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A bit of context…. 

• Austerity 

• Politics of class  

• Localism / decentralisation 

• Cameron’s ‘problem with women’ 

• The ‘most family friendly government ever’ 
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A brief history…. 

120,000 families with ‘multiple disadvantages’… 

 

 

 

 

 

… became 120,000 ‘troubled families’ 
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The ‘fightback’ after the riots… 

 I don’t doubt that many of the rioters out last 
week have no father at home. Perhaps they come 
from one of the neighbourhoods where it’s 
standard for children to have a mum and not a 
dad, where it’s normal for young men to grow up 
without a male role model, looking to the streets 
for their father figures, filled up with rage and 
anger.  

Cameron (2011) 
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The ‘fightback’ after the riots… 

 The problem, particularly in the past ten years, 
has actually been an excess of unthinking, 
impersonal welfare. Put simply: tens of thousands 
of troubled families have been subjected to a sort 
of compassionate cruelty, swamped with 
bureaucracy, smothered in welfare yet never able 
to escape. No one sees the whole family; no one 
grips the whole problem…  

Cameron (2011) 
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‘Remasculinizing the state’ 

 ‘the slanting of state activity from the social to 
the penal’  

 

 ‘the simultaneous rolling back of the social 
safety net and the rolling out of the police and 
prison dragnet’  

 

 ‘the daddy state of neoliberalism’ 

Wacquant (2010) 
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‘Family intervention’ 

 ‘One of the most definitive characteristics of 
family intervention workers is that they are 
persistent, tenacious and assertive with families 
who often say they are not interested in the help 
being offered or don’t answer the door. Families 
describe workers as: "challenging", "bolshy" and 
"forceful”, and “nagging the life out of us” 

DCLG (2012) 
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‘Family intervention’ 

 ‘what it does is basically 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 (2013) 

 



∂ 

‘Gripping the family’ 

 ‘These projects grip families and use enforcement 
action and intensive help  

Casey (2007) 

  

 ‘one single case worker who grips the whole 
family’  

Casey (2012a) 
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‘Feminizing’ ‘troubled families’ 

 ‘Most of the women we spoke to had had a series 
of very difficult relationships, which seemed to 
repeat themselves. The majority involved 
domestic violence’  

Casey (2012b) 

 

 ‘all about making sure the mum is in control of 
her household’  

Casey (2013) 
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‘Feminizing’ ‘problem families’ 

 ‘In spite of the use of the term ‘problem family’, 
what was really meant was ‘problem mother’. 
The description which appeared to embrace all 
members of the family was used to mask a 
profoundly critical attitude towards poor, 
working class women.’ 

 

Starkey (2006) – discussing ‘problem families’ of 
the 1950s 
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Domestic Violence 

 ‘the most striking common theme that families 
described was the history of sexual and physical 
abuse, often going back generations’  

Casey (2012b) 

 

 ‘You can get a cast for a broken arm, but if that 
broken arm is from a violent partner, is that 
enough?’  

Casey (2013) 
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An ‘arm-wrestling contest’… 

  

 

 

 

 

 … between the ‘left hand and the right hand’ of 
the state 
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‘Gripped’ or ‘squeezed’? 

  

 The ‘troubled families’ approach seeks to extract 
maximum value, utility and efficiency from 
families and from workers, whilst also 
minimising the potential costs to society.  

 

 The desired value – or outcome - is narrow and 
restricted – a reduction of cost to the state. 
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“Punishing the poor (mother)” 

 The excessive, unhealthy, publicly immoral white 
working-class woman … epitomizes the zeitgeist 
of the moment – a crisis in middle-class authority 
and security … a handy figure for the 
government to deflect its cuts in welfare 
provision via the identification of a ‘social 
problem’. 

Skeggs (2005) 
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The ‘limit to value’…. 

 … those who do not have a recognizable 
respectable identity cannot make political claims 
upon the state. The immoral, unable to be the 
proper respectable citizens demanded by the 
neo-liberal forms of governance, work as the 
constitutive limit; the limit to value 

 

Skeggs (2005) 
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Contact details 

  

s.j.crossley@durham.ac.uk 

 

@akindoftrouble 

 

www.akindoftrouble.wordpress.com  
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