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∂ 

The ‘underclass’…. 

 “Societies appear to be subject, every now and 
then, to periods of moral panic” 

 

 “Working class yobs are the most enduring of 
suitable enemies”  

Cohen (2002) 



∂ 

Who are the ‘Troubled Families’? 

 

• Families with multiple disadvantages 

 

• ‘Most chaotic’ families 

 

• ‘Never worked’ families 

 

• Families at risk 

 

 



∂ 

Following the 2011 riots… 

  

 

  

 “ … That’s why today, I want to talk about troubled 

families. Let me be clear what I mean by this phrase.  

 Officialdom might call them ‘families with multiple 

disadvantages’.  Some in the press might call them 

‘neighbours from hell’. 

 

Cameron (2011) 

 

 



∂ 

… the ‘fightback’ 

   

… Whatever you call them, we’ve known for years that 

a relatively small number of families are the source of 

a large proportion of the problems in society. 

 

 Drug addiction. Alcohol abuse. Crime. A culture of 

disruption and irresponsibility that cascades through 

generations.” 

Cameron (2011) 

 

 



∂ 

Troubled Families Programme 

  

 

 

 



∂ 

Moral entrepreneurs 

 “Moral entrepreneurs believe themselves to be 

humanitarians, doing good for all concerned, even though 

many others in the society may not realize it and may 

even oppose their efforts”  

 “Moral entrepreneurs do not spring, fully formed, out of a 

social or cultural vacuum; their efforts tend to represent, 

reflect, and grow out of the views and concerns of groups 

which they represent or to which they belong”  

Goode & Ben Yehuda (1994) 



∂ 

Inventory 

 “It is great news that every upper-tier 

authority has agreed to run this programme 

in their area. The fast and unanimous level 

of take-up shows that the Government has 

got the confidence of local councils that 

together we can tackle a problem that 

councils have long grappled with” 

 

 Pickles (2012) 



∂ 

A “massive expansion” 

 “An additional £200 million will be invested to 
start to extend intensive help to 400,000 high risk 
families to get to grips with their problems before 
they spiral out of control” 

 

 “Extending this initiative … will enable us to tackle 
problems such as truancy, anti-social behaviour 
and crime” 

DCLG (2013) 



∂ 

Feedback loop 

 “The Government's decision to expand the Troubled 

Families programme is good news. Co-ordinated 

work between agencies is crucial to supporting 

families and this scheme incentivises such action 

(albeit with 60% of funding coming from local 

authorities). Evidence shows that providing the right 

support at an early age can dramatically improve 

children's lives now as well as helping develop the 

foundations for later years” 

 

Office of the Children’s Commissioner (2013) 



∂ 

Feedback loop 

  



∂ 

Feedback loop 

  



∂ 

Deviance amplification 

 “in addition to the ordinary deviance amplification 

sequence a similar process is at work within the reaction 

itself”  

 “This is indicated, during the moral panic, by the presence 

within the control culture of such features as sensitization, 

diffusion, escalation, dramatization and exploitation. 

These were parisitic on each other, as were the different 

groups of reactors…”  

Cohen (2002) 



∂ 

Sensitization 

 “entails the reinterpretation of neutral or 

ambiguous stimuli as potentially or actually 

deviant” 

 “transforms an ambiguous situation into an 
absolutely potent, generalized threat”  

 

Cohen (2002) 



∂ 

A ‘widening of the net’… 

 “It is great news that the momentum we have 

built up on the Troubled Families programme 

can continue by extending the approach to a 

wider group of families who, for example, are 

struggling with health problems or 

parenting, where their children are not in 

school or are at risk of being taken into 

care.” 

Casey (2013a) 



∂ 

Diffusion 

 “The most visible feature of the control culture 

was its gradual diffusion from the area where the 

deviant behaviour made its immediate impact”  

 “the emergency rescue system on the spot is 
eventually supplanted  or replaced by agents from 
the suprasystem …”  

 

Cohen (2002) 



∂ 

Escalation 

 “The exaggeration and negative symbolization 

provided the immediate legitimation: if one is 

dealing with a group which is vicious, destructive, 

causing the community a financial loss and 

repudiating its cherished values, then one is 

justified in responding punitively”  

 

Cohen (2002) 



∂ 

“… take strong measures” 

 “… get into the actual family, in their front room 

and if actually the kids aren’t in school it gets in 

there and says to the parents I’m gonna show 

you and explain to you exactly how to get your 

kids up and out every single day and then I’m 

gonna make you do it. And if you don’t do it, 

there are gonna be consequences.” 

 Casey (2013b) 

  

 



∂ 

“tough love” 

 “And the challenging, authoritative voice of the 

police is crucial. Some of the most successful 

projects are those where the police are heavily 

involved. Because sometimes it’s only when a 

family is truly confronted with consequences - 

whether that’s the threat of eviction, of having 

kids taken into care, or criminal proceedings - that 

they start taking things seriously.” 

 Pickles (2013b) 

  

 



∂ 

Innovation 

 “… this is what is at the core of system change – changing 

who works with the families, changing how they work 

with the families, changing how the system organises 

itself around the families. 

 Sounds easy but is actually revolutionary” 

 “The expanded programme will be as much about system 

reform as it will be about reforming families” 

 

Casey (2013c) 



∂ 

Innovation 

 “The next part of the challenge will be to 

understand more about how success with the 

families is achieved, and then to seek to widen 

this approach to a far larger group of families 

across the country; to reshape, redesign and 

refocus services.” 

Casey (2012) 



∂ 

Dramatization 

 “Deviants must not only be labelled but also 

be seen to be labelled; they must be involved 

in some sort of ceremony of public 

degradation. The public and visible nature of 

this event is essential if the deviant’s 

transition to folk devil status is to be 

successfully managed”  

Cohen (2002) 



∂ 

Dramatization 

 “My own personal experience is that families with lots 

of children across lots of different age groups are 

stretched. Managing a 21-year-old that’s still living 

with you that’s committing crime down to having 

another one that’s two, anybody would see that that’s 

a challenge”  

 

Casey (2013d) 



∂ 

Dramatization 

  

 “It’s about getting children back into school, it’s about 

getting people off the sofa of despair and into work 

and it’s cutting down the amount of anti-social 

behaviour that families are committing, because often 

on some of the larger estates these families can be 

quite a nuisance” 

Pickles (2013a) 



∂ 

Exploitation - ideological 

 “the use of the deviant in communication, 

particularly public, to defend or announce an 

ideology, for example, religious or political … 

is exploitative in the sense that the deviant is 

being used for societally defined ends without 

any regards to the consequences of this on 

the deviant himself. I will refer to this type as 

ideological exploitation”  

 

Cohen (2002) 



∂ 

Exploitation - ideological 

  



∂ 

Exploitation - ideological 

  

 

 

 

 

“a leaner, more efficient state. We need to do more 
with less. Not just now, but for good. 



∂ 

Exploitation – ideological & 

commercial 

 “The introduction of a social investment tax 

relief will open up that market even further.  

  

 Just as Gift Aid has encouraged charitable 

donations, so my hope is that the tax relief 

will incentivise anyone with savings to put 

their money into social investment.” 

 

Duncan Smith (2013) 



∂ 

Exploitation - commercial 

 

 

 

 

“an object of amusement or ridicule” 

Cohen (2002) 



∂ 

In conclusion…. 

In the phase after the inventory, other targets 

became more visible and, hence, candidates 

for social control. The targets are not, of 

course, chosen randomly but from groups 

already structurally vulnerable to social 

control”  

 

Cohen (2002) 



∂ 

  

 

 

  

“The ‘deprived’ are not very different 

from the ‘depraved’”  
 

Cohen (1985) 
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∂ 

Contact Details 

Email: s.j.crossley@durham.ac.uk   

 

Twitter: @kindoftrouble 

 

Blog: http://akindoftrouble.wordpress.com  
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