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The long history….

• 1880s Victorian residuum

• 1910s The unemployables

• 1930s Social Problem Group

• 1940s The ‘problem family’

• 1960s Culture of poverty

• 1970s Cycle of deprivation

• 1980s Underclass

• 1990s Socially excluded

Welshman (2013)
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More recently….

‘problem families’ Families ‘at risk’ ‘never worked’ 
families 

‘fractured families’



∂

The place of research

“A recurring feature of the history of 
the underclass has been the repeated 
insistence that more research is 
necessary.”

Welshman (2013: 67)



∂

Discoverers of the ‘residuum’

Seebohm Rowntree Charles Booth
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‘Problem families’ (1940s-1960s)

“It is a serious matter that no study of this class 
of the population exists, and if this book serves 
only to focus attention upon the need for one, 
the authors will be well satisfied”

Women’s Group on Public Welfare (1943: xiii)
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‘Cycle of deprivation’ (1970s)

“a number of objective studies do tend to bear out 
the subjective belief of many practitioners that 
cyclical processes are at work … ” 

(but more research needed) 

“… to supplement and systematise the many 
separate studies that are gradually clarifying the 
causes and characteristics of particular social 
disorders”

Joseph (1972)
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‘Cycle of deprivation’ (1970s)

“At the moment it is only possible to point to 
isolated bits of evidence on factors which lead to 
discontinuities in cycles of disadvantage. These 
fall far short of any coherent body of knowledge, 
but they serve as pointers to possible variables 
which warrant more systematic study.”

Rutter & Madge (1976: 327)
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Evidence-based?

‘problem families’ Families ‘at risk’ ‘never worked’ 
families 

‘fractured families’
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Research as critique

“Problem families’ do not constitute a group 
which is qualitatively different from families in 
the general population

…

Just as stereotypes of ‘the problem family’ are to 
be distrusted, so are package remedies based on 
notions of a homogeneous group”

Rutter & Madge (1976: 255-256)
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Research as critique

“The concept of an underclass conflates a number 
of diverse social processes and obscures a range 
of fundamentally different social relations … 

This leads to poor social science … The 
explanations developed are frequently ‘lazy’ in 
the sense that they choose selectively from 
empirical evidence”

Bagguley & Mann (1992: 122)
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In 2011,

“It is time that people who are engaged in looting 
and violence stopped hearing economic and 
sociological justifications...”

Johnson (2011)

http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2011/aug/09/boris-johnson-katrina-moment-holiday


∂
“The question people asked over and over again 
last week was ‘where are the parents? Why aren’t 
they keeping the rioting kids indoors?’ 

Well, join the dots and you have a clear idea 
about why some of these young people were 
behaving so terribly.”

Cameron (2011a) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pms-speech-on-the-fightback-after-the-riots
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Launch of the T.F.P.

“Officialdom might call them ‘families with 
multiple disadvantages’. Some in the press might 
call them ‘neighbours from hell’. 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 …

We’ve always known that these families cost an 
extraordinary amount of money.”

Cameron (2011b)

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/troubled-families-speech


∂

“We have known that there is a group of families 
who didn’t work in the boom times and won’t 
work in the bust times. They’re unemployed; 
they’re dependent on benefits.”

Casey (2012a)

http://www.civilserviceworld.com/interview-louise-casey/


∂

140,000 families ‘at risk’ of 

social exclusion in 2007…

Families with multiple disadvantages (5 out of 7) …

• Maternal mental health

• Low income

• Unable to afford some food or clothing items

• No parent in the family in work

• Poor quality or overcrowded housing

• No parent has any qualifications

• At least one parent with long standing limiting 
illness or disability 
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… became 120,000 troubled 

families in 2011
• Crime / ASB

• Truancy / non-attendance / exclusion from 
school

• Worklessness

• Plus ‘local filter criteria’ decided by individual 
local authorities which represents a ‘high cost’ to 
the public purse
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Discursive shifts and factoids….

“if we interrogate the research behind the 
imputed existence of 120,000 troubled families, 
this turns out to be a factoid – something that 
takes the form of a fact, but is not …

In the term ‘troubled families’ (the government) 
deliberately conflates families experiencing 
multiple disadvantage and families that cause 
trouble.”

Levitas (2012: 4/12)

http://www.poverty.ac.uk/system/files/WP Policy Response No.3-  'Trouble' ahead (Levitas Final 21April2012).pdf
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On criticism of the ‘120,000’…

"I think a lot is made of this, in retrospect, which 
needn't be"

"I could have said, let's get a university to spend 
the next three years studying, who is criminal, 
not in work, with kids not in school. I tell you 
what they will show – probably that a lot come 
from disadvantaged backgrounds."

Casey (2013a)

http://www.theguardian.com/society/2013/apr/07/troubled-families-tsar-intervention-resources/
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‘Policy based evidence’?

“What we know works is this thing called family 
intervention … we know it works because we’ve 
already looked at studies that show that this 
works, basically, and also I’ve met countless 
families that have been turned around.”

Casey (2013b)

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-hampshire-23896776
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Gregg criticisms

The FIP ‘blame the family model’ badly         
distorts the apparent level of                   
‘criminality’ in the families. Rates are              
‘sexed up’ by three to five time.

What distinguishes [the families] across all 
evaluations is a high level of mental and physical 
disorders and extreme poverty

Gregg (2010: 11/12)

http://www.crimeandjustice.org.uk/sites/crimeandjustice.org.uk/files/family intervention.pdf
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Gregg criticisms

After a decade, the recommendations of three 
teams of evaluators to develop an adequate FIP 
data and evidence base are still ignored. The 
New Labour government had ten years to carry 
out the repeatedly recommended, comprehensive 
longitudinal studies of the ‘successful’ families 
leaving the projects to establish ‘sustainability’ of 
the claimed reductions in ASB, improvements in 
family status and community benefits.

Gregg (2010: 14)

http://www.crimeandjustice.org.uk/sites/crimeandjustice.org.uk/files/family intervention.pdf
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Official evaluation (2011)

The study provides clear evidence that ASB FIPs 
reduce crime and ASB amongst the families they 
work with … 

There is however limited evidence that ASB FIPs 
generate better outcomes than other non-FIP 
interventions on family functioning or health 
issues, although FIPs do appear to be at least as 
effective as these alternatives. 

Lloyd et al (2011: 7)

http://www.poverty.ac.uk/news-and-views/articles/policy-built-unethical-research


∂

‘Listening to Troubled Families’

The most striking common theme that families 
described was the history of sexual and physical 
abuse, often going back generations; the 
involvement of 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, (2012b: 1)

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/6151/2183663.pdf
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‘Unethical’ research? 

An FOI request highlighted that the research had 

not undergone and ethical approval process.

Therefore, there are issues around:

• Free and informed consent

• Confidentiality and non-disclosure

• Sound and appropriate methods and 
interpretation of findings

Bailey (2012)

http://www.poverty.ac.uk/news-and-views/articles/policy-built-unethical-research


∂

‘Dipstick information gathering..’

"I do not consider ‘Listening to Troubled Families’ 
as being within the definition of Government 
social research and thus the scope of the guidance 
… this report falls more properly within the 
description ‘dipstick/informal information 
gathering”

(DCLG, 2012)

http://www.poverty.ac.uk/news-and-views/articles/policy-built-unethical-research
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‘Hands up…’

"I put my hands up: I interviewed 16. I never 
pretended that that was research with a capital 
“R”. I said it was policy, and I am very clear about 
that …

Casey (2013c)
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Casey’s history….

“Topic for the evening. Research: help or 
hindrance? Hindrance, thanks very much.”

“There is an obsession with evidence-based policy 
... If No 10 says bloody 'evidence-based policy' to 
me once more I'll deck them one and probably 
get unemployed.”

Casey (2005)

http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2005/jul/07/ukcrime.whitehall


∂

And a ‘made up’ survey…

“One survey looked at 3,000 children in one area of 
the north east … [It] showed that not one of those 
3,000 children had been for a routine dental check-
up – for free – but 300 of them had been to A & E 
for emergency dental treatment.”

“It is time for radical reform”

Casey (2013d)

https://moralpanicseminarseries.wordpress.com/2013/12/09/moral-entrepreneurs-radical-reform-and-factoids/
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Understanding Troubled Families

On average nine serious problems exist in any 
one family at one time. With just one or two of 
these problems being enough for a family to 
struggle, having nine problems makes it 
unsurprising that families are often in chaos and 
can’t see a way out. 

DCLG (2015: 4)

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/336430/Understanding_Troubled_Families_web_format.pdf
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Use of vignettes…

A mother of 10 was so badly beaten by he 
violent partner that her children removed all the 
internal doors in the house and dumped them in 
the back garden so they would have advance 
warning of his attacks…

(Vignette given by Casey in an interview with The 
Sunday Times, 17 August 2014)

http://www.thesundaytimes.co.uk/sto/news/uk_news/Society/article1447828.ece
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Practitioner assessments…

• ‘Parenting difficulties’ 

• Family members suffering from Domestic Violence or 
Domestic Abuse 

• Adults dependent on non-prescription drugs

• Adults suffering mental health problems 

• Children suffering mental health problems 

• Adults dependent on alcohol 

• Adults with long-standing illness/disability 

• Children with long-standing illness/disability 
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Extent of problems…

‘These families are off the barometer in the 
number of problems they have. We are beginning 
to achieve a revolution in how you deal with the 
worst families in Britain – worst in that they 
have the worst problems. Frankly, they cause the 
most problems and, frankly, you wouldn’t want 
to live with them’

Casey in The Daily Express, 18 August 2014

http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/500581/Welfare-squads-to-target-problem-families-costing-UK-30bn
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Extent of problems…

• 84% of families had children who were not 
permanently excluded from school

• 26% of families had at least one adult in work

• 77% of families did not have any young people 
classified as ‘NEET’

• 78% were not at risk of eviction for any reason

• 71% of those living in rented accommodation 
were not in rent arrears



∂

Extent of problems…

• 88% of families had no children on a Child 
Protection Plan

• 77% of children did not have any children 
identified as being children in need

• 85% of families had no adults with a proven 
criminal offence in the previous 6 months

• 97% of families had children with either 1 or no 
criminal offences in the previous 6 months
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Extent of problems…

• 58% of families had no police callouts in the 
previous 6 months

• 95% of families had no family members 
identified as being Prolific and Priority Offenders 
(PPO)

• 89% of families had no adult subject to an ASB 
intervention

• 93% of families had no identified gang members 
in the family



∂

Extent of problems…

• 93% of families had no adults clinically diagnosed 
as being dependent on alcohol

• 93% of families had no adults clinically diagnosed 
as being dependent on non-prescription drugs

The only problems a majority of families shared 
were that they were white, out of work, lived in 

social housing, had health problems and 
experienced ‘parenting difficulties’ 

Crossley (2014)

https://akindoftrouble.files.wordpress.com/2014/10/misunderstanding-troubled-families-working-paper-v2.pdf
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The perfect social policy?

The government claims that 99% of ‘troubled 
families’ were ‘turned around’ within the 
timescale identified by the Prime Minister.

Most local authorities achieved a 100% ‘success’ 
rate, meaning they worked with and turned 
around exactly the number of ‘troubled families’ 
the government identified for them in 2011.
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How can this be explained?

• Eligibility thresholds for Phase 2

• Local authority figures – not official statistics, 
subject to different audit processes

• Pressure applied to local authorities to 
demonstrate ‘success’

• Data matching to ‘turn around’ families that 
haven’t been worked with

(see Bawden, 2015 and Crossley, 2015)

http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/nov/11/troubled-family-programme-government-success-council-figures
http://www.crimeandjustice.org.uk/sites/crimeandjustice.org.uk/files/The Troubled Families Programme, Nov 2015.pdf


∂

Fast policy, slow evaluation…

To date, the Troubled Families Programme has 
been an example of ‘fast policy’ (Peck & 
Theodore, 2015)

with one exception, the evaluation, which has 
yet to be published….
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