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1. Background 

 

This report brings together the insights and experiences of spending time „deep 

hanging out‟ with Families with Complex Needs.  It is based on 6 weeks of 

ethnographic fieldwork with 9 families in Leicestershire who were identified as having 

complex needs (i.e. either membership of the „Family Intervention Process‟ (FIP) or 

with numerous or complex relationships with different State and 3rd sector institutions 

and agencies.) 

 

The fieldwork was carried out by Bruce Davis, Visiting Research Fellow at the 

Bauman Institute, Leeds University, who spent time with each of the families, 

observing their everyday life and carrying out extensive in-depth interviews with 

respondents from within the families. 

 

2. Management Summary 

 

The aim of the study was to provide an alternative and complementary perspective 

on the „social life‟ of Families with Complex Needs that would inform the design and 

development of new services (including FIP and other types of interventions). 

 

Carrying out ethnographic research provided the opportunity, and importantly 

significant time, for in depth immersion into the lives of a relatively small number of 

families; time being a commodity which is sometimes short and pressured for the key 

protagonists in the day to day multi-tasking lives of social workers, helpers and 

carers.  The aim was to go beyond what are almost automatic “surface” narratives 

and reactions and invest time and patience in building a trusting and open 

relationship in which the difficult issues facing both individuals and the family as a 

whole could be discussed. 

 

This research is not, therefore, necessarily representative of the breadth of 

experiences of all families, but it does afford a unique glimpse into worlds which are 

often very private and hidden from general view. The ethnographies also allow us to 

enter the world of the recipients of care and begin to understand how they see their 

world and their experience being constructed by the process of FIP and on the 
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margins of social care (where risks have been identified but no interventions have 

taken place). 

 

However, despite the relatively small number of families in the study, we 

encountered a broad set of the risk factors and issues which have been identified in 

other parts of the Leicestershire Together research project including domestic 

violence, drug abuse, alcohol abuse, criminality, anti-social behaviour (adult and 

juvenile), sexual abuse, family breakdown, truancy, poor educational attainment, 

mental health problems (100% of respondents exhibited or were diagnosed with 

some form of depression), poor quality or uncertain housing situation, overcrowding, 

unemployment, intergenerational worklessness, physical disabilities and learning 

difficulties/disabilities. 

 

The ethnography aimed to do more than just create a more extensive and conclusive 

picture of the problems for which the families have been identified. The study also 

aimed to provide insights for a solution (or solutions) based on an understanding of 

not only the “problems” in these families‟ lives, but also the positive ideals and 

motivations of the individuals within those families; families, whose lives were and 

are characterised by extreme pressures and stresses, as well as a great deal of 

confrontation and difficulty even in carrying out the normal routines of everyday life. 

 

In fact, it is all too easy to get caught up in analysis of the causes and complexity of 

an individual family‟s situation and try to solve their many problems, the 

understanding of which then begins to unravel as the story is told and re-told. What 

is striking is the repetition of certain themes which have little to do with the objective 

risk factors which define FCN and instead point to the wider fragmentation of family, 

community, culture and society; a fragmentation which is a significant barrier to 

effective „intervention‟ by any individual agent or agency. 

 

These themes provide some insight therefore into why over several decades and 

after millions of pounds have been spent, the problems of many of these families 

seem resistant to change or suffer a relapse after the withdrawal of state or 3rd party 

support. 
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It is also significant to note that these explanations were consistent between families 

covered by both the Hinckley and Melton Boroughs with their differing models of FIP 

assessment and intervention. 

 

“Being a Family with Complex Needs” means: 

 

a. Life is a lottery (and if you want to get on in life, the system is perceived not 

to reward hard work but instead only create greater uncertainty). Being in the 

“lottery”, whether in terms of housing allocation, managing to decipher a 

benefits form or being affected by events out of the blue, becomes a full time 

obsession (you have to be in it to win it, but also you will lose more than you 

win) and shortens time horizons of future goals, objectives, plans and values.   

There is little or no narrative of investment; everything is portrayed in terms of 

a debt (cost) to society. 

b. Boom and Bust intervention (and regulation).  State intervention can 

create imbalances elsewhere in the family, which in turn affect the resilience 

of the family as a unit; especially when individuals perceive the help received 

by others in the family, as somehow arbitrary or as a function of lucky 

coincidence rather than any structured plan they are aware of.  To some, 

getting to do “good things” seems to be a reward for being difficult and 

demanding to look after.  Accepting that “boom and bust” is a normal part of 

family life is important - at times the State‟s intervention sought to overcome 

social and cultural factors that were beyond its means or even perhaps its 

responsibility. 

c. The State being inconsistent in what it says and what it does.  Although 

this was a regular narrative refrain (they are „lying‟ to me) the inconsistencies 

and apparent powerlessness in the face of State bureaucracy of individual 

care managers meant that trust and openness of state and family relationship 

had almost completely broken down in many cases. 

d. Care in/by/with the community? The current approach does little to address 

the issue of attitudes and behaviours of those in society towards families and 

individuals which exhibit anti-social or abnormal attitudes/behaviours.  There 

is currently little opportunity for the community to play a positive role in 

socialising the individuals with „complex needs‟ in the norms and values of 
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that community or for that matter for the individual to feel they have something 

to say and think about the norms and values of that community by return. 

e. You live in a community that has been largely privatised. There is no 

longer a sense of shared social purpose in public spaces, only private 

freedoms.  Joining and interacting with the community currently requires the 

resources for both ownership and consumption of consumer goods and 

experiences which are outside of the reach of many of these families. 

f. The authority of a single parent is easy to undermine.   Authority within 

the family is almost entirely a function of the confidence and self esteem of 

the gatekeeper (the adult of the family who makes most of the decision for the 

group including allowing any external interventions or entry of new 

products/ideas into the home). External interventions remove the image and 

myth of authority from the parent and place it in the hands of a seemingly 

panoptical State. Removal of parental authority in turn creates additional 

complications for families. 

g. Lack of self esteem (of the “gatekeeper”) constantly undermines the 

resilience of the family and its independence.  Building self esteem 

requires a relationship based on social recognition and reciprocation not 

alienation and intervention.  The current narrative to family gatekeepers is one 

of education and self improvement (based on „lack‟ or „need‟) rather than one 

of emphasising existing capabilities and achievement – particularly for those 

suffering from depression and the effects of domestic violence. 

h. Creating a culture of dependency.  Doing too many things for people too 

early means that recipients quickly become accustomed to dependency rather 

than preserving their sense of independence. Respondents displayed very 

similar behaviours observed in older people in the period immediately after 

retirement or following a hospital stay for an acute incident (i.e. their physical 

space retreats as they perceive their life to be colonised and controlled by a 

more powerful presence – the State). 

i. Real fear of the consequences of “care” (i.e. being marked as a failure or 

worse) creates on-going dependency to stay “in” the system (protected from 

the risk of failure).  Failure can be blamed on the system but personal failure 

carries greater risks than is normal because sanctions are perceived to 

include the loss of family itself. 
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j. Feeling that I am being "contained" and shut off from normal society. 

The impact of multiple interventions to counter anti-social behaviour creates a 

gradual alienation and state of almost „house arrest‟ for some individuals.  

This in turn affects the "normality" of family life in what are often over crowded 

homes lacking in personal space. 

k. Fear creates close knit families that store up tensions and frustrations in 

what is a very confined space.  The “gatekeeper” of the home, who is often 

female, sees her role as protecting her family from the perceived antagonism, 

prejudice and threats of „the outside‟.  This is compounded by individual 

children being banned from certain public spaces and social interaction.  Also 

children react to the perceived vulnerability of the parent and become „joined 

at the hip‟. 

l. Children becoming almost infantilised, lacking any opportunity for peer 

socialisation and rites of passage (other than “doing time”).  Leaving 

home is not perceived in terms of growth but of being cut off from the family.  

Children perceive themselves to have lost the right to a „normal‟ social life as 

this is the only sanction available to the authorities before their rights to adult 

freedoms are available to be removed (i.e. be sent to prison).  Prison 

becomes seen as a place where you „become a man‟ and the marks of this 

rite of passage define much of your “self” and social image (even if the 

offences were relatively minor (just repetitive – such as car related crimes). 

m. Feeling trapped in a system whose language is only understood by 

professionals.  The perceived „professionalization‟ of care is a barrier to the 

processes by which the norms of society are transmitted and adapted 

between individuals for the good of the groups or community as a whole.  This 

is also the case within families, where the intervention from a new „authority‟ 

and culture upsets the existing social structures, distribution of power and 

individual freedoms – causing increasingly fragmented families who are trying 

to cope with an equally fragmented society, culture and State. 

n. Being the “black sheep” of the family.  Rejection by extended family 

networks, particularly after the birth of a child, requires the seeking out or 

creation alternative networks of support and care which are built on the basis 

of mutual support rather than direct support. 
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o. Constantly asking “Am I normal?”  There are implicit social norms and 

values in the current definition of Families with Complex Needs which are 

idealised when it comes to the everyday life of families which might be 

considered „mainstream‟.  All families are complex, and all families have 

complex needs, as a result of the fluid, changing and fragmentary nature of 

modern culture.  

p. Being confused whether my care manager is my friend or my 

“manager”.  The focus of the care manager is perceived to be managing the 

complexity of the State rather than engaging with the complexity of the family 

situation.  They are the legislators of what „being a good family‟ is, rather than 

interpreters working for the family to navigate their way through an often 

confusing mix of services, professionals, jargon and cultures. 

q. Making families „normal‟ is not the same as making them happy. “Normal 

families” as evidenced by rising divorce rates and declining measures of 

happiness, etc, experience difficulties created by the social and cultural forces 

of consumerism and the demands of seeking individualised freedoms and 

satisfactions.  An idea of “normality” as some kind of utopia of family 

happiness and stability is not evidenced by the experience of the majority of 

what might be considered “mainstream” families. 

r. The problem of „free money‟.  The behaviour and attitudes of Families with 

Complex Needs reflect those of „normal families‟ under the pressures of 

modern consumer finance and debt.  Free money can be a 0% credit card, a 

lottery win or living on benefits – they all carry little meaning for the individual 

because they are not earned through any meaningful process, as a result 

there is no sense of permanence or ownership, which leads the individuals to 

spend the money before it disappears just as freely. The impact of „free 

money‟ is that it increases the uncertainty that in turn drives the need for 

consumption of goods for short term comfort and satisfaction..  Changing the 

way money is given within the benefit system is fundamental to helping 

families shift from a short term spending to a longer term investing mindset – 

both in terms of their economic and social capital. 

s. Addressing poverty is not just about „needs‟ but also about building 

long term perspective and capabilities.  Poverty is arguably the state of 

being in which it seems impossible to invest in the future but merely to live 
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day to day and hand to mouth because the source of money and other forms 

of economic and social capital cannot be relied upon.  In other words, a form 

of subsistence consumerism.  This „live for today‟ motto also translates into 

behaviours and attitudes to health, work, education and other areas which are 

identified as positive for building resilience and independence in families.  

t. The “work ethic” is no longer a relevant set of values; work is seen in 

terms of what it creates in terms of material experience.  Instead your value 

becomes a function of a consumer aesthetic.  However, there was evidence 

that the re-evaluation of the idea of “work”, and attempts made to re-connect 

with the world of work, could be an effective foundation of building self 

esteem. 

 

3. Introduction – shifting from interrogation to interpretation 

The complexity of families is twofold, they can be thought of complex systems in 

themselves and they also derive their meaning and definition from the equally 

complex, “liquid” (i.e. constantly changing) and fragmentary systems of meaning that 

make up our modern culture and society. 

The idea that there is one solution or one perspective that can encompass the 

complexity of what it means to be a „family‟ is open to challenge.  Arguably the lack 

of progress in the five decades in dealing with Families with Complex Needs is 

rooted in the tendency to seek a single, replicable and universal solution rather than 

trying to understand individual families from the inside out and „co-design‟ a solution 

for that family on an individual scale. 

 

The ethnographic research provides some useful start points for thinking about how 

the insights and implications of the specific research studies and analysis of existing 

knowledge about Families with complex needs can be used to develop new ideas 

and solutions. 

 

The ethnographies demonstrate the importance of interpretation in the assessment 

of the needs of families with complex needs.  Interpretation requires an appreciation 

and understanding of the social and cultural ecology of a particular family as 

opposed to methodologies and processes which are based on interrogation of the 
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research subject. Interrogation is a rational process which requires a degree of prior 

knowledge and confidence about the possible answers in order to form and structure 

the line of enquiry in the first place. 

 

The purpose of interrogation based approaches is to test prior theories, reduce 

complexity and define a consistent point of view.  In contrast, interpretation allows for 

the development of competing and/or complementary points of view.  Interrogation 

assumes certain facts about the family are knowable, measurable and once 

identified have a specific meaning for any processes which might be implemented. 

Interpretation allows for a more ambiguous meaning to events being observed and 

constantly challenges the assumptions of the observer. 

 

Interrogation in reality creates a “problem led” rather than individual “family led” 

approach which can leave the recipients of services feeling labelled as failures, 

marginalised from what is considered normal from society, confrontational – all 

values and identities which they associate with themselves because of their 

perception of society‟s view about themselves. 

 

Interpretation is the essence of being truly „context led‟ and essential to any co-

designed approach, but it requires some significant cultural and behaviour change 

from the providers of social care to enact it in such a way to avoid in the inherent 

contradiction with a large, powerful institution adopting what it calls a “personal” 

approach to social care. 

 

Any process of assessment has to give the respondent the chance to articulate their 

problems and challenges in their own language and feel that their perspective is 

being heard and fed back in the same way.   The jargon which builds up around any 

professional discipline can become a secret code, knowledge of which enables you 

to enter that group but which also protects the power and knowledge that group 

holds within society that is the basis for its economic value. 

 

It is possible to listen to the testimony of an individual and say (from an objective, 

professional perspective) that person is „wrong‟ in their understanding of the system, 

its aims and motivations.  However, to dismiss that understanding is to miss an 
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opportunity to understand how that individual constructs their world and the real 

motivation and meaning of their complaint or story.  None of the individuals in the 

study were able to provide a consistent or satisfactory (from their point of view) 

account of nature of the care they received from the State (FIP or otherwise) 

particularly in terms of its purpose or objectives. 
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4. Entering the Social life of a Family with Complex Needs 

Entering the home of a stranger is neither a straightforward nor linear process.  

Fortunately, there are numerous social and cultural traditions which facilitate the 

process.  Usually, you are welcomed into a public area of the home, which may be 

the kitchen (especially if there is a table to sit at), the dining room and very rarely the 

lounge or sitting room.  Most of the time, you are offered some sort of hot drink and 

in more formal, older households something to eat (especially if your visit was 

expected).  Care must be taken to show respect for the rules of the household and 

often other members of the household will ignore you for some time before being 

invited into conversation. 

Homes in modern Britain are predominantly private spaces, constructed around the 

social life of our broadly self contained families with little space for socialising with 

those outside the family, a practice which increasingly takes place in public spaces 

such as shopping malls, restaurants or pubs.  In other countries, that division 

between public and private domestic spaces is stark, often only decorating and 

maintaining the elements of the home which might be „seen‟ by others, which in 

Russia often means leaving the rest in its Communist era state of repair. 

Entering the home of a family with complex needs is no different.  There is usually an 

informal welcome ritual involving a hot drink and while space may be limited you are 

still invited to sit in a place where strangers are conventionally welcomed.  As a 

visitor you are instantly struck by the similarity and differences in your surroundings.  

The cleanliness or tidiness of a home (or lack of it) will always make a first 

impression and you will find yourself looking at their books, DVD‟s, television and 

photos/prints on the walls which are often displayed in such areas. 

Obviously there are other signs which you can notice, such as dents in walls and 

doors, areas of the home which are chaotic or in a poor state of repair.  The homes 

are usually very noisy, full of children of varying sizes who come and go through the 

house, the television will usually be on and the kitchen is often full of the last meal‟s 

washing up.  Sometimes the impression of the home could be confusing and chaotic, 

at other times the material culture of the home was entirely mainstream and familiar 

to someone who spends their time „deep hanging out‟ in homes within the UK. 
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What was striking was how there would be seemingly orchestrated performances 

that were later commented on as being a function of the fact that my own status as a 

researcher was unknown despite assurances of independence prior to the visit from 

their care manager or contact.   

“They are never normally like this. I have been trying to get them to tidy up since 
they were 7!  I told them the „social worker‟ was coming at 6pm and they didn‟t 
believe that you would turn up.  When you got here they shot straight upstairs!... It‟s 
a bit like when I tell I have a „mum cam‟ which can see what they are doing behind 
my back... they fell for it completely [laughs].”   (Suzanne) 

This could manifest as the children being extremely helpful and polite, or 

alternatively exaggerated displays of aggression and mock violence against 

furniture, smoking in front of you without asking if you were ok with smoke, and a 

consistent  self-consciousness about their own (and their children‟s) use of language 

(i.e. no swearing).   

“Aaargh, you kicked me up the arse [fighting with his sister], oh, I mean backside 
[gets a slap from his mum]” (16 year old son of Lisa) 

Underlying all of this was a fundamental distrust of any intervention by someone 

perceived to be part of the State or authority over the family and a genuinely 

perceived fear of the consequences of being seen to „misbehave‟ or be anti-social in 

some way.  Sometimes it took several hours before that trust could be rebuilt 

sufficiently to have a productive conversation. 

“I can talk to her [Her outreach worker] but I feel I have to be careful because she will 
tell social services.  
So why are you telling me?[Researcher]  
Because I don‟t know you – you don‟t know everything from the outside.” (Sara)   
 
However once that trust is established and your own agenda as a researcher made 

transparent, there was very little which the respondents did not feel comfortable 

discussing. 

5. Making things “homely” 

The material culture of the home provides some clues as to the values and tensions 

which are present in any family.  The space and the qualities of space created by 

furniture and decoration mediate the tensions and contradictions of home and family 

life.  Making things “homely” is a complex and ongoing process in any home as 
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families deal with changing contexts and pressures in their everyday life.  In the 

families observed in this study, the challenge of making things homely was revealed 

in the close observation of the material culture of the home. 

Homes sharply divided between those where the public space was meticulously 

maintained and tidy, even in the presence of a relatively large number of children, 

and those where standards of cleanliness and tidiness were only reserved for certain 

areas or rooms and finally those which were characterised more by clutter than 

actual neglect or extreme untidiness.  It would be easy to dismiss this as laziness or 

lack of moral values, in reality the state of each home was rooted in the values and 

moralities (however alien they might feel to mainstream culture) of the individuals 

within the home.  They were a reflection of conscious, culturally defined choices 

rather than a function of apathy.  The only exception to this occurred when the place 

where the individual family lived was not seen as „home‟ in any sense of the word. 

This is important because the Families with Complex Needs observed in the study 

did not present the same (i.e. chaotic or in some way „transgressive‟) material culture 

of the home.  Each has their own individual perception of what makes something 

„homely‟ which may or may not conform to norms of fashion, design or class.  This 

was not just a function of individual taste, but could be traced to a deeper sense of 

cultural praxis (a common sense of morality – or „should‟) and meaning of family.  

This diversity in material culture of home was also carried through to a diverse 

culture of what it meant to be “a family” and beyond that towards an individual and 

group sense of happiness and fulfilment. 

For example, Lisa would constantly refer to her appropriateness of her home for her 

family and her own „deserving‟ status as a „good mum‟ and a good tenant evidenced 

through her „investment‟ in the material culture of the home.  Her frustration was also 

that her own efforts in trying to create a good home were not recognised or rewarded 

by the Council.  This was allied to a fear of judgment about the quality of her home 

implying that she was somehow lazy or didn‟t care about her family.  

“The council come round and say sorry – „we are cramped [but not officially 
„overcrowded]‟ – you can use the front room as a bedroom.  Then we would have no 
playroom.  They go to people who don‟t deserve it – they have been moved that 
many times, there is me who pays rent on time, I don‟t do parties. I would go out and 
have a party... I am not on the council warning list.  We have got Polish down the 
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road and up the road.  Our garden is the park and if it is raining what do we do.  I try 
and give the best of everything with lack of money, lack of space and lack of garden. 
I don‟t want her [outreach worker] saying you don‟t do anything”. (Lisa)  

Most of the homes observed were subject to a series of projects to improve them 

either financed by grants or their own money.  As with all families these projects 

were not always successful or finished in a timely manner which could create the 

impression of the home being in a poor state of repair on first impression. However, 

in reality it reflected a better home and family environment, particularly if the 

underlying architecture of the home was better suited to family life in a very different 

historical, social and cultural context. 

6. Digging deeper – stories within stories of Families with Complex Needs 

Every one of the respondents within the study had a complex and sometimes 

emotionally difficult or even harrowing story to tell.  All of the respondents, once they 

realised that they had the opportunity to tell their story on their own terms, really 

valued the opportunity to tell it. Interpreting these stories is not straightforward, and 

as mentioned above, it is easy to get caught up in the complexity (and 

inconsistencies) of events and their perceptions of events or key actors. 

For some, it was the first time that they had the chance to tell their story (even, 

importantly, to themselves) and so it was often an evolving and changing narrative 

as they reflected on their own experiences for the first time and made sense of them 

as they verbalised them.   

Here is an example story which was revealed within 2 hours of entering a home and 

allowing the respondent to lead the conversation: 

“That is why – I have been through so much – baby died when she was 17 – baby 
was 10 weeks old. I was in a flat on me own – no phone. With Jamie in the night – 
thought he was fine woke up at half past seven he was just gone I had been 45 
minutes earlier would have saved him.  Nobody [in the street] would lend me a 
phone – I don‟t even know if I got dressed that day. I went to my mum‟s – where‟s 
Lewis? – go and find your grandson – he is back at the flat dead and I was laughing 
my head off.  I couldn‟t go back to the flat – it was a crime scene.  The doctor came 
out and gave me some valium.  I said I haven‟t had enough time with my son – the 
burial and hearse was free – it was quite a lot of money for a family plot.  The doctor 
came out and said right – I am 18 I haven‟t got my baby – completely lost the plot, 
drugs and alcohol – I shall know the signs, my arms are completely shot and my 
nose is completely blocked – I am not proud of the fact – I tried suicide 3 times – I 
am not that sort of person I don‟t want to go unless it‟s my time.  I couldn‟t touch a 
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bottle now.  My children are everything – we have been through a lot together and 
Tristan when my mum died when was seven.  They are my world and I will do 
everything that I can and do for them.” 

 

At the time of hearing the story you can almost be overwhelmed by the pace of its 

telling, the jumps in the narrative, chronology and references to the past and present 

merged together.  A psychologist might try to unravel the story and investigate 

specific causes of mental and physical symptoms which present themselves as 

problem.  As an ethnographer, such accounts force you to engage and empathise 

with the respondent‟s point of view, and start to unpack the meanings and cultural 

significance they place on such events.  In this case, the death of her first child, 

which was still commemorated around the time of his birth, had a major effect on the 

way she constructed her idea of „normal‟ family life and also how her constant refrain 

of “I would do anything for my children” reflected a fundamental fear of not being 

seen as „good enough‟ as a mother and risking losing her children through other 

means beyond her control or understanding.  There was very little „positive‟ or future 

orientated about the way she thought about her family, it was all about feeling good 

and safe in the present moment. 

a) The conflicting roles for individual social workers to perform: friend or 

professional, mentor or manager? 

It is important to also note that while it was impossible to avoid the dominant 

narrative of a „system‟ which no longer cared about people, only „customers and 

needs‟, there were examples in both Melton and Hinckley where particular people 

went beyond the norm to create bonds of friendship and support with particular 

families or mothers.  However, the sustainability of those partnerships were often 

undermined by the pressures of workload (as perceived by the respondents) or the 

fluidity of roles and objectives in the complex, constantly changing and politically 

charged workplace of social care.  This could be damaging in the long term to the 

resilience of individuals who perceived the loss of such support to be a matter of 

chance or luck which in itself created a fundamental insecurity and inequality in that 

relationship. 

“I like the Edge because you actually are out of the way, and everyone is lovely.  
Especially if I can‟t make it for next Thursday – and I will phone [name of her 
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outreach worker] and say I can‟t make it and she will say „why‟ we need you. I have 
got [name of her outreach worker] and I have got Jane and they are brilliant, they 
really are – and no matter who you talk to they can‟t do enough and especially when 
Jack runs off they are like „I‟ll get him‟. I even meet her in the night time to go to 
Zumba – that is not her being my outreach worker that is [Name of her outreach 
worker] being [herself] then. I can‟t do it without having [name of her outreach 
worker] because she stopped coming around and I said I can‟t do it.” (Lisa) 

A number of themes were common to all families to a lesser or greater extent. Some 

of these are familiar refrains which are often heard when talking to recipients of any 

kind of state support or social care but digging deeper helps to contextualise these 

narratives into the everyday life of the families and thereby assess their qualitative 

impact. 

b) Confusion and „empty promises' 

 
None of the respondents was able to give a satisfactory or even “correct” answer 

about the purpose, scope or objectives of their intervention.  Even those who had 

been engaged with institutions all of their lives lacked any kind of comprehension or 

knowledge about the system and more importantly understanding of the constantly 

shifting language used to describe their service and situation. The assumption in this 

vacuum was that they were somehow disadvantaged by the process and reduced to 

mere consumers of services with little real choice or control. 

 

This confusion and lack of transparency leads to a perception of constantly broken 

promises and misunderstandings which are ultimately corrosive to the trust 

relationship between practitioners and service users.  The vacuum is also filled with 

a toxic mix of local gossip and media hyperbole about immigration, the apparent 

lottery of service provision and cuts.  Suzanne in particular was vocal about her lack 

of understanding of the process she was in. 

 

“To be fair I don‟t know what they do [FIP] they are supposed... I thought it was more 
for Rob‟s bad behaviour and she said that Rob was doing really well and that it was 
more Jessica and they said that if they got into trouble then the police go straight 
through them and it takes the pressure off me being a single parent, but that is not 
the case, if they get into trouble the police will come to me anyway.”   

 
“It doesn‟t seem to work that way.  They used to do this teenage group with the kids 
on a Thursday and they were supposed to be doing fundraising for a trip but nothing 
ever comes of anything.” 
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“When they first rang me that you name had been put forward to go on a FIP they 
said they are there to help with the kids and get them in clubs so that they are not 
bored and on the streets, things like that... sounds good for the kids.  Then they 
came round and said help with housing problems and this that and the other – it has 
not worked out like that.” 
 
This led to a constant refrain about feeling let down (and her children let down by 

what was said directly to them by their social workers: 

 
“I hate getting my hopes up, it is hard, really hard.  They are just telling me what I 
want to hear.” (Suzanne) 
 
For Suzanne in particular, her confusion was created by the fact that even dealing 

with one „problem‟ can lead to a bewildering array of acronyms, individuals (usually 

identified by first names rather than roles or purpose) and conversations.  It is rare 

that anything is written and recorded for the benefit of the recipient to keep a track of 

just what is happening, especially at times in their life when no events make sense 

and their mental well being is well below par.  That is particularly important, when as 

demonstrated below by Mandy telling her story, a convoluted and difficult journey 

into the system, which ultimately ends up with her back where she started with 

herself as the victim of a violent partner who is father of her youngest daughter, but 

told in such a way that reflects her own sense of entanglement in the issues created 

by the violence in her past (witnessed by her children): 

 
“There are these people, with „first names‟ – how it come about, she said she were 
going to look back on her notes, she took over from someone who left.  She phoned 
me up one day and started talking – she said she got my number from “CAFCAF” – 
you have to have a telephone conversation into your past – 2 hour long – everything 
you say gets recorded and you get a letter through of everything you said – when 
your trouble started when you had Tamsin. I know it is [name of her social worker] 
now.... “ 
 
“I do blame the council – at the time I was really upset what she said to me on the 
phone – she just didn‟t want to know – a woman in that situation can‟t stood your 
ground the man gets you so low you lose all your confidence.  I feel proud of yourself 
that we got out – Sally and Sarah were fighting all the time, Sally was going out 
drinking, she were going out shoplifting, drinking and smoking – this is the first day 
back at school tomorrow – she hasn‟t been to school for a year – it has been the 
help we have had from [name of social worker], and the school has been supportive  
- She has taken time to get into her head – realised that Sally was always there at 
the time of the violence – and Sally takes her problems back to that and Sally and 
Tamsin are really close. I do think it is all down to that I don‟t think she is doing it 
because she can get away with it.  We have sat down and talked about it.  My ex 
used to go out and get really drunk and that is when it all started”. (Mandy) 
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Neither the individual concerned, or the family or the services around them, had a 

consistent and accurate chronology of events and issues that informs their 

communication in either direction.  As a result of this lack of „memory‟ most 

respondents perceived a system and individuals who were fundamentally uncaring 

or unconcerned about anything more than the specific problem they dealt with.  

 

c) Dealing with living in limbo – creating fantasy worlds 
 

A respondent from a previous related project with users of Adult Social Care 

Services in Stockport, Greater Manchester, described his life on benefits as "the 

waiting room of life".  Our families displayed a similar perception of being in limbo or 

purgatory, somehow unable to develop any perspective about life beyond or without 

state support, whilst at the same time hating the fact that they were so dependent on 

an impersonal, increasingly uncertain State „system‟. 

 

The respondent who felt this most deeply was Sara, who was living in temporary 

accommodation in Westbourne house after being evicted from a previous private let.  

Her story is complex and she often contradicts her own account of the "facts", but it 

still remains that her state of mind and health had declined considerably in that 

environment, retreating to constantly smoking roll ups sat on an old office chair by 

the window of her ground floor flat which looked as if it had not been cleaned or 

repaired from the previous tenants occupancy. 

 
“I was looking through the Argos catalogue and I have decided what to buy for her 
bedroom – might as well get her a proper proper bed -  a 4 poster bed with curtains –  
after that one bed flat up in “Colditz” – they caused rent arrears, not my fault we got 
kicked out.  There is actually nothing to do – I will tidy up and it will get messy again 
– the bidding [for a house] is all I can do– and she said there are no 2 bed houses 
this week – now I am high priority – it is like low, medium and like priority I want to be 
out of here for Christmas the last place was just like 4 in the house – 2 in the back 
and 2 in the front – we slept in the front – I can‟t wait to have a BBQ in her own back 
garden and her own vegetable patch – she likes her carrots and fruit and veg – I had 
my vouchers on Friday and bought loads of fruit – she ate it all – she will eat all the 
carrots and fruit out first – I hate Iceland with a passion – fresh food all the way”.  
 
“The girl upstairs - she has two kids and is pregnant.  How long has she been here? 
Since November – there are people who have been here like 8 9 months – I am 
supposed to be on anti-depressants and I forget to take them. I can‟t sleep and I 
can‟t get up in the morning.  I have missed about 3 morning appointments – I can‟t 
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stop drinking full fat Coca Cola – my mum told me she would give me 100 quid a 
month if I give it up. Pound land does three cans for a quid”. (Sara) 
 

Sara became increasingly frustrated during the visits with a system whose workings 

seem to be arbitrary and from her perspective unfair.  The result was that she was 

very suspicious of the motives of anyone (other than a contact at the children‟s 

centre who had shown herself to be reliable and willing to listen to her problems 

without judgement and without trying to intervene directly) and aggressive towards 

those whom she felt were merely prolonging her time in limbo.  The only way out of 

limbo as far as Sara was concerned was the dramatic intervention of fate in the form 

of the lottery (as she perceived it) of the house bidding process and more broadly the 

lottery of life which for her was delivering many more down‟s than ups currently. 

d) Strong sense of others‟ norms and moralities and their own „labelling‟ 

as failures. 

All of the women related how they felt the system could only help them if they were 

labelled a failure either explicitly or implicitly.  This would be exacerbated by their 

own insecurities and lack of confidence which made them highly sensitive to the 

perceived norms and realities of others whom they felt had greater advantages and 

opportunities to underpin their status as „normal‟ (i.e. better than them).   

"I went to the school and all they could talk about was getting the children to tidy their 
room, despite the fact that she [her care manager] had said to leave the room.  I felt 
like all they could see what a lazy slob single mum.  They [the school] have labelled 
me before they start, but I am not like that, I used to have a good job and be on top 
of everything..." (Suzanne) 

They also felt that the system placed them with others with whom they shared little in 

terms of values, a case of „pot and kettle‟ perhaps, enacting their own judgements on 

the perceived failures of those around them which they found so difficult when 

directed at their own situation.  Sara in particular was scathing about the people in 

her network and acquaintance within Melton: 

“I want to live in one of the villages – I don‟t want her going to school round here – 
they are all skets – smoking weed. If Ella came home and said she was smoking I 
would smack her and send her to bed for a week, everyone around here is either 
sleeping with someone else‟s boyfriend, or ... Some little lads in track suits 12 year 
olds they took their hat off – “can we have some money for raise for the church?” – 
you mean raise for a pack of fags! [I said] – nice village and nice primary school – I 
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lived just outside Leicester then Bradmore then Cotgrave – I had no friends – full of 
right little bastards – the youngest lad to get an asbo is from Cotgrave. [asks her 
friend who is sitting in the room with us] Was it you I was walking back and there was 
a little girl with like foundation on? She [Sara‟s daughter] will put blusher on – I 
caught her with the foundation.  I wasn‟t even allowed to get my hair bleached at 13 
– I wouldn‟t even be allowed to go out the house dressed like that.  Some parents 
have no morals for child like- there are kids who are pregnant – and getting raped – 
letting them think they are 18 and the lads are getting done like.”  (Sara) 
 

e) Feeling like an outsider 

Connected to the problem of „feeling judged‟ was the response of close knit, highly 

networked (via Facebook for Melton, via more traditional avenues of gossip in 

Burbage and Hinckley) to people who were moved into their area in known areas of 

social or „problem‟ houses.  This was a particular problem in the outlying villages and 

all of the respondents in those situations (specifically Suzanne, Justina, Hannah) felt 

that although initial suspicions may well have had some grounds, that a blame 

culture escalated into almost constant contact with police and other authorities who 

would place individual children at the top of their list and others in the village would 

know that mentioning their name would be an easy way to dodge the blame for 

something they had done. 

"if you are a new face here you're instantly the target”. (Suzanne) 

“They haven‟t been out of the house and I will get a knock at the door and be told 
that they have done this or that... it is lazy local police a lot of the time trying to get 
rid of something from their paperwork. Half the time they don‟t follow it up...” 
(Hannah) 

This situation is compounded by the fact that such communities are hotbeds of 

gossip and everyone wants to know the latest „scandal‟, a process amplified by the 

prevalence of Facebook, particularly in Melton. 

“Everyone knows everyone‟s business.  It is like Chinese whispers you will say one 
thing in Melton and then it will come back to you as something different. I am an 
outsider of what goes on Melton and they are all like, oh that‟s my ex and that‟s my 
ex and that‟s my ex and she‟s going out with him and she‟s got a baby with him and 
I‟ve got a baby with him.  I just want to be married to the person I have a kid with, 
and maybe have one or two divorces.  I used to be a good person, and I used to 
have a good lifestyle”. (Sara) 
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7. Care in the community? 

The ethnography was not just about the families and their stories; it was also about 

observing the daily lives of Families with Complex Needs „in situ‟. The „situations‟ in 

this case were the communities of Melton and Hinckley which themselves played of 

course, a part in shaping not only the daily routines of the families, but also their 

perception of their place and identity in the world.  Although the communities are at 

opposite ends of a large county, they were consistent in the minds of the 

respondents as places in which they felt „apart‟ or „isolated‟ from the norms of the 

world.  As places they were characterised as „having nothing to do‟ (either for 

themselves as single parents or more often and more importantly in their minds for 

their children). Many talked about the closing down of shared spaces, leaving only 

private commercial opportunities for a „social life‟ (which of course cost money they 

felt they couldn‟t spare often enough) or „the park‟.  In effect “community” itself and 

the places, processes, actions which make it „real‟ were privatised to the extent that 

those without much in the way of private resources felt excluded and even ostracised 

from the normal social life where they lived. 

The effect was a real sense of isolation and alienation from the world around them 

which became almost entirely mediated through the individuals, agencies and 

physical spaces of the State which in itself was defined by its laser like interest in 

„their problems‟.   

There is a need to develop spaces which exist almost as „unregulated‟ contexts for 

social mixing and interaction that are not mediated by „brands‟ or „the State‟. Even if 

the spaces are situated on commercial properties such as supermarkets or 

marketplaces, you are not there as a „customer‟ but as a public citizen freely (in 

economic and social terms) participating in the community and thereby “making 

community”. 

8. Different places, different „models, same stories... 

Melton and Hinckley employ different models of FIP and have different levels of 

resource for social care but the stories of families in these two different places 

contained remarkable similarities. Across the 9 families in the study, it was possible 
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to pair up experiences of families, and particularly the mothers/gatekeepers of the 

family, with very similar situations and points of view. 

a. Suzanne and Mandy – the problems of lacking self esteem 

Suzanne and Mandy have similar biographies, having 

dealt with differing levels of domestic violence and 

family breakdown in the past.  Suzanne is an articulate 

woman who talks a lot about her experiences with the 

„system‟, but like everyone in the study is not always 

consistent in the way she talks about her experiences.  

However, as you spend more time with Suzanne the 

visits slowly switched perspective from what she 

thought about others helping her to what she could do 

for herself and the barriers to effecting real and 

sustainable change in her life. The effect of listening 

and recognition was to start to re-build her past self esteem and made her realise 

that she had been, and potentially could be more „capable‟ in the future.  It even 

translated into her being stronger and more authoritarian with her children during the 

visits – and her mother! Her house was spotless apart from the “girls‟ room” which 

had been allowed to become a chaotic mess in an attempt, sponsored by her care 

manager, to force the girls to tidy up.    

“I can‟t go in there now, or I will cry...” says Suzanne as the stand-off has now 

reached its fourth month.  Suzanne has 6 children, 5 still at home and the eldest 

living with grandparents in Nottingham.  The household is constantly busy and noisy 

with regular fights and tensions between a growing brood who feel the lack of 

personal space more and more acutely.  The eldest girls seem to have inherited their 

mother‟s distrust of social workers, and her fear of being „taken away‟ if the family is 

deemed to be a failure, however, such fears only surface in „good behaviour‟ when 

they perceive someone in authority is present in the home.  Problems with changes 

in contact person and problems with applying for alternatives to their current 

„temporary‟ situation for housing added to the sense of uncertainty and lack of 

support about the future.  The son, who was the subject of the original intervention 
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for his anti-social behaviour was not present for the visits as he was off seeing 

relatives in Nottingham – normally he slept on the sofa when at home. 

Mandy, similarly looking after a brood of competitive, loud and sometimes 

aggressive girls; four children fitted into a single room of a 2 bed house.  Leaving a 4 

bed home with no real possessions and being unable to return (the husband who 

was violent stayed in the house and refused to leave as he was also on the tenancy) 

had compounded a difficult situation with the second eldest teenager having 

significant behavioural problems and dropping out of school.  Mandy benefitted from 

having a supportive and committed social worker for her “problem” child, although 

the initial contact had been difficult and left the worker in tears. She had come back 

and persevered with the child who was now re-starting school and promising to 

“buckle down” and work.  Mandy was sceptical how long this would last and berated 

herself for not being stronger with her. 

Both demonstrated and complained about how their lack of self esteem meant that 

they were lacking in authority as a single parent, a problem made worse by the 

pressures of being the parent 24/7  

“I used to have a lot more respect off them, when their dad was around, I had back 
up myself when they weren‟t doing so well, but when we split up he moved down to 
Devon and he hasn‟t seen them since really, he has had no contact with them at all, 
he has contact for them but we have no number for him”.  
  
“Do you know why he has done it?” [Researcher] 
 
“Their dad used to work for my brother in law – he always said that if we ever split up 
that he would have nothing to do with them... and then to ring them up now and 
again and say you think about them all the day.  Marie said to him when are we 
going to see you dad? And then he said that he wouldn‟t be doing that because he 
has a new family now.  Then he said I am going to come and see you and then she 
said that she wasn‟t interested.   There are a lot of dads who take on full time 
responsibility... I know dads that wouldn‟t walk away and have nothing to do with 
them. You want certain things in life you can rely on.” (Suzanne) 
 
“When you are on your own you have to be good cop and bad cop – it is hard, really 
hard.  I just put me for a holiday and this will be the first since Ella was one so this 
will be eight years.  Munira – we go on the 26th of September [from the holiday fund] 
– Madison is just started school then but they shouldn‟t matter”.  (Suzanne) 
 
It was often the lack of (adult) social and importantly “work” life means that the 

„family‟ becomes your life (and the only source of your confidence and self esteem). 
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“I did [enjoy going out] you get out of the habit – i get quite nervous thinking about it 
and I will just stay in. We go to car boots on a Sunday and places like that and 
swimming. It is the travel if I was going to go out – I would have to drive or spend 
£15 quid on a taxi home. I spend more time chasing the kids I am too tired to go out”.  
 
“I just want some stability – I want to know where I am (but you need a plan) I have 
my diary upstairs and I make myself all these promises – take the things in the diary 
and lay them out on cards and then decide what you are going to do”. 
 

Similarly Mandy, lacked the confidence and self esteem to deal with confronting her 

violent ex-partner through the courts process (which as she recounted earlier led to 

her losing the tenancy on the house and her partner destroying her treasured 

possessions from the early childhood of her children). 

 

“I had a lot of depression – I didn‟t know whether I was coming or going – [name of 
her social worker] came in a bit late – she said ...  
…is [name of social worker] part of FIP? [Researcher]  
She is domestic violence.  The day she met me in court – she didn‟t like my ex 
partner just from what I was saying to her, she never met him. You don‟t know what 
people think – he could be a lovely man. She could see from the way he were in 
court. That was when she realised that he still bullies you even though you don‟t live 
with you.. She is quite clever and she is good at her job – “(Mandy) 
 
However, despite both women being involved in complex and confusing processes in 

which they were trying to find a better place to live, both of the conversations with the 

women ended up centring on their own development and need for work to start the 

process of rehabilitation as a family.   

 

In Suzanne‟s case, her previous work role and life had provided a significant source 

of personal pride and prove in her ability to cope with the pressures of having a large 

family and being self reliant.  However, such achievements became relegated to 

„promises to herself‟ written in her diary.  Unable to see a way through the system to 

a place of certainty and security meant that all such efforts were put on hold for now. 

 

Mandy by contrast made a promise to herself to use the money from the cash 

incentive received for participating in the research (at least some of it) to kick start 

her own search for a self employed position as a cleaner.  Spending time talking 

about what she had coped with and how far she had come from what was a difficult 

time sofa hopping and being effectively homeless made her realise that her own 
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example was just as important to her children‟s development as the interventions of 

any outsider, however caring and committed they might be. 

 

b) Sara and Tara – being the black sheep of the family 

Sara and Tara are in very different stages of their life, but have similar biographies of 

loss of family support and a perception of being „the black sheep of the family‟.  Sara 

is living in temporary accommodation just outside the centre of Melton while Tara 

had just the day before moved to a 4 bed house in the Camp Hill area of Nuneaton.  

Sara is very defensive, not always truthful (either to herself or others), and 

thoroughly confused about the right thing to do both about her partner, a guy with 

whom she has one daughter (3 years old) and who is constantly out of work or doing 

time („being a dude‟ as Sara puts it), and for herself, while looking after the needs of 

her daughter.  

The bedsit she lives in is very dirty, having not been cleaned when she came in, and 

she hates every minute she spends in the tiny space with a very energetic three year 

old, who herself is very big and bright for her age.  Sara spends her time smoking on 

the chair in the corner talking about her past and  coming up with what she says her 

mum calls „pipe dreams‟ about her future with her daughter and periodically with or 

without her partner.  Her partner, despite his “billing” is quite personable, willing to 

take a joke but almost completely blanks his daughter when in the room, only 

interacting to tell her to calm down or be quiet.   

“she‟s been up since 10 oclock – swimming – walkies – getting [her daughter] tired is 
impossible, she is never tired. She doesn‟t stop... She is a lot to handle – have to do 
it on my own because her daddy is never around  he is always at his mate‟s – they 
might as well be married them two”. 
(Sara)  

Tara also sees herself as “the black sheep” and is hoping that now her sisters are all 

having children that they will begin to understand the pressures she used to face.  

Tara asked for and received help to deal with post-natal depression (in part at the 

instigation of her partner), but nevertheless both she and her partner are working 

and making a new home.  The home itself is currently almost empty of possessions 

upstairs with much more space than they had previously in Burbage.  Their new local 
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area is a place where they both have a supportive network of friends (and away from 

Tara‟s less than supportive and highly critical family, who live in the Hinckley area).   

Sara felt that having been very close to her mum, her own behaviour after the arrival 

of a new step-dad led to a decline that ultimately led to a breakdown in what was her 

main supportive relationship.   This fault line in her own relationship with her mother 

means that she tries to create a different model of „being a good mum‟ with her own 

daughter based on being closer in age and relationship overall.  A fault line felt all 

the more keenly because of her mum‟s relationship with a family friend who is 

slightly older than her. 

 
“She is like the daughter that my mum never had – I am a bad person – the black 
sheep of the family – I like the fact that there are only 20 years between me and Ella.  
I wouldn‟t have two – five is too many... !” My mum was 38 when she had me. I 
turned 20 before I had her.  Mum didn‟t have kids because of riding accident then 
whoopsie she had me.  My Dad had two kids – my dad didn‟t want to keep me – she 
told him to go F himself, she doesn‟t swear but she told him.” (Sara) 
 
Sara illustrates many of the problems which Tara talked about from her past.  The 

most important seemed to be the isolation from mutually supportive relationships that 

a family can provide.  The effect is a total focus on children and an avoidance of 

looking at yourself as the object of perceived negative judgements (and to some 

extent low self esteem in response to failures of relationships, attempts to get work 

or education). 

“All your affection puts toward the child – when I was getting my hair done all I could 
think about was Ella. I can‟t even go to the washing room without her. She will get 
annoyed – I hate it when she is around too much – when she is gone I don‟t know 
what to do with myself – feel really lost without her –need someone‟s hand to hold. 
My friend is really lucky her Mum has the kids all the time.  She will go and have a 
drink she will – I will have one with her but I can‟t drink as much because I have got 
her”. (Sara) 
 
Sara herself eventually opened up about other reasons for feeling rejected by society 

as a whole and the roots of her own confrontational nature being the effects of 

bullying at school and a long term depressive state of mind which she found 

impossible to talk about with others, masking it instead. 

 
“I was bullied at school – that is what started to cut myself, because I was into horse 
riding. It is bad that I can‟t even talk to Andy. My whole family have given up on me 
because they think I am a heroin addict – I am no way a heroin addict.  I need to 
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build bridges with my family – my life was my family, I used to go to my aunts all the 
time.  My cousins got married and they didn‟t invite me – because they all think I am 
a heroin addict and a thief – off my step dad – I did it out of spite – not only because 
he took my mum away and she worked with him so he took away there as well – the 
only bad thing I did to my family, John forgives me and he won‟t help me because of 
my mum – she hates me because she got the blame for it and that  i did weed and 
then they passed round  I have done coke and heroin and they hate me because 
they think I am a shoplifting druggy – it is auntie who is the mad one – she lives on 
her own with loads of animals -  I want everything...There are two people who 
actually know me and believe what I say and don‟t believe what is being said but 
they live in Canada.  I only connect to them through Facebook. He has been through 
the same as me and done the same as me – if he come over here we would open a 
cafe or something – most of my family are brilliant cooks – my mum does beaut 
dinners but crap deserts.  Those are just dreams.  Me and Alistair have dreamt about 
that since – as my mum would say it is all pipe dreams Sara it ain‟t going to happen.” 
(Sara) 
 

The difference between the two women is that Tara is able to create the space in her 

life for herself, both physical (the front room of the house is entirely „adult‟) and 

mental (through her work and desire to educate herself towards a proper careers).  

Finding that space in Sara‟s constant monologue is almost impossible, and doing so 

raises some deep seated psychological problems which are buried in her desire to 

get to an almost mythical „better place‟ which will „make everything all right‟.  A lottery 

win for Sara is to get into a house with a garden.  A lottery win for Tara is to deal with 

her problems with filling in forms and doing exams to get a more stable and fulfilling 

career when her children are grown up. 

c) Lisa and Justina – containment, fear and dependency 

Lisa and Justina present themselves and their stories in a remarkably similar 

fashion.  Lisa lives in a small house with her three children in the centre of Melton 

while Justina is in a small village community north of Hinckley.  The routes they took 

to get to their situation are slightly different, Justina having significant anti-social 

behaviour problems (after problems with domestic violence in the past) with her two 

eldest girls, one of whom has learning difficulties, and Lisa having split up from her 

partner (father of her youngest). Both have been in hostels or refuges for different 

reasons.  Both now live in a state of virtual containment, afraid to let their children 

out for fear of being evicted or just from a fear of them being harmed or getting into 

trouble. 
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Both feel very dependent on the relationships they have with the State, in Lisa‟s case 

this is focused on one outreach worker whom she counts as a friend, and Justina‟s is 

focused on the fact that for her, FIP is ending in September (2011) and she is unsure 

what help and support will be provided to deal with her middle daughter who still 

presents as a very rebellious and difficult to control child.  Justina doesn‟t feel that 

she is able to control her, blaming her time in the refuge and the constant moves that 

have led them to this place and at times wishes out loud that the State would take 

tougher sanctions to bring her into line. 

Both seem to live almost exclusively in their TV dominated lounges that represent 

the only shared social spaces in the homes.  The kitchens are merely where food is 

produced not consumed and life revolves around flicking through channels in the 

absence of anything constructive to do outside of the home (which is affordable).  

Lisa has made more of an effort recently to get out, but a lot of that is about indulging 

her children with gifts and spending money.  She had made “Play-Dough” for her 

children (including a sixteen year old) to play with during the first visit which she 

constantly referred to as evidence of her „being a good mum‟ who would „do anything 

for her kids‟.  

The effect is that both feel hemmed in and contained in their home, one because her 

children are effectively banned from all the local public or social spaces, the other 

because she lacks the confidence to give her children more freedom to grow and 

take risks (which in the case of the eldest son had led to him getting into trouble both 

at school and with the police). 

This containment had significant consequences for their and their children‟s world 

view.  The „outside‟ was a source of threat and confrontation.  The „family‟ existed 

entirely „inside‟ the house, unable to contemplate life beyond being supported by the 

state and unable to create networks of support that were independent of any State 

related intervention. 

d) The Watkins and Hannah – alienation and lack of socialisation 

Entering both the Watkins‟ house and Hannah‟s is not easy as you are met by some 

very „friendly‟ dogs who welcome you into their pack in a fairly boisterous manner. 

The stories of both families are very complex, the Watkins‟ household contains at 
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different times a total of 9 children (ranging from adults down to 8 year old boys) 

although some are now alienated from the family home because of their constant 

criminality.  In Hannah‟s case, her two boys both have problems with anti social 

behaviour and one is constantly in trouble with the police for petty and some more 

serious offences. Her daughter has significant learning difficulties, and all of the 

family, including one of the sons in particular, have problems with their weight.  The 

son was obese to the point of being ill and almost unable to get out of his chair.  The 

boys take a while to accept the presence of an outsider and have to be told to stop 

breaking things and being aggressive by their ultimately quite dominant mother – 

who nevertheless spends most of her time glued to her internet screen.  Being glued 

to the screen is also something which characterises the experience of talking to Mr 

Watkins (his obsession is with eBay and blogging about sci-fi/fantasy inspired 

lifestyles; Hannah‟s obsession is social networking). 

However, as you travel through the complex web of relationships, experiences and 

stories which are told and re-told, and the chaos of comings and goings in both 

households of relatives, friends, arrival of eBay purchases, phone calls to ask where 

someone is, arguments, fights, displays of aggression, teasing, etc you can‟t help but 

be struck by how both families see themselves as almost completely excluded from 

what might be called the normal social life of the community. They almost see it as 

their place to be at the margins and it has become part of their identity and place in 

the world to exist there with little opportunity for conversations which are not 

confrontational or defensive.  Underneath that „front‟, all three adults in the 

household finally began to speak at length about their own lack of confidence and 

self esteem meaning that they almost expected to be rejected, fail or be judged in 

whatever setting they found themselves. Alienation was the only certainty in their 

complex and challenging lives. 

What was also striking was how quickly you could break through that “front” if you 

demonstrated a willingness to allow them to feel in control of a situation and dictate 

the terms of the engagement. In both cases, this allowed them to feel confident, 

however briefly that their positive aspirations and dreams would not be laughed at or 

denigrated in some way although they would quickly regress to that default position 

as moods swung or they were reminded of what appeared solid and unchanging 

realities or barriers to their own progress. 
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9. The Mother as “gatekeeper” 

Although each home was highly personal to the individual family, it was possible to 

identify some consistent themes across each of them.  The most obvious of those 

themes was the dominant role of the mother or maternal figure within the home. 

The mother was almost always the central 

figure of the home, who when receiving the 

guest, occupied the dominant space or 

chair.  Even in homes where there was a 

male present, it was the mother who was the 

source of authority and control, overseeing 

the events and rituals of the home.  In a 

home where the maternal figure had left, the 

space was slowly being reclaimed by the 

male / paternal role with an accompanying shift in the material culture that defined 

the home as a space and created an alternative sense of family. 

Each of the homes where the mother was the dominant figure had at the very least a 

small, but significant, shrine to motherhood. In one case it dominated the whole side 

of one bedroom with gifts, artefacts, memories, photos (especially of when children 

were very small / babies), in another it was situated in a box underneath the 

television but visible to the whole of the sitting room area, almost challenging the 

negative environment of the temporary and transient nature of existence in a half 

way house.  Even within the home of a family from Burbage in Hinckley, which was 

suffering from the bored attentions of its male teenage residents (and friends), pride 

of place on the mantel piece was given over to mother‟s days gifts and dolls. 
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For the most part these displays of maternal love and relationships reflected a 

fundamental nostalgia for “happier times”, reflecting history and biography rather 

than hopes for the future.   

“He has a criminal record and stuff – „Sorry love you are just going to live with him 
and go to court‟ and go to court to get him out of the house. So I took my stuff and 
stayed at a mate‟s house until we found somewhere to live... He sold everything all 
the baby stuff got burnt, all the toys, everything. I went back one time to get the 
photos but he was just being so violent I had to get out of the house quickly. I 
couldn‟t believe the council – they just had no help whatsoever – two years ago if 
[she – social worker specialising in domestic violence cases] had been around you 
wouldn‟t have had to move out. It were a 4 bed house....They should be able to get 
the police involved to get him out of the house to get some warrant so that he can‟t 
come back to the house, there was no help at all it was awful. I think in the end I said 
to the kids we will make a fresh start and I said to the council i don‟t want to be on 
the tenancy any more –I rang the council and asked if there was any chance to have 
that house back. But no”. (Mandy) 
 
It also signified a wider unwillingness to face up to choices and issues in the present 

or near future, aspiring instead for a rose tinted time in the past which often reflected 

a desire to escape the current pressures of everyday life. This escapism also 

manifested itself in obsessive interests in films, fantasy literature, online relationship 

websites, facebook, eBay and TV soap operas. 

In many occasions, the intervention by a female manager was seen as an implicit 

challenge to the maternal authority of the home, both by the mother and the children 

in the family (and in particular teenagers who are beginning to challenge that 

authority as the natural process of their own growth and socialisation as adults). The 

effect of the intervention by this external, infinitely more powerful authority (with the 

power to deconstruct the family if it deems it necessary) was to exacerbate the 

fragmentation of the family with negative consequences for social cohesion, respect 

for discipline and the individual well being of the mother.  The effect was that the 

family was no longer held together by an internal logic of biological and social 

cohesion but decentred and defined by external concepts of choice, consumer needs 

and the logic of the market. 

The role of the mother / gatekeeper was perceived by the respondents to be the 

foundation of the family; the provider of stability.  Their frustration was that they 

lacked the resources (human, social, economic, cultural) to realise that stability in the 

face of uncertainty which was all pervasive.  This created a mindset of „deficit‟ which 
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meant that any resources which became unexpectedly available were immediately 

„spent‟ rather than being saved and invested as a capital resource that would 

ultimately create the resilience and independence they craved in reality. 

The undermining effect of this perception of being in deficit, which was a barrier to 

creating even a sense that they were in control of their life in some small way, meant 

that it was almost impossible to consider plans for the future or look beyond the next 

problem or challenge around the corner. 

Sara in particular was would talk for a long time about the difficulties and barriers to 

getting out of what she saw as a particularly difficult rut: 

“Money [is the main barrier], having Ella and because there are hardly jobs going. If I 
got a job I would have to have someone to look after her. I would have to have Andy 
watch her at night time. I wouldn‟t mind setting up my own cleaning business 
because when I got started – I not got no motivation any more- I am depressed and 
can‟t be arsed. We had a one bed house and I am never settled – before – that has 
to come first – If I am finding jobs and that I will let them down trying to sort things 
out- she missed some school – when I was coming in here – she has to go 4 times a 
week – it cost quite a lot with lunches – and they said at the end they would have 
paid for lunches”. (Sara) 
 

“Andy [her partner – cited as another barrier] – I go to sort something out – Andy will 
put a downer on it.  He is making me depressed by doing it.  If he is in a bad mood 
he is fine with everyone else, and I can‟t deal with that because I am a sensitive 
person.  No one else gives a shit about me, if it wasn‟t for Ella I wouldn‟t be here, my 
mum doesn‟t give a shit about me, no one would come to my funeral because they 
wouldn‟t know that I were dead. So bad, nobody around here realises how down I 
really am, I just hide it all the time, and when I go to sleep it all comes back up again 
and I can‟t go to sleep, and when I do go to sleep I just wake back up again and 
can‟t go to sleep.  I just pretend I am not fucking depressed because he just has a go 
at me – he says “shut up you miserable bitch”.  (Sara) 
 

In Suzanne‟s case, she seemed unable to chart a path through the complex set of 

perceived barriers in her life to a world where she felt more confident and in control 

once more. 

“I loved my job over there – administration for [Global Consumer Electronics 
Company] – coming here it wasn‟t doable with the child care.  She says to me as of 
next year, you can‟t get income support any more – so what can I do when the kids 
are full time school. In September I wouldn‟t mind doing it – training up self employed 
– she said we don‟t have money for college courses any more (this is the woman in 
the jobs centre).... So basically you have got 10 months to get ready for all that. No 
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one has set down a plan.  There is everybody – FIP, teachers, school, and all that 
and there is me and they are like you have to do this and take them here, the first 
few months of FIP I must have spent 70 quid on petrol taking Jamie to cadets and 
that... leaving them on their own and people would see you ...  wouldn‟t trust him 
babysitting – I can‟t trust him to be in the house and she said you‟ve got to and within 
ten minutes of gonig out of the house the music was on full volume and he had 
locked the girls in the room  and she is like you have got to do it – I know my own 
son”.(Suzanne) 
 

This sense of uncertainty is not unique to Families with Complex Needs.  It is 

something which we all have to deal with and which underpins a significant amount 

of the consumption and rise of consumerism as a way of life in the UK. 

Anthropologists such as Daniel Miller has written eloquently about the “comfort of 

things” (2008), however, it was noticeable how such „things‟ were only transient and 

short term in their effect in the households.  Only one of the households was a 

„collector‟ or „hoarder‟ of consumer artefacts, for the most part consumer objects 

were purchased and used up very quickly. 

Any money which came unexpectedly into the homes was immediately used to 

decorate or as gifts for the family not as an investment in the future but in order to 

correct a past deficit or shortfall in resources.  As a result, the families were in a 

constant state of „catch up‟. 

This sense of uncertainty and deficit was exacerbated by three factors specific to 

their context as „Families with Complex Needs‟, namely, uncertainty about the 
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continuity of the resources provided by the State (especially when they became 

dependent on the presence of certain relationships or services), uncertainty about 

their future money/benefits and uncertainty about their status as dwellers in their 

home. 

These three factors generated a consistent lack of confidence in the ability and 

capacity of the individual to make progress when at any moment the foundations of 

that progress could change or be taken away by decisions which seemed very 

distant and remote from their lives. 

Without exception the internal boundaries of the homes observed were constantly in 

flux and being challenged.  This was usually expressed in terms of the need for more 

„space‟.  Every family interviewed complained that the constraints of space made 

family life difficult, in particular the ability to accommodate any personal space for 

themselves or their older children.  The result was that there was very little 

opportunity to „let off steam‟ and so tensions between family members competing for 

space and attention would regularly erupt. 

This was not just a problem of lack of bedrooms, although this was the most 

common way that such issues were expressed.  It was also a problem of dividing up 

and controlling the usage of the public areas of the home between adult and child, 

between shared and private.  It was striking that across all the households there was 

a general lack of any properly shared spaces (even temporary or fold away) where 

the family could meet and talk on an equal footing. In part this was a problem of 

design of the homes where the living rooms and dining rooms were open plan, or 

where dining areas were given over to children‟s play areas and/or TV watching. 

As a result most communications were mediated by the television and carried out 

during regular programmes such as soaps or Saturday night viewing when most/all 

of the family members might be present.  However, such conversations lacked any 

structure or continuity and seemed to have little impact on the attitudes of 

individuals, particularly older children to feel more positive and supportive towards 

their family. 
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The uncertainty around resources and money also created very short term 

perspectives and behaviours which assumed that whatever was provided by the 

state could not be relied upon in the longer term. 

10. The conflict between the „rational professional‟ and being a „friend in 

need‟ 

 

We can all agree that the world is a complex place, and that making sense of 

complexity requires forming a viewpoint on something which may be beyond the 

knowledge and capacity of any one individual.  However, many attempts to make 

sense of complexity (e.g. economics) make the fundamental error of assuming a 

single truth or answer exists that will describe the simple solution to a complex 

problem.  These tendencies in analysis reflect our natural bias to our own subjective 

point of view and the inherent confirmation bias of groups of “experts” of which social 

care and government policy development in general is often guilty. 

 

The current definitions and perceptions of “family” employed by State and 3 rd sector 

agencies reflect this overly rational, idealised and reductionist approach to problem 

solving and innovation with the result that fundamentally well intentioned 

interventions produce unintended and sometimes negative consequences for the 

families involved. 

 

What defines the families within the study is that relationship with the State is 

complex (i.e. multivariate).  The experience for the families is that of „overwhelming 

force‟ being applied to the problems in their daily life, as they suddenly become 

aware of the complexity of their own situation and the complexity of the State ranged 

before them (in one case there were 28 agencies and individuals represented in the 

initial review meeting). 

 

Much of the thinking on developing a response to this complexity seems to be 

inspired from the works of business writers and gurus who argue for the primacy of 

the autonomous individual, the customer, in all things, and who assert that 

“understanding customer needs” forms the basis of successful product and service 

delivery.  However, perhaps the two most cited examples of business leading 
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thinking, Apple (currently battling with Exxon to be the most valuable company in the 

world by market capitalisation) and Tesco (probably the most influential shop in the 

world of retail) both rely on a more intuitive and fragmentary approach to 

understanding the complexity of their customers and their customers‟ lives.  Apple 

claims that „it does not do focus groups‟ trusting instead in its own design intuition to 

create products which do the things we do not expect or even believe possible. 

Tesco relies on a massive, minutely segmented and ever evolving database of 

customer behaviour to tailor individual shops to the wants and needs of its regular 

customers. 

 

Both have found success from recognising the fragmentary and complex nature of 

systems.  Such fragmentation and complexity is a fact of life for all families in 

modern culture in which traditional institutions and values have become a function of 

individual choice and the changing fashions of cultural and technological progress.  

Public services on the other hand have adopted many of these “business” 

techniques and perspectives in order to create a more professional, personalised (as 

opposed to human), auditable (as opposed to accountable) and efficient service to 

its “clients”. 

 

The unintended consequence of the contradictions inherent in an approach which 

attempts to be simultaneously „personal‟ and „professional‟ in its dealing with 

individual families is the breakdown of trust between “user” and “practitioner”.  The 

recipients of care perceive these different roles as conflicting and contradictory which 

leads to a breakdown in trust and a lack of openness in the relationship (except in 

cases where individual “care managers” go outside of their professional role and 

training).  

 

“What about living without Andy? [Researcher] 
 
“I have [Name of her outreach worker] from the children‟s centre, I used to live right 
nearby and if there was any problem I would just pop over there, and she is still 
there, but it is further away to walk now. By the time I get up there and it would be all 
sorted out by then.  They don‟t like him anyway there so they wouldn‟t let him.  If I 
walk out of here I have nowhere to go, I just sit on a park bench and have a few fags 
and just feel sorry for myself.” (Sara) 
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“I love [Name of her outreach worker], I think she is brilliant, because then they will 
get social services involved and they think I am an incapable mother, because I 
won‟t split up with her father and they will take her away from me, and I wouldn‟t let 
anything happen to her, I would die before something could happen to her, and he 
ain‟t violent or anything with her, he is just aggressive... he is aggressive with me 
and with her, and my mum thinks I am aggressive, but when she is around he is like 
butter wouldn‟t melt, and one time he tried strangling me and I told me mum and she 
said „don‟t lie to me‟ and I said it is true and I called the police and everything... she 
thinks everything that happens is a lie you chose that lifestyle and you are both as 
bad as each other.” (Sara) 
 
“[Name of her social worker] has been brilliant – I have a lot of contact with her, and I 
know I can confer in her and she never like puts me down.  And then I heard about 
[Name of her social worker] wanted me to text her when her dad picked her up – 
didn‟t hear anything for a week and then phone call from the council that she was off 
sick and the name of someone else would be in touch (no one yet). If she hadn‟t 
come to court then last time I was in court – I think she is married to a police officer.  
They did say she had broke her leg – we do know what she like so she will be 
desperate to get back to work. Gave me the name of another woman –I don‟t know 
who she is.” (Mandy) 
 
 
Within this „professional‟ or „rational scientific‟ approach, what a family „is‟, is treated 

as if it was a „social fact‟, i.e. families exist and we can all recognise and objectively 

agree what qualifies as a family. This acceptance of the meaning of “family” as being 

taken for granted means that the focus of the process to objectively verify “needs” 

and “problems” through a process of rigorous ad scientific assessment.  Such 

problems or “needs” are defined in terms of the family‟s relationship to the State and 

Society as a whole (i.e. in the language and cultural context of a world far removed 

from that of everyday family life) rather in terms of the individual capabilities and 

cultural perspectives of particular families.  By reducing and ordering the category to 

an individual unit or commodity the danger is that the solutions which present 

themselves merely serve to confirm the underlying assumptions in the problem 

definition itself. 

 

In other words the effect of singling out a „family‟, divorced from its social and cultural 

context and relations is to alienate that family further in its relationship to society, 

even legitimising it own internal narrative of feeling that it doesn‟t fit in with social 

norms, of confrontation with authority and the need for maintaining closed ranks 

against outside threats in order to survive. 
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The effect is to try and engage the problems as they appear to us as objective, 

professional, almost scientific observers, i.e. dispassionately and from a distance 

rather than recognising that there are many potential questions, many potential 

answers depending on our point of view.   

 

11. The meaning of family is complex and constantly evolving 

 

While categorising families in this way provides a form of rational order to society as 

whole and helps to justify allocation of social resources, the definition of the „family‟ 

as a homogenous group establishes a solid boundary around something that in 

reality is highly complex and fluid in its nature.  It also assigns a theoretical structure 

and categories which can be disruptive to the complex system which any family 

represents. 

 

The definition of Families with Complex Needs need to take account of the fact that 

families do not exist in isolation, but rather the meaning and value of what any family 

“is”, is defined by the cultural and social context of the communities in which they are 

situated. 

 

It is also the case that in our fluid, ever changing, individualised society, most 

engagingly and eloquently described by Zygmunt Bauman, one of the world‟s 

leading social thinkers, as “Liquid Modernity”, that such meaning is constantly being 

negotiated and defined as families try to resolve contradictory pressures between the 

needs of the group and those of individuals within the group.  This complexity is 

compounded when acted out in a culture where the personal freedom of choice and 

individual satisfaction are paramount goals.  The meaning of Family is therefore, 

necessarily „messy‟ and constructed out of social/cultural and moral choices which 

are not black and white or clear cut as to their outcome or risk of success. 

 

There is also an important point of principle about measures of happiness that are 

based on individual assessment of satisfaction – we no longer define happiness in 

our relations with others but in relation to others.  Most measures of happiness either 

focus on the individual, and the satisfaction of their higher order needs, or on a 

blueprint of social equality and cohesion.  Neither model is able to cope with the 
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complexity of motivations and meanings in the world, whether for those with very 

little resources or for those with an abundance of resource. 

 

However, we might define the meaning of „family, for the purposes of social care, a 

family is defined in terms of being a „problem‟ or that it has „complex needs‟ in terms 

of a breakdown in its relationship with wider society. 

 

This externalises the „problems‟ or „complexity‟ but overlooks the fact that complexity 

is a matter of fact for all families.  What is different is that these families have a 

complex relationship to the State.  It is hard to disentangle the process by which a 

family becomes „problematic‟ from the diverse, often conflicting interventions from 

another complex system, the State and 3rd sector agencies. 

 

The effect of this definition is to accept the status quo of its disconnection from the 

wider society and treat the family‟s issues as a problem isolated from its social and 

cultural context.  Essentially the family‟s implicit and private alienation is made 

explicit and public. 

 

The use of the term “needs” also defines the “family” as a unit of consumption and in 

the language of consumerism – i.e. the family lacks externally produced  things and 

experiences to give it meaning and identity (above and beyond its simple survival). 

 

This is problematic as it creates an emphasis and expectation of things being given 

to the family (and dependencies being created on those gifts) as opposed to what 

the family can produce or create sustainably from their own resources and 

motivations. 

 

It also defines the family as „lacking something‟ usually realised as lacking a 

“morality”, rather than examining its capacities and potential as a group and 

individually and identifying how those capacities are being undermined or blocked 

from realisation. The assumption appears to be that the solutions to the problems of 

the family exist outside of the family unit.  In reality, this creates its own set of 

problems and creates an endemic dependency on the State. 
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The stories from the individual families in the earlier sections demonstrate how 

personal and subjective the meaning of family is in reality.  This is important because 

it recognises the possibility of alternative cultural and social perspectives and allows 

them to be accommodated in the way a family is encouraged to engage with the 

wider society and economy.  (i.e. the essence of “nudging” as opposed to the current 

practices of intervention which seek ostensibly to impose alternative values and 

morality on what is perceived to be a broken example of an externally defined model 

of (positive) family life = more “prodding” than nudging). 

 

12. We need to accept that Families are complex systems and exist within a 

complex and changing system that is our “culture”. 

 

A family can be understood as a complex cultural system made up of relationships, 

reciprocations, exchanges and transactions; an “experience” which derives its 

meanings and value from the social and cultural context of the individual participants 

not from any idealised morality. 

 

This complexity is exacerbated by the fluid and changing nature of that social and 

cultural context in our „Liquid Modern‟ consumer orientated society.  There is a 

fundamental uncertainty about the choices and values we aspire to live by.  Culture 

is in a constant state of flux as changing events, pressures and environments 

challenge and force us to re-evaluate our world view at an ever increasing pace. 

 

It became clear from the interviews and direct observations of family life that current 

interventions by the State and other agencies not only fail to take account of this 

shifting cultural context, but also they fail acknowledge their own implicit cognitive 

and cultural biases in the decisions and processes they invoke.  This produces a 

profound and ultimately counterproductive disconnection between the recipients and 

providers of State help and support.  This confirmation bias is present in many expert 

fields and was cited as one of the key reasons why signals of imminent economic 

crisis were missed by professional economists. 



42 
 

As discussed above, the roots of this disconnection can be traced to attempts 

simultaneously to professionalise and personalise the relationship between State 

and the individual Families with Complex Needs. 

Defining families in terms of „needs‟ is unhelpful to producing outcomes which create 

sustainable independence and self sufficiency on the part of individuals within the 

families involved.  Such approaches borrow heavily from the language of 

consumerism and the market, but fail to adapt to the very different goals of the State 

in the relationship compared to modern commercial institutions.  They also fail to 

take account of the very real power that the State holds in this situation as a 

monopoly provider of care and the very real fears that power monopoly creates in 

the minds of individuals, based as much on perceptions generated by the media as 

from personal experience. 

The search for efficiency and consistency has generated a system which ultimately 

constrains providers of services acting through their own human and emotional 

intuitions and fails to build the necessary social bonds of trust and support which are 

so vital for Families with Complex Needs to make progress towards a happier, more 

independent life.  Individuals see themselves as managers and coordinators or 

resources and “outcomes” rather than in terms of interpersonal relationships. 

It is worth noting that the consistently positive feedback received from the 

participants in the research, and the depth and breadth of access they afforded the 

researcher in their everyday lives, demonstrates in a small way how engaging with 

the values and culture of individuals can produce a different type of relationship with 

Families with Complex Needs. 

Treating families as distinct from society merely compounds their isolation and lack 

of opportunities for socialisation which might produce their rehabilitation within their 

community and society.  They are reduced to consumers of services, the group 

treated as a whole, homogenous “thing” which in some way is deficient against the 

standards of the society it inhabits. This is compounded when the needs of a single 

individual become the focus of the State‟s attention and resources, further 

undermining the sense of shared values and collective purpose of the family group. 
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When immersed in a family, you are immediately aware of the complex nature of the 

constant exchanges, reciprocations, informal contracts and transactions which make 

up everyday life.  Thinking of the family as an economy in the broadest sense can be 

useful for accessing its complexity as a system and appreciating how external 

shocks, interventions by regulatory authorities, the supply of social, cultural and 

economic capital can produce sudden booms and busts in the system. 

Within this analogy, the State and its agencies act as regulator of a “family” rather 

than financial system, a system of which it has little direct experience (i.e. spending 

time in the home observing family life in general rather than observing a specific risk 

which has already been identified) and relatively limited capacity for knowledge, 

learning and experiences that might inform any intervention.  In this context, the 

State, just as the financial regulator, falls back on a „risk based approach‟ which 

asserts objectivity on fundamentally subjective judgements and moralities of culture. 

This results in a default strategy of containment and/or intervention on a massive 

scale (whole scale bail out) both of which fail to acknowledge the capacity of any 

system for self regulation and self correction. 

13. The Comfort of things – consuming as making “normality”? 

The most common refrain in any participant observation, after the initial welcome 

and small talk, is “am I normal?”  This statement will usually occur when the 

participant needs to get on with normal life which has been interrupted by the arrival 

of the researcher into the home.  Whether working with what might be considered 

“mainstream” families living in the circumstances of „middle England‟ or with the 

families we observed, the process of being observed introduces a more reflexive (i.e. 

a greater sense of consciousness about the decisions we take for granted in modern 

consumer society) perspective which begs the question “am I normal” or rather “is 

what I do with this fabric conditioner, frozen pizza, kitchen cleaner, xbox, [delete 

where appropriate] similar to the way that other people do and use things”. 

The question “am I normal” (which for some would be an anathema to be answered 

as “yes”, after all “we are all individuals!”) sits right to the heart of the drivers behind 

modern consumerism and starts to explain the importance it has come to assume in 
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our everyday lives, and in particular the way in which we make the meaning of 

family. 

However, it is not something to be dismissed lightly as a statement we all take for 

granted.  The fact is that everyone worries at some point in their life about whether 

the things they do and the way they think would be considered normal by the rest of 

society.  The roots of this insecurity are embedded in the individualised nature of 

consumption which is the dominant mechanism and philosophy through which our 

sense of „normality‟ is constructed in modern culture. 

There is a critique of consumerism which sees it as our surrender to our baser 

desires and emotions. Consumers are described as being duped, acting on impulse, 

buying things they „don‟t really need‟ and generally being manipulated by hidden 

powers and controls employed by commercial brands and their marketers.  In reality, 

consumption is anything but a short term knee jerk response, and to ascribe the fluid 

and constantly changing nature of consumerism to some sort of emotional torrent is 

to miss the essential motivations, moralities and values which underpin our 

consumption of goods. 

Mary Douglas‟s seminal work on consumption in the 1970‟s identified this 

contradictory status of consumer goods in society.  She summed it up as “product is 

neutral, usage is social” which seemed to point to the fact that in the marketplace, 

products vied for your attention using various “tricks” of marketing to get you to 

choose them over another brand, a choice which in reality may have been entirely 

meaningless due to the fact that the product itself was only infinitesimally different 

(whether in terms of performance, value or another consumer value), but when those 

products or services were “used” then the outcome was not socially or culturally 

neutral but filled with social and cultural meaning. In the case of most products for 

the home, the meaning which is being produced is that which defines „family‟. 

The fundamental uncertainty that we perceive in this fast changing, constantly 

„upgrading‟ world,  produces distortions in our sense of „normality‟ which in turn lead 

the individual consumer to seek comforts which are closer to self and home 

(essentially comforts which feel more real and tangible in the face of an increasingly 

unreal and intangible reality „out there‟).   These comforts avoid making promises 

about the future and instead seek short term emotional happiness that avoids the 
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perceived risks of failure inherent in making meanings which are longer term and 

based on a confidence about the future which is significantly lacking in the 

conversation with individuals in all walks of life. 

Why does living on credit produce this uncertainty and distortion of our sense of 

normality? For the families we observed, credit is not something they can access 

and which would appear to challenge the thesis that our culture of consumer credit is 

one of the main causes.  However, as you examine the world of money which these 

families perceive and inhabit some consistent themes emerge which begin to explain 

why living on credit produces the need to consume for comfort.  The problem with 

consumer credit is it is literally, in the case of the 0% credit card, “free money”.   The 

problem with “free money” is that it lacks any source in the real world as it is 

produced by entering digits on a computer inside a bank rather than being made by 

any activity of labour, production or extraction.  This problem is further compounded 

because of the perception that if it is freely given then it can equally be taken back 

because there is no (apparent) social contract or obligation established between the 

bank and the creditor. 

This perception that something which arrives without explanation can also disappear 

similarly without explanation was discovered in ethnographies carried out with lottery 

winners and other recipients of money which was somehow treated as „abnormal‟ by 

mainstream society (such as the earnings from prostitution).  Again money is seen 

as a product of luck or as something which society does not recognise as legitimate 

earnings and therefore needs to be spent before it „disappears‟ either as a function 

of bad luck or because the individual is not able to assert their claim over its 

ownership. 

It is this lack of ownership over the products of consumerism which freely given 

credit provides which reduces their potential for creating meaning or maintaining 

systems of morality and society within the home or in our relationships with the rest 

of society.  Goods are „used up‟ to ensure you get the benefit of their purchase 

before it can be taken away from you and its meaning lost. This perception is 

compounded by the gradual but inexorable fragmentation of our culture and society 

in the face of uncertainty and systemic shocks such as the banking crisis, terrorist 

attacks and other events which shake our confidence in the permanence of our 
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shared values and beliefs which are on the whole based on the model of the free 

market and free individual. 

Families with Complex Needs have no access to free credit, but describe their life 

living on or at the margins of the benefit and social care system in much the same 

way. The resources of the State are treated with the same sense of uncertainty that 

at any time they can be taken away and there is little or no sense of ownership of the 

outcomes which the intervention of the State creates. That is not to say that Families 

with Complex Needs don‟t try and assert some sense of values and ownership over 

the space and resources which the State provides.  For example, the shrines to 

motherhood were attempts to maintain some sense of identity, values and perhaps 

most importantly authority around their role as gatekeeper of the home.  All of the 

home had „projects‟ ongoing which tried to improve and personalise their home in 

some way above and beyond just fixing problems which made some of the spaces 

difficult to inhabit (or even on the edge of being „normal‟ for a home). 

Even their energy is supplied through a complex system of credit keys which can 

require 5 mile journeys to charge up and provide no record of usage or accounting 

for energy use which might encourage more sensible budgeting or usage of energy 

(quite apart from the fact that such meters are charged at a penalty rate by energy 

companies). 

However, on the whole it was the gatekeepers in particular who felt that distortion 

very keenly and also displayed consumer behaviours which reflected this reliance on 

short term comforts to maintain a sense of „normality‟ in the face of a critique not only 

from themselves (about why their place in the world seemed so uncertain and why 

they lacked the confidence to make plans for the future) but also now from the 

massed ranks of State and 3rd Sector professionals who are ranged before them 

discussing their case in the „meetings‟ which form the beginning of any process of 

intervention within FIP. 

As a general rule, the greater the sense of uncertainty the more short term and 

indulgent (either of self or children) was the use of money and consumption of 

goods. 
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14. The Fragmented Family: Collateral damage of debt orientated consumer 

culture? 

Zygmunt Bauman has written several works on the impact of the development of 

consumer society on the everyday lives of individuals and families (most relevant 

being Work, Consumerism and the New Poor (2005) and his recent “Collateral 

Damage” (2011)).  A central idea or theme of his prodigious output over the last 3 

decades, is that modernity (or the modern project) seeks to liquidise and re-make the 

institutions of society around new rational principles in the name of individuals 

freedoms, market based efficiencies and technological progress, but instead creates 

a society which finds itself constantly in a state of fluidity and change rather than 

„solidity‟ as a result. 

All of the families observed in the studies displayed a high degree of liquidity, both in 

terms of a decentred sense of self and fragmented and conflicting meanings of 

family.  The causes of this fragmentation were of course complex and contingent on 

numerous factors but broadly could be divided between particular events affecting 

the individual or family and more general social and cultural forces or trends. 

This distinction is important because any definition of Families with Complex Needs 

which does not ascribe any causal impact to the norms and reality of the mainstream 

consumer society we live in today could be accused of applying a falsely utopian 

view on what is „normal‟ in a society for which change and uncertainty has become 

the norm not the exception.  As such it would be a denial of the pressures and 

tensions which all families experience on a daily basis and which produce their own 

sets of problems and issues in family life.  The assumption that the normality of a 

consumer lifestyle will provide the stability and security which fragmented families 

need to re-establish a working domestic economy  and social cohesion (implicit in 

political use of phrases such as „underclass‟ and „broken society‟) perhaps explains 

why during these observations the interventions of the State were felt by 

respondents to have increased rather than decreased their personal sense of 

uncertainty and their family‟s dependency on outside support and help. 

However, in many respects, analysis of the causes of the situations merely 

introduces more complexity and assumptions about motivations and potential 

solutions into the picture. The reality of our fragmentary society is that there can be 
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no one single picture or perspective on a problem because we no longer, as a 

society, believe or act out of a single set of universal beliefs and norms.  Instead, we 

need to be able to recognise and connect with an increasingly divergent set of 

beliefs and norms which are produced not out of some wilful desire to be „different‟ or 

„special‟ (in the style of an X factor contestant perhaps) but out of the realities of 

individual freedom and choice which our society has built on the back of a consumer 

financial revolution which began in the 1970‟s.  To attempt to impose rules and 

values on those families identified to have problems or a complex relationship with 

the state is to further marginalise and alienate people which already feel 

disconnected from their communities and society as a whole. 
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15.  Making „normality‟ through „social work‟– legislating vs. interpreting 

 

There is a complex thread which runs through the experiences of all the families is a 

fundamental confusion about the role of the State in helping them achieve a status 

which no longer marks them out as „different‟ or „not normal‟. 

 

This confusion is created by the inconsistencies in the way the State acts in different 

contexts as if the State itself doesn‟t know when to be rule driven and legislate 

normality and when to act more as a guide and interpreter for people whose own 

situation, perspective or even capabilities make it hard for them to achieve 

independence, resilience and sustainable stability in their everyday lives. 

 

The effect is the undermine the efforts of those who see themselves (and the 

meaning of “care”) as being on the side of the recipients of care, offering mutual 

support and relationship rather than imposing solutions from a position of greater 

power, authority and knowledge on individuals which only confirms for those 

individuals their own lack of power, authority and confidence that they can or will do 

the right thing. 

 

Part of this „lack‟ of authority and self esteem is based on the loss of value in the 

ethics of work which no longer provides the markers of class and status it once did. 

Instead the value of work is seen in terms of the goods and (social) services you can 

afford to consume. However, the most common refrain and final place the 

conversations with our respondents ended up was how work, in whatever form, was 

somehow a solid foundation for reconstructing their sense of self worth and 

confidence that they could more independently with the booms and busts of their life.  

 

Rebuilding the self esteem of individuals who have undergone and are undergoing 

significant stress, depression and sometimes violent experiences requires the 

creation of a new perspective that goes beyond the meeting of immediate needs for 

support and allows individuals to reflect on their own capabilities to succeed and 

develop the confidence to „invest‟ in their own future.  
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All too often the interventions of the past have failed because they fail to provide the 

firm foundations of identity and place in the world which are themselves in short 

supply in a fast changing, liquid modern world. 

 

Such interventions also suffer from a lack of „community‟ both in terms of social 

relations and also in terms of physical space which is neither privatised (i.e. only 

available as a consumer commodity or for the practices of consumption) or wholly 

regulated and formalised by the State and its agencies.  Creating opportunities for 

more informal socialisation of families, and the individuals within them, both adults 

and children would also allow individuals and families from the „mainstream‟ to 

realise that Families with Complex Needs are not a „world apart‟ but an inevitable 

part of their own uncertain, constantly shifting social world. 

 

However, the task of creating greater resilience, independence, autonomy of 

decision making and control over what are challenging issues generated by past and 

present situations is still possible to achieve if greater emphasis is placed on 

understanding the individual family context and greater flexibility of implementation 

introduced into the „system‟ of social care.  The perception that “life is a lottery” 

should not be compounded by the opaque actions of a system people have no hope 

of fully understanding, instead, the front line workers of the State can help individuals 

navigate the situation they find themselves in such a way to build the self esteem 

and confidence of the individuals and families concerned. 
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