĞƐ ĂƐ ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ĂƐ ƚŚŝƐ ĞǆŝƐƚ͛ ďƵƚ ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ ŵŝŐŚƚ ďĞ ƋƵŝƚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ǁĂǇƐ 
ŽĨ ƚĞůůŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐƚŽƌŝĞƐ͛ ;ϮϬϭϮͿ͘ TŚŝƐ͕ ŝŶ Ă ŶƵƚƐŚĞůů͕ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ Ăŝŵ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƉĞƌ͘ WĞ 
believe there is substantial sociological work still to be done in properly 

understanding so-ĐĂůůĞĚ ͚Troubled Families͛.  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 ͚Troubled Families͛͘  

OƵƌ ƐƚƵĚǇ ǁĂƐ ŶĞǀĞƌ ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞĚ ƚŽ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛͘ WĞ ǁĞƌĞ 
commissioned by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) to investigate a 

different ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ŝĚĞĂ͗ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨ ͚ĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬůĞƐƐŶĞƐƐ͛͘ TŚŝƐ ŝƐ 
the popular idea that the values, attitudes and practices that encourage 

͚ǁĞůĨĂƌĞ ĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌĂŐĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ʹ 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 

ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ UK ǁŚĞƌĞ ͚ŶŽ-ŽŶĞ ŝŶ ƚŚƌĞĞ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŚĂƐ ĞǀĞƌ ǁŽƌŬĞĚ͛͘ 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 

͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛v.  
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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 ʹ 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 ʹ 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 

ĂŶǇ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ǁŚĞƌĞ ͚ƚŚƌĞĞ ŐĞneraƚŝŽŶƐ ŚĂĚ ŶĞǀĞƌ ǁŽƌŬĞĚ͛ or any evidence of a 

͚ĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬůĞƐƐŶĞƐƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ŵŝŐŚƚ ŚĞůƉ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞse 

families (Authors deleted for peer review). 

IŶ ĨĂŝůŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ ͚ƚŚƌĞĞ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŶĞǀĞƌ ǁŽƌŬĞĚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ǁĞ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌŝůǇ ĂŶĚ 
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. PĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚ ĐůĂŝŵŝŶŐ Ă ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ ͚ŽƵƚ ŽĨ 
ǁŽƌŬ ďĞŶĞĨŝƚƐ͛vi͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ JŽď “ĞĞŬĞƌ͛Ɛ AůůŽǁĂŶĐĞ ;J“AͿ͕ DŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ LŝǀŝŶŐ 
Allowance (DLA), Income Support (IS), Employment Support Allowance (ESA), 

CĂƌĞƌ͛Ɛ AůůŽǁĂŶĐĞ ;CAͿ ĂŶĚ IŶĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ BĞŶĞĨŝƚ ;IBͿ͘ NŝŶĞ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞƐ͕ Ăůů ďƵƚ 
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 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛ ĂŶŽŶǇŵŝƚǇ ďǇ ƵƐŝŶŐ ƉƐĞƵĚŽŶǇŵƐ͘ BĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ǁĞƌĞ 
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 

ĐŽŶĚƵĐƚĞĚ ŝŶ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ŚŽŵĞƐ͘ Complicated family trees and relationships 

made it difficult to identify potential interviewees and some refused to 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚĞ͘ WŚĂƚ ƐŽŵĞ ŵŝŐŚƚ ĐĂůů ƚŚĞ ͚ĐŚĂŽƚŝĐ ůŝǀĞƐ͛ ŽĨ ƐŽŵĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ĂůƐŽ 
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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ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ůŝĨĞ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ŐƌŝĚƐ͛ ĨŽƌ ĞĂĐŚ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚ͘  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-ĐĂůůĞĚ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ Families͍͛  

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 

‘ƵƚŚ LĞǀŝƚĂƐ ;ϮϬϭϮͿ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĚŽƵďƚůĞƐƐ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ ďĂĐŬŐƌŽƵŶĚƐ 
ĂŶĚ ĐŝƌĐƵŵƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ ĂƐ ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ĂƐ CĂƐĞǇ ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚƐ ĞǆŝƐƚ͛͘ OƵƌ ĨŝƌƐƚ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŝƐ 
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: ͚ĨĂŝůĞĚ͛ ƐĐŚŽŽůŝŶŐ ;ƉƌĞ - 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 ʹ 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 

ĂůƐŽ ůĞĚ ͚ƚĞƌƌŝĨǇŝŶŐůǇ ĞǀĞŶƚĨƵů ůŝǀĞƐ͛͘ There is some superficial resemblance 

between the government͛Ɛ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ŽƵƌ ŽǁŶ͘ 
Louise Casey reported that the ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ƐŚĞ ͚ůŝƐƚĞŶĞĚ ƚŽ͛ ĨĂĐĞĚ ƐĞǀĞƌĞ ĂŶĚ 
ŵƵůƚŝƉůĞ ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ǁĞƌĞ ͚ůŽŶŐ-ƚĞƌŵ͕͛ ͚ĞŶƚƌĞŶĐŚĞĚ͕͛ ͚ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ͛ 
ĂŶĚ ͚ĐƵŵƵůĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ ;CĂƐĞǇ ϮϬϭϮͿ͘ WĞ ŚĂǀĞ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ 
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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 

ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĂďƵƐĞ͛ ǁĂƐ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ƐƚƌŝŬŝŶŐ ĐŽŵŵŽŶ ƚŚĞŵĞ͛ ;ϮϬϭϮͿ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ ƚŚĞ ůŝǀĞƐ ŽĨ 
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. PĂƌĂƉŚƌĂƐŝŶŐ “ŚĂŬĞƐƉĞĂƌĞ͛Ɛ Hamlet (Act IV, Scene 5), troubles 

ĐĂŵĞ ŶŽƚ ĂƐ ͚ƐŝŶŐůĞ ƐƉŝĞƐ ďƵƚ ŝŶ ďĂƚƚĂůŝŽŶƐ͛͘ 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 ĞǆĐůĂŝŵĞĚ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĞŶĚ ŽĨ ŚĞƌ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ͗ ͚ŚŽǁ ĐĂŶ ǇŽƵ 
ǁŽƌŬ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ůŝĨĞ ůŝŬĞ ŵŝŶĞ͍͛ 

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 ʹ 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 ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ƐŚĞ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ǀŝĐƚŝŵŝƐĞĚ ďǇ ŵĞŶ͘ Iƚ ŝƐ ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ƚŽ ͚ƐĞĞ͛ 
all of these problems, at once ʹ 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 heƌ͕ ͚ƚŚĞǇ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ƐĞĞ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆŝƚǇ ďĞŚŝŶĚ 
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ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ƐĐƌĞĞŶĞĚ͛vii.  Even with the advantage of our detailed, biographical 

ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ǁĞ ŵĂŬĞ ŶŽ ĐůĂŝŵ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝǀĞ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŽĨ AŵĂŶĚĂ͛Ɛ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ 
story.  

AƐ AŵĂŶĚĂ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞ ƐŚŽǁƐ ŝƚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ 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 ʹ and this becoming a string of relationships that were 

all violent ʹ 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 enviƌŽŶŵĞŶƚƐ ĂĚĚĞĚ ƚŽ ŚĞƌ ͚ŝůů-ďĞŝŶŐ͛ ;ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŶĞƐƐŝŶŐ ĂƐƐĂƵůƚƐ ĂŶĚ 
Ă ŵƵƌĚĞƌͿ͖ ͚ƉƌŽďůĞŵĂƚŝĐ ƵƐĞ͛ ŽĨ ĂůĐŽŚŽů ƚŽ ƐĞĞŬ ƐŽůĂĐĞ ĨƌŽŵ ŚĞƌ ƚƌŽƵďůĞƐ͕ ĂŶĚ 
her long-term depression, but this fuelling her violent actions towards her 

children; this, in turn, deepeninŐ ŚĞƌ ĚĞƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƐƉĂƌŬŝŶŐ ͚ŵĞŶƚĂů 
ďƌĞĂŬĚŽǁŶ͖͛ ƚŚĞ ĚĞŵĂŶĚƐ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂƵŵĂƐ ŽĨ ŵŽƚŚĞƌŚŽŽĚ͕ ĂŶĚ ǁŽƌƐĞŶŝŶŐ ŵĞŶƚĂů 
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. 

“Ž͕ ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŝŶ AŵĂŶĚĂ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞ͕ ĐŚŝůĚŚŽŽĚ ĂďƵƐĞ ƐĞĞŵĞĚ Ă ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ĨĂĐƚŽƌ ŝŶ 
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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NŽƚ ͚ƌĞƉĞĂƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĐǇĐůĞ͛͗ ĐŽŶǀĞŶƚŝŽŶĂů 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 

ŬĞǇ ƚŽ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ĂŶĚ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ͚Troubled FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛͘ TŚƵƐ͕ ŝƚ ŝƐ 
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). 

‘ĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ĂďŽƵƚ ͚FĂŵŝůǇ IŶƚĞƌǀĞŶƚŝŽŶ PƌŽũĞĐƚƐ͛ ;ƚŚĞ ƉƌĞĐƵƌƐŽƌ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ TƌŽƵďůĞĚ 
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 ʹ and one that was evident in our 

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

ŝŶ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ ŽĨ ͚ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛͘  HĞƌĞ LŽƵŝƐĞ CĂƐĞǇ͛Ɛ Listening to Troubled 

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

ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ŚĂǀĞ ͚ůŽǁ ĂƐƉŝƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŬŝĚƐ͛ 
ĂŶĚ ĨĂŝů ƚŽ ͚ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽǁŶ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ͘͘͘ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ĂŶĚ ďĞŚĂviour of 

ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛ ;ϮϬϭϮ͗ ϮͿ͘ TŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ĂůƐŽ Ă ŵĞƚŚŽĚŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ŚĞƌĞ ǁŝƚŚ ŚĞƌ 
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 

CĂƐĞǇ͛Ɛ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ƐĞĞ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ŽĨ ŝŶƚĞƌŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ƚŽ 
cultural inheritance. Children and young people are not given a voice, directly, 

ŝŶ CĂƐĞǇ͛Ɛ ƌĞƉŽƌƚviii. 
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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-

ƚĞƌŵ ǁŽƌŬůĞƐƐŶĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ ƐĂŵĞ ͚ŵŝƐĞƌĂďůĞ ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ͛ ĂƐ ƚŚĞŵ͕ ƚŽ ďŽƌƌŽǁ ŽŶĞ 
ŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ƉŚƌĂƐĞ͘ DĞĞƉ ŝŶ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ĂŶĚ ůŽŶŐ Žut 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 

͚ŶŽƌŵĂů͛ Žƌ ͚ŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇ͛ ĂŵŽŶŐƐƚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͘  TŚŝƐ ŝƐ ǁĞůů ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ ďǇ 
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-ƌĂĨĨ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ŐŽ ͚OŚ͊ AƌĞ ǇŽƵ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ͍͛ TŚĞǇ 
would look at me, shocked, because I had a work uniform on. And it 

ŵĂĚĞ ŵĞ Ăůů ƚŚĞ ŵŽƌĞ ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĞĚ͘ I ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ͚ĞǀĞƌǇďŽĚǇ͛Ɛ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ I͛ŵ 
ũƵƐƚ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ďĞ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǆƚ ǁĞĞ ĚƌƵŐ ĂĚĚŝĐƚ ŐƌŽǁŝŶŐ ƵƉ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ 
made me stronger, the more people react like that to me. 

Getting a ũŽď͕ ƐĞƚƚůŝŶŐ ĚŽǁŶ ͚ƐŽŵĞǁŚĞƌĞ ƋƵŝĞƚ͛ ;ŽĨƚĞŶ Ă ůŝƚƚůĞ ĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ĂǁĂǇ 
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 



13 

 

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 

ĐĂƌĞ͕ ǁŚĞŶ ƐŚĞ ŚĂĚ ŚĞƌ ĨŝƌƐƚ ĐŚŝůĚ͕ CĂůůƵŵ͘ CĂůůƵŵ ǁĂƐ ĚĞĞŵĞĚ ͚Ăƚ ƌŝƐŬ͛ ĂŶĚ Ă 
series of social services interventions were put in place. Eventually one of 

DŝĂŶĞ͛Ɛ ĞůĚĞƌ ƐŝƐƚĞƌƐ ŝŶŝƚŝĂƚĞĚ ĐŽƵƌƚ ƉƌŽĐĞĞĚŝŶŐƐ ƚo formally adopt Callum, 

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

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

determined the future for her and Callum: 

I proved her wrong and I proved everyone ĞůƐĞ ǁƌŽŶŐ͙I ǁĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐ 
ůĂďĞůůĞĚ͘ JƵƐƚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ I͛Ě ďĞĞŶ ŝŶ ĐĂƌĞ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ŵĞĂŶ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚĂƚ ŚĂĚ 
ŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚ ƚŽ ŵĞ͕ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ŵĞĂŶ I͛ŵ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĚŽ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŚŝŶŐ͘ JƵƐƚ 
ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŵǇ MƵŵ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ďĂƚƚĞƌ ŵĞ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ŵĞĂŶ I͛ŵ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ďĂƚƚĞƌ 
ŵǇ ŬŝĚƐ͙͘ I ƚŚŝŶŬ ŝƚ ŝƐ ƚƌƵĞ ƐŽŵĞƚŝŵĞƐ͙ ďƵƚ ŵĂǇďĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͕ ƚŚĞǇ 
ǁŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ĚŽ ŝƚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ďĞĞŶ ĚŽŶĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŵ͘ They know how it feels to 

be left out and abused by people - ƐŽ ƚŚĞǇ ǁŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ĚŽ ŝƚ͘ TŚĞǇ͛Ě ŵĂŬĞ 
ƚŚĞ ĐŚŝůĚ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ͕ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ƚŚĞŵ ĨĞĞů ďĞƚƚĞƌ ĂŶĚ ŚĂǀĞ Ă ŚĂƉƉǇ 
chilĚŚŽŽĚ ĂŶĚ ŶŽƚ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ĂƐ ƚŚĞŵ͘ LŝŬĞ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ǁŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ĚŽ ŝƚ͕ 
ǁĞůů͕ I ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂůůǇ ǁŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ĚŽ ŝƚ͘  

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

ƚĞŶĞƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ŽĨ ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ 
famŝůŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ ƉƌĞĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĞĚ ƚŽ ƌŽůů ĚŽǁŶ ƚŚĞ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ͗ ͚ŚĞ ǁŽŶ͛ƚ ĞŶĚ ƵƉ ŝŶ 
ĐĂƌĞ ĂŶĚ ŚĞ ǁŽŶ͛ƚ ĞŶĚ ƵƉ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ Ă ŬŝĚ Ăƚ ƐŝǆƚĞĞŶ͘͘͘I ǁĂŶƚ ŝƚ ƚŽ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ͕͛ 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 

Ă ƌŽƵƚĞ ƚŽ Ă ŚĂƉƉŝĞƌ͕ ŵŽƌĞ ƐĞĐƵƌĞ ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ůŝĨĞ͗ ͚HŽƉĞĨƵůůǇ ǁŚĞŶ I ŐĞƚ Ă ũŽď͕ I͛ůů 
ŬĞĞƉ ŵǇ ũŽď͕ ĂŶĚ I͛ůů ƐŚŽǁ Śŝŵ͘͘͘ ǇŽƵ ŐĞƚ ŶŝĐĞ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ĨƌŽŵ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ͘ PĞŽƉůĞ ŚĂǀĞ 
maybe got a bit more respect with you. Not just wanting to sit in a council 

ŚŽƵƐĞ ĚŽŝŶŐ ŶŽǁƚ ǁŝƚŚ ŵǇ ůŝĨĞ͛͘   

IŶ ƐƵŵ͕ ƚŚĞƌĞ ǁĂƐ ŶŽ ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ƉĂƐƐŝŶŐ ŽŶ Ă ͚ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ 
ǁŽƌŬůĞƐƐŶĞƐƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĂďůĞ ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ĂƐƉŝƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ ƚŽ not repeat family 

troubles. 

MŝƐƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚŝŶŐ ͚ƚŚĞ ƉŽŽƌ͛͗ ƚhe atypicality ŽĨ ͚ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ 
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Here our critique comes closer to existing sociological discussion, in which a 

ĐŽƌĞ ĐŽŵƉůĂŝŶƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞ ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂŐĞŶĚĂ͛ ŵŝƐƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ 
͚ƚŚĞ ƉŽŽƌ͛ix. Crossley (2013, 2016) has described well the processes of moral 

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

ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚƐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ͚Troubled FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛. Part of this has been the ratcheting 

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

ϰϬϬ͕ϬϬϬ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ͚Ăƚ ƌŝƐŬ͛Ϳ (Crossley 2016). One of the clear dangers is that 

ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ŝŶ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ƐǇŶŽŶǇŵŽƵƐ ǁŝƚŚ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛͘ TŚĞƌĞ ĂƌĞ (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 

͚Troubled FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛͘ AĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů ŚĞĂĚůŝŶĞ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞ 
of poverty (i.e. living under 60% median income, before housing costs) in 2012 

17 per cent of children ʹ 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 

2015Ϳ͘ IĨ ƚŚĞ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ ƚŽ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ďĞĐŽŵĞƐ ĨŝǆĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ 
ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ǁŚĂƚ ŚĞůƉ ĐĂŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŶǀŝƐŝďůĞ ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ ĞǆƉĞĐƚ͍ 

A second issue is that the problems ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂƵŵĂƐ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ 
Families͛ are taken to similarly affect all those on low incomes.  Discursively, 

͚ƉŽŽƌ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ͚ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚƌŽƵďůĞƐ͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ͚ƚƌŽƵďůĞƐŽŵĞ 
ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ;LĞǀŝƚĂƐ͕ ϮϬϭϯͿ͘ “ƚŝŐŵĂ ƐƉƌĞĂĚƐ ĂŶĚ ǀŝŶĚŝĐƚŝǀĞ ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƉŽŽƌ 
multiply (Levitas, 2013). A coĂůŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĐŚƵƌĐŚĞƐ ŚĂƐ ĂůƐŽ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞ 
ƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛Ɛ ŵŽƐƚ ĚŝƐĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞĚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ĐŽůůĂƚĞƌĂů ĚĂŵĂŐĞ 
ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƌƵƐŚ ƚŽ ĚĞĨĞŶĚ Ă ŶĞǁ ƉŽůŝĐǇ͛ ;BĂƉƚŝƐƚ UŶŝŽŶ ŽĨ GƌĞĂƚ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ Ğƚ Ăů͕ ϮϬϭϮ͗ 
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 ĂďŽƵƚ ͚ĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬůĞƐƐŶĞƐƐ͛, 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 

ŚƵŶĚƌĞĚƐ ŽĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁŚŽ ǁĞƌĞ ĞŶŐĂŐĞĚ ŝŶ ͚ƚŚĞ ůŽǁ-pay, no-ƉĂǇ ĐǇĐůĞ͕͛ ŝ͘Ğ͘ 
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 
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ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ƚŽ ǁŚŽŵ ǁĞ ƚĂůŬĞĚ͘ “Ž͕ ŝŶ ƐĞĂƌĐŚŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ͚ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ǁŚĞƌĞ 
no-ŽŶĞ ŚĂƐ ĞǀĞƌ ǁŽƌŬĞĚ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŶ ƚŚĞ ǀĞƌǇ ůŽŶŐ-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 ŽŶ ͚Troubled FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ƚŽ ƚŚŽƐĞ ƚŚĂƚ 
have preceded it. We acknowledge that a small number of extremely troubled 

families exist - Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŝŵĞ ĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ĂǁĂƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌŝƐŬƐ ŽĨ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌŝŶŐ͛ 
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 

͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛͘ FŝƌƐƚůǇ͕ ǁĞ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ-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 ʹ 

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

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

unusual, not usual. Secondly, thĞ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĂŐĞŶĚĂ appears to 

ŽǀĞƌƐƚĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĞǀŝƚĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ͚ƌĞƉĞĂƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĐǇĐůĞ͛ ŽĨ ƚƌŽƵďůĞƐ ĚŽǁŶ the 

generations and underplays families͛ attempts to retain conventional hopes 

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

ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ 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 

ƚŚĂƚ ĨŽĐƵƐĞƐ ŽŶ ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚ ŵŽƌĂů ĂŶĚ ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌĂů ĚĞĨŝĐŝƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĞŶĂďůĞƐ Ă 
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 

ĚŝƐĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞĚ ĐŝƌĐƵŵƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ͘ AƐ TǇůĞƌ ŚĂƐ ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ ͚ƚŚĞ ƚŽƌƌĞŶƚ ŽĨ 
͚ƵŶĚĞƌĐůĂƐƐ͛ ĂƉƉĞůůĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĞƌĞ ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ŝŶƚŽ ƉůĂǇ ĂĨƚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ƌŝŽƚƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ UK 
ŝŶ ϮϬϭϭ ƐŚŽǁĞĚ ǀĞƌǇ ĐůĞĂƌůǇ ŚŽǁ ͚ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ŵǇƚŚƐ͛ ĂƌĞ ďĞŝŶŐ ƵƚŝůŝƐĞĚ ƚŽ ŐĂƌŶĞƌ 
͚ƉƵďůŝĐ ĐŽŶƐĞŶƚ͛ ĨŽƌ ƉƵŶŝƚŝǀĞ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ;ϮϬϭϮͿ͘ TŚĞse 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 ͚welfare reforms͛, under the 

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

were yet to be felt ʹ 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 ͚welfare reforms͛ (Beatty and Fothergill, 2013; 

O͛HĂƌĂ͕ ϮϬϭϰͿ. 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 ͚pay-day lenders͛ (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 

ƚŽ ĞƐƚŝŵĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ UK ŚĂƐ ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ 
effects of government austerity programmes (i.e. tax and benefit changes and 

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

ǁŝůů ůĞĂĚ ƚŽ Ă ͚ƐƵďƐƚĂŶƚŝĂů ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ǀƵůŶĞƌĂďůĞ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ 
ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ϮϬϭϬ ĂŶĚ ϮϬϭϱ͛ ;‘ĞĞĚ͕ ϮϬϭϮ͗ ϵͿ͘ TŚĞ ƌĞƉŽƌƚ ĨŝŶĚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƐƵĐŚ 
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 

ĨĂĐŝŶŐ ͚ĞǆƚƌĞŵĞ ǀƵůŶĞƌĂďŝůŝƚǇ͛ ŝƐ ůŝŬĞůǇ ƚŽ ĚŽƵďůĞ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŽĨ ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ͘  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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i WĞ ƌĞĨĞƌ ƚŽ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ĐĂƉŝƚĂůŝƐĞĚ ĂŶĚ ŝŶ ŝŶǀĞƌƚĞĚ ĐŽŵŵĂƐ ƐŽ ĂƐ ƚŽ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵĂƚŝĐ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ 
of the term and concept.  
ii Although ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ŽƵƌ ĨŝĞůĚǁŽƌŬ ƐŝƚĞƐ ǁĂƐ ŝŶ “ĐŽƚůĂŶĚ͕ ŝƚ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ŶŽƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ŝƐ Ă ƚĞƌŵ ƚŚĂƚ 
largely emanates from English discourse leading to English specific policy responses. 
iii According to the government guidance, families that meet the firsƚ ƚŚƌĞĞ ĐƌŝƚĞƌŝĂ ͚ƐŚŽƵůĚ ĂƵƚŽŵĂƚŝĐĂůůǇ ďĞ 
ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ůŽĐĂů ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ ĞŶĂďůĞĚ ƚŽ ĂĚĚ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ĐƌŝƚĞƌŝĂ Ăƚ ͚ůŽĐĂů ĚŝƐĐƌĞƚŝŽŶ͛ ;ŝ͘Ğ͘ 
families should meet two of the three criteria but may also pose or face other problems for instance related to 

child protection, family ill-health or frequent police call-outs; DCLG, 2012). 
iv LĞǀŝƚĂƐ͛ P“E ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ŐƌŽƵƉ ƐŽƵŐŚƚ ĐůĂƌŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽŶ ĞǆĂĐƚůǇ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ ĂůůĞŐĞĚ άϵ ďŝůůŝŽŶ ǁĂƐ ĚĞƌŝǀĞĚ͕ ƵƐŝŶŐ Ă 
Freedom of Information request, but this did not lead to a satisfactory explanation (Levitas, 2013).  
v OŶ ƐƚƌŝĐƚ͕ ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶƐ ƐŽŵĞ ŽĨ ͚ŽƵƌ͛ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ďĞ ĞůŝŐŝďůĞ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ TFP͘ FŽƌ ŝŶƐƚĂŶĐĞ͕ ŝƚ ĚŽĞƐ 
not operate in Scotland (we drew half our sample from Glasgow). Not all of the families had school-aged 

children who truanted (several did). Nevertheless, the deep and multiple troubles of these families seem to 

mirror what is imagined by government.  
vi ϭϭ ƐĂŝĚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ŝŶ ƌĞĐĞŝƉƚ ŽĨ JŽď “ĞĞŬĞƌ͛Ɛ AůůŽǁĂŶĐĞ ;J“AͿ ĂƐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ͚ŵĂŝŶ ďĞŶĞĨŝƚ͖͛ ĞŝŐŚƚ͕ DŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ LŝǀŝŶŐ 
AůůŽǁĂŶĐĞ ;DLAͿ͖ ĨŝǀĞ͕ IŶĐŽŵĞ “ƵƉƉŽƌƚ ;I“Ϳ͖ ĨŝǀĞ͕ EŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ “ƵƉƉŽƌƚ AůůŽǁĂŶĐĞ ;E“AͿ͖ ƚǁŽ͕ CĂƌĞƌ͛Ɛ AůůŽǁĂŶĐĞ 
(CA); and two, Incapacity Benefit (IB).  

 
vii Amanda reflected on how her own feelings of inadequacy had been reinforced by some of the agencies that 

ŚĂĚ ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶĞĚ ŝŶ ŚĞƌ ůŝĨĞ͗ ͚ŝƚ͛Ɛ ůŝŬĞ Ă ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ ůŝŶĞ ĂŶĚ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĨĞĞů ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ƵƉ ƚŽ ƐĐƌĂƚĐŚ͘ 
They need to stop putting fear ŝŶƚŽ ĂŶ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ƵŶƐƚĞĂĚǇ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͛͘     

viii Also, although one can appreciate the challenge of contacting men/ fathers (given that many of these were 

female-headed lone parent families) we would stress the need to include them in the story if we really claim to 

ďĞ ͚ůŝƐƚĞŶŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛͘  Casey makes the point that is very difficult sometimes to make sense of the 

ƐŽƌƚ ŽĨ ĐŽŵƉůŝĐĂƚĞĚ ƐƚŽƌŝĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ŽĨ ͚TƌŽƵďůĞĚ FĂŵŝůŝĞƐ͛ ƚĞůů͘ AĚĚŝŶŐ ŵŽƌĞ ǀŽŝĐĞƐ ŵĂŬĞƐ ŝƚ ŚĂƌĚĞƌ͘ FƌŽŵ 
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.  
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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. 

 


