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the Conservative Party recognises, will
measure and will act on relative poverty.’

He did highlight that Conservatives had differ-
ent views about how poverty should be
addressed, but his commitment to measuring
and acting on relative poverty was seen as a
positive development in securing political sup-
port for efforts to tackle poverty. Although
Labour’s focus shifted a little towards the ‘most
disadvantaged’ and ‘the most chaotic’ families
in its later years, when Gordon Brown became
prime minister, the commitment to end child
poverty was enshrined in law. The Child Poverty
Act, which passed through Parliament in 2010
with cross-party support, contained four indica-
tors of child poverty, including a ‘headline’
measure of ‘relative child poverty’. 

In 2011, the coalition government produced the
first UK child poverty strategy, promising a new
approach – one which was based on ‘tackling
the causes of disadvantage and transforming
families’ lives’. The strategy attempted to dis-
tance itself from the previous administration’s
approach to tackling child poverty, and instead
focused on what it called its ‘life-changing poli-
cies that will help families to lift themselves out
of poverty’.3 These policies included the intro-
duction of universal credit, an increase in the
number of health visitors and the Work
Programme. Around the same time, the govern-
ment also published a social mobility strategy
which stated that ‘improving social mobility is
the principal goal of the Coalition Government’s
social policy’.4

In 2012, a consultation process was launched
which aimed to find ‘better measures’ of child
poverty.5 A robust response from academics,
campaigning groups and children’s charities
highlighted the centrality of income to measures
of poverty. Many people recognised that the
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Child poverty: a loud and clear message
Tony Blair’s commitment in 1999 to ‘end child
poverty forever’1 is well known, and the Labour
governments of the 1990s and 2000s devel-
oped and implemented a range of policy initia-
tives in order to help realise this aim. Significant
progress was made in the early stages, although
from the mid-2000s onwards, the pace of this
progress slowed. At the time, however, there
was strong political consensus around the need
to tackle child poverty and how poverty should
be measured. In 2006, David Cameron, then
Leader of the Opposition said:2

‘We need to think of poverty in relative terms
– the fact that some people lack those things
which others in society take for granted. So I
want this message to go out loud and clear:
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impoverished groups into the ‘deserving’ and
‘undeserving’ poor has its roots in the
Elizabethan Poor Laws, or even earlier, with
researchers arguing that ever since ‘the happy
sixteenth-century custom of chopping off the
ears of vagabonds, rogues and sturdy beggars,
the British have had some difficulty in distin-
guishing poverty from crime’.11 More recently,
there have been debates about the phenome-
non of ‘transmitted deprivation’ in the 1970s,
the emergence of an ‘underclass’ in the 1980s
and New Labour’s focus on ‘problem families’
under the Respect agenda in the mid-2000s.
These labels have reappeared frequently,
despite no evidence to support them.12

Professor David Gordon, who recently headed
up the largest research project into poverty and
social exclusion of its kind in the UK, has given
some forthright views on such ideas:13

The idea that poverty is ‘transmitted’
between generations is an old libel which is
entirely without foundation or supporting evi-
dence. Poverty is not like syphilis or a biblical
curse across the generations – poverty is not
a disease and it cannot be caught and all
creditable evidence shows that it is not
‘transmitted’ to children by their parents’
genes or culture.

In 2011, following the riots that took place
across England, the government announced a
new programme to help ‘turn around’ the lives
of England’s ‘most troubled families’, who had
apparently played a big part in the distur-
bances. Cameron stated that the riots were not
about poverty or government cuts but were
‘about behaviour’ and ‘people showing indiffer-
ence to right and wrong… people with a twisted
moral code, people with a complete absence of
self-restraint’.14 At the launch of the Troubled
Families programme, Cameron demonstrated
the lack of progress that had been made in dis-
tinguishing poverty from crime, stating that:15

‘I want to talk about troubled families. Let me be
clear what I mean by this phrase. Officialdom
might call them ‘families with multiple disad-
vantages’. 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.
Drug addiction. Alcohol abuse. Crime. A cul-
ture of disruption and irresponsibility that
cascades through generations.’

The government announced that there were
120,000 ‘troubled families’ in England, and
used research identifying families experiencing

existing measure was not perfect, but it was
very important for a number of reasons: it was
supported by robust social scientific evidence,
and it was an internationally recognised meas-
ure of poverty.6 In the event, no new, or ‘better’,
measures of child poverty were introduced fol-
lowing the consultation. A second child poverty
strategy from 2014 to 2017 set out how the
government would support families into work,
improve living standards and prevent poor chil-
dren becoming poor adults by increasing their
educational attainment.7 It also set out the ‘good
progress in tackling child poverty’ made in ‘many
areas’, without actually providing any data about
poverty levels:8

For example, despite the tough economic cli-
mate, employment has increased by nearly
1.7 million since 2010 and since 2010 the
number of children aged under 16 in work-
less households has fallen by 290,000. Poor
children are doing better than ever at school,
with the proportion of children on free school
meals getting five good GCSEs including
English and maths increasing from 31% in
2010 to 38% in 2013.

In 2015, Iain Duncan Smith announced a move
to ‘strengthen’ child poverty measures, because
the current measure was ‘considered to be
deeply flawed and a poor test of whether chil-
dren’s lives are genuinely improving’.9 This move
would see the replacement of the income-
based, relative child poverty measure with two
new measures: 

• the proportion of children living in workless
households, as well as long-term workless
households;

• the educational attainment of all pupils and
the most disadvantaged pupils at age 16.

The Work and Welfare Reform Act 2016 rescind-
ed large swathes of the Child Poverty Act, and
even retrospectively changed its name to the
Life Chances Act. While child poverty statistics
would continue to be collected and published
by the government, there was no longer an obli-
gation to report them to Parliament. In their
place were new reporting obligations on the
above two measures and on progress made by
families on the government’s Troubled Families
programme. 

‘Troubled families’
Concerns about the allegedly problematic
behaviour of small groups of poor or disadvan-
taged individuals or families have a ‘long and
undistinguished pedigree’.10 The desire to split
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multiple disadvantage as the evidence base for
the same number of criminal, anti-social, and
workless households.16 The aim of the Troubled
Families programme, which was to be delivered
by local authorities across England, was to ‘turn
around’ these 120,000 families by the end of the
coalition’s term of office in May 2015. ‘Turning
around’ a ‘troubled family’ involved seeing a
reduction in crime and/or anti-social behaviour
(where it was present), improved school atten-
dance, and seeing an adult in the household
moving off out-of-work benefits and into
employment. Councils were funded to work with
‘troubled families’ on a ‘payment by results’ basis.

The Troubled Families programme was, and still
is, allegedly based on a family intervention
approach, which sees a keyworker work with
families in an intensive and ‘persistent,
assertive and challenging’ way. The approach
has been called a ‘tough love’, ‘no nonsense’
approach, which ‘grips’ families and helps them
to sort out their problems.17 Many local authori-
ties have attempted to distance themselves
from some of the more stigmatising elements of
the programme,18 and many have used univer-
sal services and existing specialist services,
alongside elements of the family intervention
model, to deliver it.19 The family intervention
approach has been presented as evidence-
based, but some researchers have highlighted
that the research findings do not necessarily
match some of the headline claims made by
government ministers about their success
rate.20 None of the evaluations of various family
intervention projects, which were set up under
Labour, have reported on the efficacy of the
approach in tackling poverty, and there has
been very limited success in supporting family
members into employment. 

Despite these concerns about several elements
of the programme, it went on to become one of
the highest profile social policies of the coalition
government, eclipsing work on child poverty
and social mobility. The government regularly
reported the progress that local authorities had
made in ‘turning around’ ‘troubled families’ and,
in June 2015, it was announced that the pro-
gramme had succeeded in ‘turning around’ 99
per cent of the families it had worked with.21

However, an impact study, carried out by inde-
pendent researchers on behalf of the govern-
ment, found no evidence of any impact of the
programme across a number of key outcomes.22

Similarly, a family survey, which also formed
part of an evaluation of the programme, found
no evidence that families had better outcomes
as a result of participating in it.23 No strands of
the official evaluation were asked to report on

progress made in supporting families to increase
their income or to tackle poverty.

The programme is now in its second phase,
working with 400,000 more ‘troubled families’
who were identified using new criteria, including
children in need, poor health, disability and
financial exclusion.24 The stigmatising label and
the family intervention approach remain. In April
2017, progress on the second phase was
reported to Parliament, along with reports on
workless families and educational attainment of
disadvantaged pupils. At the same time, the
government announced that the Troubled
Families programme would become more
focused on helping ‘workless families’ into work,
and on addressing the ‘linked issues’ of prob-
lem debt and parental conflict, while still man-
aging to ignore the underlying issue of poverty.

‘Workless’ families
The political focus on ‘workless’ families fits in
with wider populist concerns about benefit
fraudsters, ‘cultures of worklessness’, and fam-
ilies with ‘three generations that have never
worked’. The evidence base relating to such
concerns does not, however, support such a
focus. The myth of a ‘culture of worklessness’
and families in which multiple generations have
never worked has long since been dispelled,25

and benefit fraud is a far smaller problem than
many politicians make it out to be. The majority
of disadvantaged families and/or families living
in poverty have at least one adult in paid
employment. And all of these families are
involved in domestic and caring work of some
description – many families living in poverty
have children and/or many have family mem-
bers with health issues – so the idea that they
are ‘workless’ is a pejorative myth. 

According to evidence published by the gov-
ernment, more than half of the families involved
with the Troubled Families programme have
adults who are in work. Of the 44 per cent of the
families who are classed as ‘workless’, many of
them are in receipt of benefits, such as inca-
pacity benefit, income support and employment
and support allowance, which probably do not
require them to be actively looking for work.26

Fewer than 19 per cent of adults in ‘troubled
families’ receive jobseeker’s allowance,27 sug-
gesting that the overwhelming majority of them
are not expected to be looking for work. It is also
worth remembering that many of the families
involved with the programme are headed by lone
parents and part of the rationale for expanding
the programme was to include more families with
pre-school children, with, again, less expecta-
tion that adults will be available for work. 
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So, the reasons why families might be ‘workless’
are largely ignored by this new focus on sup-
porting them back into work, with a dedicated
keyworker identified as the best person to help
them. The track record of the family intervention
model in relation to supporting people back into
work is not particularly impressive, but this
should not surprise us. It is unlikely that some-
one with a persistent, assertive and challenging
approach will be able to ‘motivate’ people with
significant caring responsibilities or disabilities
or health issues to find them a job. Researchers
and practitioners working with such families are
aware that an adult member getting a job is
often not an appropriate course of action until
other issues within the household improve.
Shildrick and others, reflecting on interviews
with families with long spells of unemployment
over two generations and chronic health issues,
stated that ‘asking questions about why a person
was not in employment felt, sometimes to us as
researchers, to be verging on the absurd’.28

Discussion
In the course of around seven years, we have,
in the UK, moved from cross-party support for
implementing a legal requirement to ‘eradicate’
child poverty, to a policy focus on ‘troubled’ or
‘workless’ families. The intense focus on the
family and support for family members closes
off discussions about other factors in relation to
employment, such as the availability and quality
of jobs that are on offer. Once again, history
repeats itself, with the structural causes of
poverty and the issue of poverty itself margin-
alised in favour of a focus on families changing
their allegedly problematic behaviour in order to
change their circumstances. Politicians clearly still
have trouble distinguishing poverty from crime
and other ‘deviant’ behaviours. The loud and clear
message about acting on child poverty has been
replaced by something akin to total silence. 

The ‘troubled families’ and ‘worklessness’ dis-
courses, and the government documents that
support them, have precious little, if anything at
all, to say about poverty. Ignoring poverty, and the
role it plays in making some of these problems
more acute, or acting as a catalyst for them to
appear, is not only politically disingenuous, but it
also robs us of one of the most important levers
to address some of the problems that continue
to exist. As Barbara Wootton noted in 1959:29

Until we have abolished mental and physical
illness, poverty and overcrowding, as well as
such human frailties as jealousy and self-
assertiveness, many of the problems pre-
sented are frankly insoluble. But they can often
be alleviated, and most of them, it is worth

noting, would be a lot more tolerable if those
afflicted with them had a lot more money. ■

Stephen Crossley is Senior Lecturer in Social Policy at
Northumbria University
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