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Stephen Crossley 

Abstract 

The Troubled Families Programme (TFP), established by the Coalition Government in the aftermath 

of the 2011 riots, set out to ‘turn around’ the lives of the 120,000 most ‘troubled families’ in 

England. When the rhetoric surrounding ‘troubled families’ is closely examined, a number of 

competing, and often contradictory, messages begin to emerge. This chapter examines the ways in 

which the Troubled Families Programme is positioned firstly by central government and secondly by 

local authorities and practitioners. Adopting a ‘street-level lens’ (Brodkin 2011a), interviews with 

managers and workers in one local authority area are analysed to examine ‘the complexity of 

interactions concealed beneath the apparent monotony of bureaucratic routine’ (Bourdieu, 2005: 

140). The chapter concludes with reflections on the Janus-faced nature of the Troubled Families 

Programme and a discussion of its role in the crafting of a new ‘smart’ state. 

Introduction       

State institutions are often authoritarian, they put us down, tie us up with regulations. And 

many of the working class seem to be defined by the state as ‘irresponsible’, as ‘troublemakers’, 

‘scroungers’. If we are born out of wedlock, it defines us as illegitimate. 

All of these things leave us wondering: if the state is not providing these services in the way we 

want them, it cannot really be doing it for us. Why does the state provide them? (London 

Edinburgh Weekend Return Group, 1980: 9) 

In the aftermath of the Conservative General Election victory of 1979, a group of ‘state workers’ 

published In and Against the State. First a pamphlet and then a book, it outlined the contradictory 

positions they were often forced to take during their work in order to make government welfare 

policies meet the needs of the people they were working with. Although it is over 35 years since its 

publication, In and Against the State undoubtedly retains its relevance.  

It describes the struggle of people – who identified themselves as socialists - working within the 

state at a time when they felt that the state was not really theirs, if indeed it ever was. The authors 

noted that cuts to (and rhetoric surrounding) public sector spending were leading to their jobs 

becoming increasingly disciplined and tightly controlled, forcing them to be more ‘accountable’, in a 

way more akin to private sector work (1980: 3).  They also discussed at length the ways in which 

citizens engagements with different parts of the state can be unsatisfactory and inadequate for both 

the service user and service provider: 

The ways in which we interact with the state are contradictory – they leave many people 

confused. We seem to need things from the state, such as child care, houses, medical 

treatment. But what we are given is often shoddy or penny-pinching, and besides, it comes 
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to us in a way that seems to limit our freedom, reduce the control we have over our lives. 

(1980: 8) 

Fast forward thirty years to 2010 and the formation of a Conservative-led Coalition Government in 

the UK saw similar concerns expressed about welfare ‘reforms’ such as the Work Capability 

Assessment, the ‘bedroom tax’ and an overall ‘cap’ on the amount of benefits a single household can 

receive (see De Agostini et al, 2014: 10-13 for an introduction to the key tax-benefit policy changes). 

‘Street-level bureaucrats’ (Lipsky 1980) such as teachers, nurses and social workers and academics, 

as well as their unions, have protested about the impact of austerity measures and public sector job 

losses. More than 2000 teachers signed a petition criticising national curriculum reforms (Garner, 

2013) and local government workers and college and university lecturers have taken industrial 

action over pay and changes to pensions. The Royal College of Nursing warned of the impact on child 

health if more school nurses were not recruited and trained (The Guardian, 2015) and junior doctors 

protested in Westminster in a dispute over a new contract (BBC 2015). 

Independent analysis has shown that it is deprived local authority areas that were hit hardest by 

local government finance settlements during the Coalition years (Innes and Tetlow, 2015). Similar 

analysis suggests that it is families with children, and particularly groups such as lone parents and 

large families, which were disproportionately affected by the welfare and tax changes of the 

Coalition (De Agostini et al, 2014). Whilst the majority of these ‘reforms’ and cuts attracted criticism 

and were often controversial, one social policy established by the Coalition managed to not only 

largely avoid criticism and controversy, but also generated positive coverage from both the media 

and politicians across the political spectrum. 

The Troubled Families Programme (TFP), established in the aftermath of the 2011 riots, set out to 

‘turn around’ the lives of the 120,000 most ‘troubled families’ in England. The relative lack of 

criticism surrounding the programme is interesting, given that the concept of ‘troubled families’ is 

arguably the latest version of the enduring ‘underclass’ thesis (Welshman, 2013). While some 

academics have highlighted the stigmatising language used to depict ‘troubled families’ (Levitas, 

2012), political and media responses, at both local and national levels, have been overwhelmingly 

supportive. When the rhetoric surrounding ‘troubled families’ is closely examined, a number of 

competing, and often contradictory, messages begin to emerge, which may help to explain the 

strong support for the programme. In essence, there is something for everyone in the TFP - it is 

effectively a Janus-faced programme, at various times positioned as both for and against the state.  

This chapter examines the ways in which the Troubled Families Programme has been positioned by 

central government and by local authorities and practitioners. Drawing on speeches by David 

Cameron and interviews with, and speeches by, Louise Casey, the Director General of the Troubled 

Families Unit, the article begins with an examination of how the programme has been positioned at 

a national level. The attention then turns to the implementation of the programme at a local level. 

All 152 local authorities in England are involved in the delivery of the TFP and the lack of statutory 

guidance in respect of the programme has allowed and encouraged a number of different local 

responses to the national rhetoric. Adopting a ‘street-level lens’ (Brodkin 2011a), and drawing on the 

work of Pierre Bourdieu and Loic Wacquant, interviews with managers and workers in one local 

authority area are analysed to examine ‘the complexity of interactions concealed beneath the 

apparent monotony of bureaucratic routine’ (Bourdieu, 2005: 140). The chapter concludes with 

reflections on the Janus-faced nature of the Troubled Families Programme and a discussion of its 

role in the crafting of a new ‘smart’ business-like neoliberal state in the UK. 

The Troubled Families Programme - the national perspective     
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The Troubled Families Programme did not represent the Coalition’s first attempt to ‘get to grips’ 

with ‘troubled’ or ‘troublesome’ families. In December 2010, Cameron invited Emma Harrison, the 

Chief Executive of the welfare-to-work company Action 4 Employment (A4E) to help the government 

‘turn around’ the lives of ‘troubled families’. At this time, Cameron (2010) stated that he was ‘as 

aware as anyone about the limits of what government can do in this area’, suggesting that there 

were areas of people’s lives that government shouldn’t interfere with. He said ‘I loathe nanny-

statism’ and was ‘not proposing heavy-handed state intervention’.  

Instead, the Working Families Everywhere (WFE) scheme was to be a ‘less bureaucratic’ Big Society 

venture, headed by Harrison on a voluntary, unpaid basis. Cameron (2010) vowed to ‘strip away the 

bureaucracy and give her, and the many others we hope will follow her lead, the freedom she needs 

to make a difference’.  The WFE scheme was to be piloted in a small number of local authorities and 

was targeted at 100,000 ‘never worked’ families. The scheme would see a number of volunteer 

‘family champions’ supporting families with multiple disadvantages into work, with Harrison (2010) 

saying that ‘every family will have their own “Emma”, able to use every existing resource to help 

them get going, face up to and sort out their problems, whether they be parenting challenges, poor 

health, debt, addiction, dependency or lack of motivation’.   

The scheme initially operated without much media attention but, following the riots in 2011, it was 

cast back into the spotlight when Cameron (2011a) announced that he believed that project was 

‘being held back by bureaucracy’, promising ‘Now that the riots have happened I will make sure that 

we clear away the red tape and the bureaucratic wrangling, and put rocket boosters under this 

programme.’ Some commentators were less than supportive of the renewed impetus behind the 

scheme, with one arguing that the scheme ‘conjures the image of workshy beasts lying in piles of 

Pringles and crack, waiting to be shouted at by Hyacinth Bucket’ (Gold 2011). Alice Thomson (2011), 

writing in The Times managed to pour scorn on the announcement that some Government Ministers 

would be ‘adopting’ families under the scheme, whilst simultaneously perpetuating stereotypical 

and stigmatising views of families with no adult in work: 

Ah, lucky feckless family. One day soon there may be a knock at your door and a minister will 

stand before you and your brood of feral infants." I'm William Hague," he says. "I've come to 

help you. Piano practice, Welsh verbs, international relations, I'm a dab hand at a few 

things," the Foreign Secretary will explain. "Black belt in judo actually, but you may not need 

advice in that area."  

Or it could be the Home Secretary teaching your Neets how to make a lasagne. Theresa May 

might bring a basket of organic goodies, turn a blind eye to the skunk your tattooed partner 

smokes, whisk out a binbag to clear the congealed takeaways and give you a few of her 

leopard print kitten heels.  

Just four months later, in December 2011, Cameron was launching a new scheme to ‘turn around’ 

the lives of the nation’s ‘troubled families’ by May 2015, the end of the Coalition’s term of office. 

The approach of the Troubled Families Programme differed significantly from that of WFE, which 

was quietly closed shortly after Harrison stepped down from her voluntary role amid allegations of 

fraud at A4E. Responsibility for the new scheme lay firmly with central government and a new 

Troubled Families Unit was created, based in the Department for Communities and Local 

Government (DCLG). Cameron (2011b), directly contradicting his views 12 months earlier, stated 

that ‘only government has the power’ to ‘sort out’ ‘troubled families’ and that the TFP was necessary 

to ‘change completely the way government interacts with them; the way the state intervenes in 

their lives’ and argued that it would ‘take a concerted effort from all corners of Government’. The 



***Pre-review version*** 

 

4 
 

TFP would be delivered by all local authorities in England and would be accompanied by funding 

from across government departments, with Cameron namechecking six Ministers who had 

contributed ‘hard cash from their budgets’ towards the programme.  

‘Troubled families’ were deemed to be those involved in crime and/or anti-social behaviour, whose 

children had poor school attendance or were excluded from school and where there was an adult in 

the household on out-of-work benefits. Each local authority was allocated an indicative number of 

‘troubled families’ to turn around and were also allowed to use additional local filter criteria to help 

identify the requisite number of families. The programme was run on a Payment by Results (PbR) 

model which meant that the majority of funding for work with ‘troubled families’ would be held by 

central government until families achieved certain outcomes. Local authorities would submit claims 

for funding from the government for families where either: children’s school attendance had risen to 

over 85% and where crime and anti-social behaviour, where present, had fallen significantly, or; 

when any adult moved into work for 3 or 6 months, but not both (see DCLG, 2012b). Progress or 

improvements on other issues which may be affecting families such as poverty, poor housing, 

domestic violence or substance misuse were not recognised by the PbR model.  

The assertive, muscular language used by Cameron in promising to ‘sort out’ and ‘intervene’ in the 

lives of workless or ‘troubled families’ is in keeping with Wacquant’s argument that neoliberalism 

should not be equated with ‘small government’ and should instead be understood as a 

remasculinization of the state. He argues that, when concerned with issues of social control, 

neoliberal governments reveal themselves to ‘be fiercely interventionist, bossy, and pricey’ as they 

endeavour to ‘direct, nay dictate, the behaviour of the lower class’ (2010: 214). This new ‘no-

nonsense’ intervention of the TFP was counterposed by Cameron (2011b) against the previous 

Labour government’s approach to tackling disadvantage: 

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. 

‘Troubled families’ were portrayed as ‘victims of state failures’ (Cameron 2011b) who were ‘already 

pulled and prodded and poked a dozen times a week by government’. The Prime Minister went on 

to say that ‘one of the reasons for their dysfunction is their hatred of ‘the system’ which they 

experience as faceless, disjointed and intrusive’. The TFP, then, would be a response to previous 

government approaches which, all too often, according to Cameron, had ‘simply failed’: 

So where it was impersonal - dealing with families like bureaucratic units, we will be human: 

engaging with families as the messy, varied, living, breathing groups of different people they 

actually are. Where it was disjointed - with a whole load of state agencies over-lapping, we 

will have a single point of focus on the family: a single port of call and a single face to know. 

And where it was essentially top-down and patronising - keeping people sealed in their 

circumstances with a weekly welfare cheque and rock-bottom expectations, we will be 

empowering, not making excuses for anyone, but supporting these families to take control 

of their own lives. The message is this: “we are not coming in to rescue you - you need to 

rescue yourselves, but we will support you every step of the way.” 

The TFP would be based on an intensive model of ‘family intervention’ promoted by Casey when she 

headed up the Respect Task Force under the previous Labour Government. The family intervention 

approach is based on a single keyworker who adopts a ‘persistent, assertive and challenging’ 



***Pre-review version*** 

 

5 
 

approach (DCLG, 2012a: 6) and can ‘get to grips’ with the whole family and look at the family ‘from 

inside out rather than outside in’ (DCLG, 2012a: 26). Family Intervention Projects (FIPs) were rolled 

out to 53 local areas under the Respect agenda in 2006 and were also positioned as a solution to the 

putative problem of traditional family services failing to ‘get to grips’ with ‘troubled or ‘problem’ 

families (Parr & Nixon, 2008: 165). The often punitive, sanctions-based ‘last chance’ approach of FIPs 

which largely ignores structural issues, has also attracted a large amount of criticism (Garrett, 2007; 

Gregg, 2010). 

Casey, throughout the operationalisation of the ‘troubled families’ agenda, has continued to talk up 

the need for a new way of doing things. Speaking to the Association of Directors of Children’s 

Services conference she criticised the ‘reactive and uncoordinated approach [which] prevails across 

public services’ (Casey 2013). She argued that ‘we now have to change the services and systems 

around the families as much as turn the individual families around’ and articulated the need for 

‘radical reform across all public services, not just local government’. In interviews with national 

newspapers, she has made the case for a different approach by characterising previous approaches 

in blunter terms. She has argued that the TFP is not ‘some cuddly social worker’s programme to 

wrap everybody in cotton wool’ (quoted in Winnett and Kirkup, 2012) nor will it involve ‘assessing 

the hell out of a family’ (House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts, 2014: ev 25) where 

social workers ‘turn up with clipboards’ and ‘monitor decline’ but ‘don't actually make any 

difference’ (quoted in Bennett 2012: 15).  

Despite these concerns, Casey has also been a strident supporter of local authorities’ involvement in 

the programme (see, for example, Smulian 2014). At the same Association of Directors of Children’s 

Services conference (Casey 2013) she told the audience that she ‘went out during the spending 

round and fought to find more money to put together a new programme from 2015-16’. She claimed 

that the extension and expansion of the TFP was ‘credit to your leadership within local government - 

you are making such good progress on the Troubled Families Programme that the government wants 

to build on the approach’. She finished her speech thus: 

I want though, to end with a thank you. Without colleagues in local authorities and 

especially colleagues in children’s services as the leaders of this within local government, we 

would have really struggled with this work. Your heads have always been full of wise advice 

and guidance, your doors always open to dispense it and, I believe, your hearts fully 

committed to helping these families and their children. To quote one council chief executive 

talking about this programme:  

“It is an appeal to both the head and the heart and it unites Whitehall and the Town Hall in 

common purpose.” 

The future of this programme is in your hands and I really hope you will use the considerable 

power you have to be leaders for change. And maybe we can give the children in these 

families a fighting chance. So I wish you well and stand ready to help. 

The TFP then, is full of contradiction and is ‘a confusing agenda’ (Hayden and Jenkins, 2013: 10). In 

direct contrast to the depoliticised approach of Working Families Everywhere, its immediate 

forerunner, it is a programme rooted firmly in the state. It is a centrally designed policy programme 

which is driven by national government, but delivered locally during a period of alleged 

decentralisation and locally led solutions. Failing local services are cast as the ‘accomplice’ to the 

‘culprit’ (Stone, 1984: 171) of ‘troubled families’, thus providing the government with the 

justification for a new approach, positioned against the states previous attempts at working with 
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‘troubled families’. And yet, the TFP is also positioned as being for the state, offering an 

empowering, enabling approach to public service delivery where the skills of heroic workers are 

allowed to flourish, free from the bureaucratic strait jackets which previously constrained them.  

It is this approach which has, according to the government, worked successfully with 99% of 

‘troubled families’ within the Prime Minister’s desired timetable. In June 2015, the DCLG announced 

that the TFP had been an ‘unprecedented success’ and turned around the lives of 116,654 out of 

117,910 families targeted and worked with under the programme (DCLG, 2015 – although see 

Bawden, 2015, Butler, 2015 and Crossley, 2015 for critiques of this ‘miraculous’ success). This 

‘success’, achieved during a period of welfare restructuring and austerity, has seen local authorities 

praised by Cameron and Casey and enabled the TFP to be expanded before the independent 

evaluation reported any findings. 

The Troubled Families Programme – a ‘street-level’ lens    

‘From a street-level perspective, it is useful to think of organizational practices developing in 

the context of formal policy that establishes the playing field and governance that sets the 

rules of the game, leaving ample space for discretion in policy implementation’ (Brodkin, 

2011a: i258) 

What politicians and senior civil servants believe should happen as a result of formulating any given 

policy does not necessarily translate seamlessly into action on the ground. Lipsky’s (1980) concept of 

‘street-level bureaucrats’ encouraged researchers and policy-makers to consider the ways in which 

practitioners working on the ‘frontline’ in public services often have to negotiate, resist or subvert 

policies in order to make them work, and meet the needs of the citizens they encountered. The 

concept has since been widely used to investigate the daily life of welfare policies (see, for example, 

Evans and Harris, 2004: Ellis, 2011; Fletcher, 2011; Wright, 2012). Evelyn Brodkin has argued that the 

‘central task’ of a ‘street-level’ lens in research is  

to expose the informal practices through which policies – and by extension social politics and 

social relations – are effectively negotiated, although rarely explicitly so. It seeks to make 

visible and understandable informal organizational practices that otherwise can escape 

analytic scrutiny and even recognition’ (Brodkin, 2011b: i200) 

This section draws primarily on interviews with managers and ‘street-level’ practitioners involved 

with the delivery of the TFP in a local authority in the North of England (referred to here as 

Northton). The research is part of a wider study examining the operationalization of the TFP in three 

different local authority settings. The intention in using a single authority is not to suggest that it is 

representative of all local authorities, or indeed of the two other authorities involved in the study. At 

the same time, there is little to suggest that Northton represents an exceptional case or unique 

approach to the TFP. Instead, the intention here is to highlight ‘the complexity of interactions 

concealed beneath the apparent monotony of bureaucratic routine’ (Bourdieu, 2005: 140), as ‘state 

workers’ struggle to work with disadvantaged families under a programme many of them have at 

least some misgivings about. The names, genders and job titles of research participants have been 

omitted to preserve anonymity. 

Northton chose to deliver the majority of their ‘troubled families’ work in-house, primarily by 

utilising existing local authority structures and systems, rather than creating new ones. Managers 
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and practitioners suggested that the ‘new’ approach was actually very similar to ones they had been 

using for many years, with only a small number of ‘tweaks’ being made to accommodate the central 

government criteria, data requirements and Payment by Results processes of the TFP. Many of the 

families identified as being ‘troubled’ were already known to services within the authority. This is 

perhaps unsurprising given the previous Labour government’s exhortation for children’s services 

practitioners to ‘think family’ (Cornford et al, 2013) and the similarities between the TFP and recent 

approaches to tackle anti-social behaviour amongst ‘problem families’: 

‘So we just thought, it’s madness, don’t reinvent the wheel.  It’s taken us six years to get 

where we are [in 2012], if you put another layer of something different, we’ll lose everything 

we’ve done, and they’re the same families.’   

‘So there’s no, honestly, no, apart from the assessments have changed, instead of Onset [an 

assessment form for young people entering the criminal justice system for the first time] it’s 

the CAF [Common Assessment Framework – a multi-agency assessment for children where 

professionals have concerns], but there’s no, we still liaise with the same professionals, go to 

the same meetings, have the same hassles in school.  There’s nothing, apart from delivering 

the [parenting] programmes, instead of referring them on.  Instead of filling a form in, you’ve 

got to do it.’ 

New management arrangements were introduced, however, which included the establishment of a 

partnership board and an operational group to oversee the local delivery of the TFP. Lead 

practitioners sat in twelve different services across the authority, including children’s social care 

teams, children’s centres, education, the Youth Offending Team, Health and a disabled children’s 

team. An existing Family Intervention style team also expanded. Workers filling these posts were 

largely recruited on fixed-term contracts through redeployment or secondment processes as a result 

of cuts to services such as youth offending, play, youth and community, and education. The 

extensive bureaucratic ensemble which supported the implementation and subsequent delivery of 

the TFP, including data collection requirements and reporting arrangements, suggest that the 

positioning of the programme as a sleek and efficient ‘smart’ (Cameron 2015) form of government 

does not sit easily with the local adjustments required to support the programme.  

In Northton, the decision to align the TFP with existing work allowed the authority to resist using the 

term ‘troubled’. Whilst all 152 local authorities ‘signed up’ to deliver the Troubled Families 

Programme and their Chief Executives voted it their ‘top government policy’ (DCLG, 2013a), many 

have chosen to rename their local ‘troubled families’ work to remove the stigmatising label (see 

Hayden and Jenkins 2013) One manager in Northton was aware of the issues around the ‘troubled’ 

label and, whilst acknowledging Louise Casey’s defence of the term, suggested it lacked a grasp of 

the problems the term created in practice: 

I think what a practitioner can’t do is go out to [name of neighbourhood] on a Tuesday 

morning and say “you’ve been identified as part of the troubled families’ agenda” on the 

doorstep, I think that’s a different thing altogether, and I think it would hinder engagement  

The same manager highlighted contradictions within the national narrative around ‘troubled 

families’. The strong ‘no-nonsense’ rhetoric of Eric Pickles (see Chorley, 2012 for an example) was 
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eschewed in favour of what was seen as Louise Casey’s more sympathetic portrayal of work with 

‘troubled families’: 

There was a big narrative around that, that reckless and feckless agenda. Louise Casey, I 

think, has been very skilful in bringing that onto her own terms and, err, making it something 

more genuine than that … And we’re up for that, you know. We’re not, we’re not up for, you 

know, those kind of TV documentaries, the poverty porn around ‘On benefits and proud’ and 

all that sort of stuff. And, when we recruited our workers, they were very clear about that, 

you know, they were saying “We’re not up for that agenda, but we’re up for that one. We’re 

up for Louise’s, but we’re not up for Eric’s.” You know, and that was kind of interesting  

Participants in the research often expressed broad support for the aims of the programme and the 

discretion afforded by it. A number of the newly recruited family workers stated that it was work 

they would have been interested in doing even if there hadn’t been cuts to the services they had 

been working in previously. Family workers sometimes positioned themselves against other services, 

with one stating that they were quick to tell families ‘I’m not a social worker’ and another referring 

to themselves as ‘the good guys’ with statutory social care services implicitly identified as ‘the bad 

guys’. 

Another manager in Northton stated that they ‘just got it, got the agenda’ and believed that the TFP 

was ‘about improving outcomes for families, reducing the burden on the public purse and 

transformation’. They articulated how they dealt with ‘resistance’ from practitioners who were less 

supportive: 

I would say some of the ones that were really adamant that they didn’t want to be involved, 

you know, it’s a simple message.  Well I tell you what, if you’re not going to do this, you 

might as well say bye bye to your job  

As well as the support for – and negotiation within - the programme, there was also a strong sense 

of resistance amongst workers to elements of the programme itself and some of the rhetoric 

associated with it. One manager said they felt ‘morally compromised’ by the TFP which was a 

‘flawed’ but ‘well-sold programme’. Their main concern related to the Payment by Results 

procedure, which considered a family to be ‘turned around’ if an adult in the household moved into 

‘sustained’ employment, regardless of other ‘troubles’, such as domestic violence, that might still be 

affecting the family: 

How is it that work is top trumps?  You can still be beating nine bells out of your wife and 

children, and your children may not be achieving anything at school because they don’t 

attend because they’re busy mopping the blood up off the floor.  But actually, you went out 

and you got a job in a betting office or whatever you got.  And that’s top trumps and that 

hurts  

Other officers also expressed doubts about the design of the Payment by Results process with many 

of them ironically referring to getting an adult in a ‘troubled family’ back into work as a ‘kerching’ 

moment, or the ‘golden ticket’ or ‘golden egg’. Practitioners also positioned themselves against the 

national narratives and sought to reinsert material deprivation and poverty into a local narrative 

around ‘troubled families’. Louise Casey’s Listening to troubled families report (Casey 2012) does not 
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mention the term ‘poverty’ once, despite it being an account of the lives of some of England’s most 

disadvantaged families. Nationally, the poverty experienced by ‘troubled families’ may be 

marginalised, but a number of officers highlighted the centrality of this issue in their work: 

yes, it is about poverty and a lot of young people don’t actually have a decent bed to sleep 

on.  

There is absolutely no doubt that socio-economic deprivation characterises the majority of 

families that we work with. 

I didn’t know poverty existed the way that it does until I walked into this job.  Honestly, you 

know, people have nothing, you know.  And how degrading it must feel to have to ring 

somebody up and say, you know, “will there be a chance that you could put £10 on my gas or 

£10 on my electric”, you know. 

Poverty. A lot of them [‘troubled families’] are trapped in a cycle of poverty.  And I know 

politically, we’re not supposed to discuss things like that.  But it’s poverty underlying 

everything, it really is … 

If it’s poverty we’re dealing with, you call it poverty and you address it.  You don’t call it 

troubled families. It’s families living in poverty, my opinion, a lot of the time. 

However, other workers involved in the delivery of the TFP in Northton offered different, less 

sympathetic views on the issue of money and families’ income and the perceived ‘problematic’ 

behaviours and dispositions of the families they were working with: 

I feel that sometimes I’m going out with, working with some families who are probably 

financially better off than what I am. I’m paying my own rent, paying, you know, erm, child, 

you know, maintenance and stuff like that, and I am struggling at the end of the month.  

And, you know, they’re sitting there with, it is, you know, they do have their flat screen 

tellies, they do have, erm, their iPhones.  I don’t and that’s frustrating. 

I seem to spend a lot of time throwing money at them but because they’re ‘troubled 

families’, we’re allowed to do that 

I’ve got to go to work on time, that’s basically, you know, why should you [a family member] 

get paid for sitting, when you do nothing all week and every two weeks you’re late, you 

know, I’d sanction you as well.   

Numerous other examples of resistance and subversion of the national TFP took place in Northton. 

Cases were often co-allocated to two practitioners rather than the single keyworker model 

advocated by the government, generally when there were statutory responsibilities involved or 

where certain specialist skills were required that the family worker did not possess. One of the DWP 

secondees to the ‘troubled families’ work was primarily used to ensure full take-up of benefits 

within ‘troubled families’ rather than advice on how to move into employment, which was the 

original, central government intention. One worker, when discussing this, noted that ‘clearly, one of 

the agendas of the programme is about, erm, cutting, reducing the amount spent on benefits’. 

Officers also rejected the government’s preferred ‘data driven’ approach to identifying ‘troubled 
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families’ (DCLG 2012b). This process, which was referred to as a ‘data wash’, produced a ‘big list’ of 

potentially ‘troubled families’ which often resulted in families being cold-called on the basis of out-

of-date information. Northton’s response was to wait for families to be referred into different 

services and then check them off against the ‘troubled families’ criteria.  

Each example of resistance, however, was effectively a ‘legitimated transgression, an official or 

semi-official dispensation, in the sense of an exception to the rule made within the rules, and a 

legally sanctioned privilege’ (Bourdieu, 2005: 132). The design and rhetoric of the TFP encourages 

family workers to position themselves against their colleagues and creates the space to resist 

elements of the national programme whilst still fulfilling its objectives. The new, entrepreneurial 

‘persistent, assertive and challenging’ (DCLG, 2012a: 6) ‘family workers’ of the TFP, positioned 

against social workers and other ‘overlapping’ state agencies, are thus supported to acquire a 

‘particular form of bureaucratic charisma that is acquired by distancing oneself from the 

bureaucratic definition of the civil service role’ (Bourdieu, 2005: 132). 

Discussion      

Local authority officers working on the TFP were ‘shot through with the contradictions of the State’ 

(Bourdieu et al, 1999: 184) and ‘enmeshed in relations of antagonistic cooperation’ (Wacquant, 

2009: 289) with central government. The ‘success’ of the TFP appears to owe as much to local 

officers’ negotiation and subversion of the programme as it does to its original design. It is an 

exemplar of ‘the rigidity of bureaucratic institutions’ being ‘such that … they can only function, with 

more or less difficulty, thanks to the initiative, the inventiveness, if not the charisma of those 

functionaries who are the least imprisoned in their function’ (Bourdieu et al, 1999: 191). 

It is, of course, appropriate that state workers should work with ‘troubled families’. Workers 

exercised the discretion offered by the TFP and often rejected the dominant national narrative of 

‘troubled families’ being ‘neighbours from hell’, seeking to work with them in ways that owed more 

to ‘support’ and ‘empowerment’, than ‘intervention’ (see also Bond-Taylor, 2014). The 

transgressions described by workers, however, were those which were tolerated, if not encouraged, 

by the design of the TFP, which has a clear focus on what constitutes a ‘troubled family’ (those that 

represent a high cost to the state) and on what outcomes are required of families and local 

authorities. What exactly happens between ’troubled families’ being identified and their being 

‘turned around’ is, however, deliberately vague, and transgression, resistance or subversion in this 

area, matters little. The TFP allows local authorities, if they so wish, to name their local ‘troubled 

families’ work something different, adopt a supportive approach over a punitive intervention, and 

even claim for families it hasn’t worked with (Bawden, 2015). But these are small, ‘quick wins’, 

‘partial revolutions’ against the TFP, that do not ‘call into question the very foundations on which 

the whole game is based’ (Bourdieu, 1993: 74). 

These transgressions, then, occur under the radar and do little to trouble the national narrative of an 

assertive central government policy working successfully with troublesome families. They are not 

permitted to distract from the portrayal of the TFP as a unique way of working that can ‘turn around’ 

the lives of ‘troubled families’ and can also be applied to other service areas, saving ‘the taxpayer’ 

substantial significant sums of money. Local authorities have already begun commissioning ‘troubled 

adults’ services (Calkin, 2015), the public policy think-tank IPPR has produced a report on a proposed 

‘Troubled Lives Programme’ (IPPR 2015) for individuals and, in the 2014 Budget, the government 

committed to exploring ways ‘to further reduce the waste and complexity of public services’ and 

exploring ways of extending the TFP approach to other groups of people (HMT, 2014: 25).  
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The idea of ‘transforming’ public services is at the heart of the TFP, a public policy arguably more 

concerned with ‘turning around’ state services to marginalised groups than it is about the lives of 

any ‘troubled families’ (Crossley, 2015). Cameron’s (2014) belief that ‘whatever the social issue we 

want to grasp - the answer should always begin with family’ is instructive and needs to be examined 

alongside wider welfare reforms and his concomitant argument that there exists an opportunity to 

craft a ‘smarter’, more business-like state (Cameron 2015). The ‘smart state’ vision is one which 

espouses the private sector virtues of entrepreneurship, efficiency and innovation. Returning to In 

and Against the State, the preface to the first edition highlights how cuts in public funding ‘are 

pushing us all into positions and attitudes that are similar to those of workers for private capital’ 

(London Edinburgh Weekend Return Group, 1980: 3). 

Significantly, Cameron argued that the size of the state does not matter, a statement that supports 

Wacquant’s (2009 & 2010) thesis that neoliberal governance is not predicated on a small, retreating 

state, but that it instead requires an expansive and intrusive apparatus to ‘unfurl disciplinary 

supervision over precarious factions’ (Wacquant, 2009: 307) and marginalised populations. It is, 

Wacquant (2009: 305) argues, no surprise that ‘the populations most directly and adversely 

impacted by the convergent revamping of the labour market and public aid [such as large families 

and lone parent families in the UK] turn out also to be the privileged “beneficiaries”’ of the states 

‘new’ approach to working with troublesome groups. 

The overly simplistic framing of the TFP as an ‘unprecedented success’, built on a new and more 

efficient way of delivering public services belies the expansive bureaucratic apparatus supporting the 

programme and the daily complications and negotiations that street-level bureaucrats face in 

making it work. The political and rhetorical focus on austerity and public sector savings helps to 

deflect attention away from the ways in which the reach of the UK government is growing and 

becoming more ‘involved’ in the daily lives of ‘troubled families’. The TFP is a programme which is 

therefore reliant on ‘institutional bad faith’, one where the UK government engages in ‘a collective 

double game and double consciousness’ (Bourdieu et al, 1999: 204-205). The antagonistic 

positioning of the TFP as being both for and against the state, thus serves to highlight the Janus-

faced nature of the programme and, by extension, the governments that have promoted it as a near-

perfect social policy intervention and a model for a new ‘smarter’ form of public service provision. 
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