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Foreword
Mavis Maclean

On my desk sits an elegant mug inscribed “TCRU 1973-2013 Celebrating
40 years of research excellence’, a welcome reminder of an excellent
conference marking an earlier anniversary. And now this volume, Social
Research for our Times, joins the mug and will be a reminder of Thomas
Coram Research Unit’s 50 years of excellent research, reflecting on recent
findings in the field of social issues affecting children, young people and
families, adding discussion of developing research methods and including
new work with minority and disadvantaged groups. But perhaps most
important of all, this volume addresses the question of the relationship
between research and policy. TCRU is well-placed to comment, having
asked questions and collected research evidence for half a century, in
order to produce answers and ideas which may be used to have a positive
effect on the lives of children and families.

Three research units concerned with social issues affecting children
and families have recently celebrated their 50th birthdays: the Centre for
Family Research, in Cambridge, which began in the University’s Psychology
Department; the Centre for Socio-Legal Studies in Oxford University’s
Faculty of Law, with a group interested in families and the justice system
who later moved to the Department of Social Policy and Intervention; and
of course, TCRU in London. TCRU began as a government-funded dedicated
research unit, sharing premises at the Coram Foundation, and has always
been an integral part of the Institute of Education, which is now UCL's
Faculty of Education and Society. Always fully engaged in research into the
lives of children and families and the services they use, TCRU has now
expanded this to include diverse marginalised minority groups, most
recently refugees, as well as broadening its teaching role.

I have been fortunate enough to be involved with all three groups,
not only sharing academic interests but also supporting the development
of all three, through their management structures and committees. It was
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a great pleasure to welcome Ann Phoenix, from TCRU, to Oxford to give
the annual Sidney Ball Memorial Lecture in November 2022. She received
an enthusiastic and active response, from students and researchers of the
Department of Social Policy and Intervention, to her lecture on contesting
and transforming racialised histories.

There is a tale to be told of how the outward-looking, collaborative,
skilled and energetic researchers of TCRU have developed and raised the
profile of family studies over time, and how they have worked on creating
an effective relationship between their research and policy development
and implementation. But this volume also looks to the future! The editors
focus on the linkage, exemplified by TCRU, between research and policy
at every stage, from the initial identification of emerging issues to
securing the necessary support to collect evidence to stimulate an
effective policy response.

TCRU is to be warmly congratulated on producing a volume which
not only sets out key research findings and developments in methodology,
but shares the lived experience of policy-relevant research in a way that
will both help this multidisciplinary, international but cohesive and
focused group to move forward, and also help others to develop a more
effective policy response to the changes that lie ahead for children and
their families. Looking back, I note that the setting up of TCRU took place
at a time when a formulation of the relationship between policymaking
and research had been developed by Martin Rein when visiting LSE, which
he set out in his book Social Policy: Issues of choice and change (Rein, 1970).
He defines three kinds of research and how they can contribute to
policymaking. ‘Needs-resource research’ attempts to identify the disparity
between needs and resources, but is limited to examining funding for
existing services. ‘Distributive research’ looks at reallocation rather than
expansion of resources, but can go round in circles, limited by focusing on
defects in performance rather than levels of resources. ‘Allocative research’,
however, is designed to contribute to effective choice and prioritisation,
aiming to reach a stated objective; it starts by trying to consider the real
needs of service users. Rein warns that research findings are more likely to
be welcomed by policymakers when they do not imply the need for major
change, particularly in resource allocation. But he stresses the need to
address the real difficulties of the clients — and to consider carefully the
way findings are presented, if progress is to be made.

The founding members of TCRU may or may not have been aware
of this analysis at the time, but they had clearly reached a very similar
starting point and were managing their relationships with government
funders with skill, while at the same time achieving impact. And now,
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firmly embedded in the wider university structure, TCRU has added
teaching to its already wide range of activities. But the warmth, sensitivity
and ability to work collaboratively and creatively across disciplines and
across countries remains unchanged, to great effect.

Part I clearly reflects the wide-ranging work of TCRU on services
and policies for children and families, while developing new concepts,
including social pedagogy (new, at least, in the UK), a public-health
approach to child protection, and the impact on parenting of leave
policies. Part II goes on to look at family life, gender and minority
communities, including children with same-sex parents, refugees, and
studies of fathering. While Part III focuses on innovative methodological
developments, including working in participatory ways with children and
young people and the methodological and ethical challenges of
researching Islam and Muslims.

So this Foreword is not just a foreword. It is also a ‘thank you’ to
TCRU, not only for 50 years of original and effective research, even during
COVID, but also for pointing the way ahead, to a strong future for research
into the needs of children and their families, and new ways of working
towards meeting them. It has been a pleasure to serve as Chair of the
Advisory Group, where ongoing work could be presented and discussed
in a critical yet supportive setting with our loyal members from the worlds
of policy as well as research.

Mavis Maclean, CBE
Senior Research Fellow, St Hilda’s College, and Department of Social

Policy and Intervention, University of Oxford
Honorary Professor, University College London
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Social research and spaces for
possibility: an introduction to the
Thomas Coram Research Unit and
the book

Claire Cameron, Alison Koslowski, Alison Lamont
and Peter Moss

This is a book about the relationship between social research and policy,
a relationship that is necessary but far from straightforward, productive
but fraught too on occasion. It is about the Thomas Coram Research Unit
(TCRU), a centre for social research that first opened its doors in 1973 as
part of what was then the Institute of Education, University of London.
During the subsequent five decades, TCRU has researched a wide range
of subjects, sampled in the chapters that follow, focused on England but
with an increasingly international scope. Amidst this diversity has been a
consistent theme: TCRU has viewed most of its research as related to
policy, informed by values including a commitment to social justice. The
policy-research relationship is expressed in TCRU’s earlier years by the
term ‘policy oriented’; more recently the term ‘policy relevant’ appears.
Over the years it has produced many important insights, bearing on social
and health policies. But TCRU’s work has also raised important issues
about the relationship between social research and policy, not least about
the purposes and the nature of that relationship.

The book has several goals. It offers the story of a centre for research,
which over its 50 years has weathered many different external conditions
to maintain a continuous (though not exclusive) focus on children,
families and services. It shares some of TCRU’s wealth of experience
researching and thinking about major and diverse social issues,
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experience that includes both rich findings and conclusions, and
innovative methods that have been developed to undertake research. It
provides reflections on social research, indeed it might be regarded as an
inquiry into the relationship between social research and policy, drawing
on the particular case of the Thomas Coram Research Unit.

This chapter opens that inquiry, offering a brief history of TCRU and
an initial overview of its relationships with policy contexts that have
altered markedly over 50 years. We dwell at some length on the ambitions
that underlay the founding of TCRU, in particular to undertake ‘strategic’
research, and consider how far those ambitions have been realised as the
years have passed, and how, too, TCRU has responded to the many
changes that have taken place in its immediate environment and further
afield. The chapter also introduces the book’s three parts and their
contents. In the final chapter we will draw some conclusions and consider
possible future directions for the relationship between social research and
policy, bearing in mind the conditions of our times, notably the converging
crises that confront this country and the world.

Thomas Coram Research Unit

The Thomas Coram Research Unit was founded in 1973. TCRU was the
product of the vision and reputation of its first Director, Professor Jack
Tizard, and the backing of a government department. Born in New
Zealand in 1919, Tizard was orphaned at the age of five and grew up
during the interwar Great Depression in a family of 13, constantly
struggling to make ends meet. Having won a scholarship, he went on to
gain a first-class degree in 1940 and the award of the University of New
Zealand’s Senior Scholar in Philosophy, before five years spent in the
field-ambulance service during the Second World War. Moving to the UK
in 1945, he joined the Medical Research Council Social Psychiatry Unit at
London’s Institute of Psychiatry in 1948, where he undertook research to
improve the lives of people with learning disabilities.

In 1964, Tizard moved to the Institute of Education at the University
of London as Professor of Child Development and in 1971 established the
Child Development Research Unit. Two years later, he set up, with the
support of the then Department of Health and Social Security (DHSS),
the Thomas Coram Research Unit in premises in Bloomsbury’s Brunswick
Square, rented from the Thomas Coram Foundation for Children (today’s
Coram, which is still in Brunswick Square), a charity quite separate from
TCRU. TCRU’s new offices overlooked the site of the eighteenth-century
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Coram Foundling Hospital, a landmark institution in its day initiated by a
sea captain, Thomas Coram (1668-1751), to save and improve the lives
of London’s abandoned children (McClure, 1981), and whose name the
new unit assumed. Its initial focus was the health, welfare and education
of children and their families, including those with severe disabilities, and
the services provided for them.

Jack Tizard died in 1979, aged just 60." After an interim period,
TCRU’s continuance was assured and Barbara Tizard, Jack’s widow and
an eminent psychologist who had been active in TCRU since its inception,
took over as Director (1980-90). Since her retirement, there have been
six Directors: Harry McGurk (1990-5), Peter Aggleton (1995-2007), Ann
Phoenix and Marjorie Smith (joint Directors, 2007-13), Margaret O’Brien
(2013-21) and, from 2021, Alison Koslowski. In 1991, TCRU moved a
short distance from Brunswick Square to offices in two Georgian houses
in Woburn Square, adjacent to the main Institute of Education building
on Bedford Way.

Over this period, the funding of TCRU has fundamentally changed.
TCRU has always had multiple sources, but for many years its funding
bedrock was government, initially the DHSS, then from 1988 the
Department of Health (DH). However, from the early 1990s, this bedrock
began to crumble. First, the DHSS/DH system of rolling contracts and
‘core’ funding, from which TCRU had benefited hugely since it provided a
modicum of security, came under review. Then, in March 1994, it came
to an end, with TCRU offered instead a five-year fixed-term contract,
renewable for a further fixed term. Following the Labour government
reassigning responsibility for non-paediatric children’s services from
health to education in 1998, funding was shared between the Department
for Health and the Department for Education and Employment. Finally,
in 2010, this support was ended altogether.

Under successive directors, TCRU has successfully broadened its
non-government funding base, including national and international
sources, contributing to a period of stability, productivity and growth. But
despite this success in gaining grants from a wide range of other funding
bodies, the loss of substantial and sustained government funding,
coinciding with a period of national austerity, was serious. An increasingly
competitive research environment, smaller research budgets and shorter
timescales also took their toll. By late 2013 it was clear that a more
resilient and secure funding base was needed if TCRU was to survive.
Faced by these challenging conditions, TCRU turned to undergraduate
teaching as a new funding source. With colleagues in the wider
Department of Social Sciences, TCRU launched a new degree (BSc Social
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Sciences), a development that not only bolstered TCRU’s financial
position but offered an opportunity for revitalisation through the
recruitment of early and mid-career staff combining teaching and
research.

Fifty years on from opening its doors, TCRU today has a strong
teaching component to its work while remaining an active centre for
social research. That research is currently organised under three ‘work
clusters’. The first two — ‘Children’s wellbeing: Services and practices’ and
‘Gender, families and work’ — reflect long-established interests, though
with particular research projects focusing on important new social
experiences and phenomena, for instance, parenting during the COVID
pandemic, the experiences of young donor-conceiving adults, same-sex
parent families, and identities and health among diverse members of the
LGBTQI community. The third stream — ‘Migration, mobility and diversity’
— encompasses other current pressing societal concerns, including the
experiences of child and adult refugees and other migrant groups. Here
is evidence of TCRU’s continued evolution in response to changing times,
while retaining a broad focus on children and families, a capacity for
evolution also apparent in methodology.

This evolution, illustrated in more detail in subsequent chapters,
results in part from strategic decisions (for example, in the 1980s, to
withdraw from learning disability as a major subject of research); in part
from the constant renewal of TCRU’s workforce, with new entrants
bringing new interests and perspectives; and also from changing social,
cultural, economic and political contexts. To discuss those changing
contexts over half a century would require a book in its own right. We will
point to just a few here.

TCRU'’s existence spans a period of profound economic and political
change in the United Kingdom, with some historical overviews dividing
the postwar period into three phases: the triumph of ‘social democracy’ in
the postwar settlement; followed by a period of political and economic
crisis during the 1970s; and, finally, the ‘neoliberalism’ hegemony and the
accompanying financialisation of the economy. While this reading of the
period has been questioned as too simplistic and reductionist (Sutcliffe-
Braithwaite, Davies and Jackson, 2022), it is undoubtedly the case that
the country has experienced huge changes since the 1970s, so that what
had seemed self-evident and almost natural back then has come to seem
unthinkable and hopelessly outmoded today — and vice versa. This sense
of aworld turned upside-down is captured by the political scientist Susan
George when she writes that:
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In 1945 or 1950, if you had seriously proposed any of the ideas and
policies in today’s standard neoliberal toolkit, you would have been
laughed off the stage or sent off to the insane asylum. At least in the
Western countries, at that time, everyone was a Keynesian, a social
democrat or a social-Christian democrat or some shade of Marxist.
The idea that the market should be allowed to make major social
and political decisions; the idea that the State should voluntarily
reduce its role in the economy, or that corporations should be given
total freedom, that trade unions should be curbed and citizens given
much less rather than more social protection — such ideas were
utterly foreign to the spirit of the time. Even if someone actually
agreed with these ideas, he or she would have hesitated to take such
a position in public and would have had a hard time finding an
audience (George, 1999: 1).

But an audience, and a powerful one, was found for such ideas — and the
unthinkable became the reality, with huge consequences. After the 1970s
the public domain was ransacked, much of it sold off or contracted out to
private businesses. Competition became the order of the day in all fields.
Private-sector disciplines were imported to the public sector through the
technologies of new public management, with a focus on establishing
quantifiable standards and endless measurement of performance.
Potential centres of opposition to the state (notably trade unions and local
authorities) were hobbled and hollowed out. Nor were universities
immune, being expected to become self-financing businesses, competing
with their peers for ‘customers’ and on an increasing battery of
performance measures. Social research itself has also been increasingly
put out to the market, with ever more competition, between an array of
research ‘providers’, to land contracts by offering best ‘value for money’ in
processes of ‘competitive tendering’.

From this perspective, it could be argued that TCRU was conceived
at the end of the postwar ‘social democratic’ settlement, with its reformist
politics and commitment to a strong welfare state; that it grew and took
its first steps in a transitionary period of crisis in the 1970s; and that it has
lived out its life since during the subsequent ‘neoliberal’ ascendancy. The
death of TCRU’s founder, in 1979, coincided with the advent of the
Thatcher years, to be followed by the era of New Labour and then a
prolonged spell of Conservative government, an era of austerity, Brexit
and pandemic. However, it is now possible that the ‘neoliberal’ ascendancy
of the last 40 years is in decline, indeed has entered into a period of
terminal crisis (Stiglitz, 2019; Beckert, 2020; Tooze, 2021); the last
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decade or so, as Berman (2022) observes, has been ‘characterized by a
Polanyian backlash to the negative consequences of the neoliberal era ...
[with the West experiencing] rising social discontent and political
extremism, as well as a widespread questioning of whether capitalism can
still help humanity slouch towards utopia’. At the same time, and not
coincidentally, the world is experiencing a series of other converging
crises — environmental, political, military, economic and social; the
Doomsday Clock of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists shows an ominous
90 seconds to midnight, ‘the closest the clock has ever been set to
midnight’, a reflection that ‘we are living in a time of unprecedented
danger’.? In this transitionary period when, as Gramsci famously said, ‘the
old is dying and the new cannot be born’, an interregnum characterised
by ‘a great variety of morbid symptoms’ and whose outcome is uncertain,
new demands are, or should be, placed on the relationship between social
research and policy.

TCRU’s existence can also be mapped onto changes in the UK’s
relationship with Europe. It largely coincides with the country’s
membership of the European Economic Community and European Union,
entering this regional body the year TCRU was founded, and leaving it 47
years later. From the 1980s, this membership provided opportunities and
stimuli for TCRU’s researchers to participate in comparative work,
including multinational networks and research, and hence for broadening
TCRU’s horizons and building partnerships with researchers in other
European countries. Along with burgeoning relationships with other
transnational organisations, spanning the world beyond Europe, the EEC/
EU enabled TCRU’s evolution from a national to an international player.

A third example would be the enormous changes in ideas about and
attitudes towards identities, including gender, childhood, race and
ethnicity, disability and sexuality, with the rise of accompanying social
movements, discourses about rights, demands for social justice and new
political formations. Some have argued that this amounts to a ‘recognition
turn’, with Nancy Fraser identifying a shift in the grammar of political
claim-making, where struggles for cultural recognition, on the one hand,
and socio-economic redistribution, on the other, are becoming the two
key sites of political resistance (Fraser, 1996). As a result, the struggle for
identity and recognition has moved centre stage.

A final, and far more local, example of shifting contexts concerns
TCRU'’s place in the dramatically changed world of academia, itself the
subject of the neoliberal turn. TCRU started out as a substantial player in
a relatively small semi-autonomous higher-education organisation, the
Institute of Education, then part of the federal University of London.
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Within ten years of its opening, TCRU accounted for 45 per cent of the
Institute’s total external research funding (Aldrich and Woodin, 2021).
Today, following the merger of the Institute of Education (IOE) in 2015
into a much larger entity, UCL, TCRU finds itself one part of a department
(now entitled the Social Research Institute) that is part of a faculty, which
in its turn is just one modest part of a huge academic institution with the
largest student roll in the UK; this changed positioning brings both new
opportunities and a certain loss of autonomy. (For a fuller history of
TCRU, see Brannen et al., 2022).

The relationship between social research and policy

The relationship of research to policy is always in flux. As noted, societal
and political contexts change, as do governments and the array and
priorities of funders; researchers, too, come and go. The relationship of
research and researchers to policy is not fixed and can vary on a continuum
from close to distant, depending on the topic under research and when
and in which type of organisation the research is done. There is also
another important variable — whether research is strategic or tactical,
long-term or more immediate in scope, a theme that recurs throughout
TCRU’s existence.

TCRU has always seen itself as, first and foremost, concerned with
doing social research that has a relationship with policy, including
services and practice. But what relationship? And how far has it changed
over time? The term used in TCRU’s early years was ‘policy-oriented’
research; for example, in a letter Jack Tizard wrote to the DHSS Chief
Scientist in 1979, he referred four times to ‘policy-oriented’ research, and
noted that ‘policy-oriented research programmes such as ours [in the
social sciences] are very rare indeed’ (Tizard, J., 1979: 249).

It is worth exploring what that term might have meant, in particular
the underpinning ideas about the relationship between social research
and policy that Jack Tizard brought with him to TCRU when he founded
it, having thought long and hard on the subject during his preceding
research career. The exploration, however, is for more than just historical
interest. For if, as we have suggested, society is entering a new period of
transition, in which the neoliberal hegemony of recent decades gives way
to something else, while at the same time a number of other existential
crises are converging, then the relationship between research and policy
that has evolved under this disintegrating hegemony may also need to be
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rethought. As with so much else, such rethinking can benefit from
revisiting previous discourses and experiences.

In 1971, the Rothschild report (Rothschild, 1971) to the government
on the organisation and management of government research and
development:

drew a sharp division between basic research, seen as the province
of the universities and research councils, and applied research,
which has a practical application as its objective. In future, it stated,
all applied research funded by the government should be organised
on a customer-contractor basis. Anamed contractor (the government
policy maker, i.e. administrative civil servant) says what he wants;
the contractor (the researcher) provides it; and the customer pays
him (Tizard, B., 2003: 25).

Jack Tizard disagreed strongly with the Rothschild report’s conclusions.
He thought the proposed ‘customer—contractor’ relationship was neither
appropriate nor even feasible, as ‘customers’ (for example, policymakers)
often were not clear about what they wanted and tended not to look
beyond immediate concerns (Tizard, J., 1979; Tizard, B., 2003). Nor did
he accept the sharp distinction between basic and applied research,
arguing instead that ‘it is through a proper consideration of practical
issues that social science is most likely to make theoretical advances
during the present century’ (Tizard, B., 2003: 26). At the same time, he
distinguished three levels of policy-oriented research that TCRU might
undertake: ‘Some “tactical” projects have immediate service implications,
some projects are concerned with broader “strategic” issues, others, more
theoretically oriented, provide an underpinning for policy’ (Tizard, B.,
2003:54).2

Tizard was not entirely opposed to undertaking ‘tactical’ work,
responding to questions posed by policymakers and addressed to specific
and immediate problems. Work of this kind might, he conceded, be
undertaken by a dedicated social-research centre like TCRU. But overall,
he was ‘sceptical of the value of commissioning “projects” on a one-off
basis in the belief that by doing so you are going to answer any but the
most superficial questions’ (Tizard, J., 1979: 248). Such contracted
projects were unlikely, in his view, to be ‘effective either in influencing
policy or in leading to an accumulation of expertise in a particular field’
(Tizard, B., 2003: 11). Instead, he wanted TCRU to be focusing more on
‘strategic’ research ‘concerned with problems that were of considerable
generality and importance, likely to endure over a period of decades’.
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This approach to the relationship between research and policy had
anumber of implications. When it came to particular areas of work, policy
problems, the relationship needed to be future-oriented, long-term and
multilayered, including a concern for theory and method:

In selecting problems one has to have an eye to the future — to think in
strategic rather than tactical terms ... It is very necessary that the Unit
should continue to undertake so-called basic, or strategic work. Unless
it does so it will ... move from project to project without long-term
goals, and without giving serious consideration to theoretical issues or
the development of methodologies which lend themselves to the
empirical study of policy-related issues (Tizard, J., 1979: 250-2).

Such strategic research, as articulated by Tizard, was most likely to
flourish in settings that not only provided an intellectual critical mass of
researchers and created some staff continuity, but also brought together
different disciplinary perspectives. Tizard, though a distinguished
psychologist and indeed a president of the British Psychological Society,
has been described as ‘less a psychologist, perhaps, than someone working
on the boundaries of psychology, medicine, education and the social
sciences’ (Tizard, B., 1983: 5). Researchers working in this diverse
context were well positioned to conduct rigorous research, but could also
provide policymakers with a rich resource of accumulated experience and
knowledge. It is not, Tizard argued:

the specific results of most enquiries which have, or should have, a
decisive effect upon national policy. Rather, it is the experience,
knowledge, and way of looking at problems which research workers
have, which could be of most use to [government] departments
centrally in their consideration of policy issues ... [T]he best way to
utilize what research workers have to offer government may often
be by calling upon them as experts or consultants rather than asking
departments to commission specific pieces of research and then
attempt to assimilate directly the results of a large number of
disparate enquiries (Tizard, J., 1979: 250).

Reference has already been made to the importance Tizard attached to
developing methods, and he himself applied a variety: ‘work with an
epidemiological basis, longitudinal studies, comparisons between
institutions using standardised observations, work that was statistically
irreproachable ... and experimental trials’ (Tizard, B., 2003: 54). At his
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most ambitious, he sought to apply these methods through experimental
interventions in services, searching for better ways to meet the needs of
particular groups of children and families. Both before and during his
period as Director of TCRU, he initiated or supported a number of such
interventions that were actually or potentially transformative. To take just
two examples: the Brooklands Project, an intervention in the late 1950s
that removed a group of children with severe learning disabilities living
in a dire hospital environment and offered them instead an upbringing in
a domestic environment, contributed to a revolution in the future care of
such children (Tizard, J., 1964); while his work with experimental
Children’s Centres (the subject of Chapter 2) offered a bold and visionary
alternative to the totally inadequate system of early years services extant
when TCRU was founded.

What drove Tizard was a belief in the power of scientifically rigorous
research, for example, ‘faith in demonstration projects ... because of their
potential for instituting change, by providing models for others to
replicate, draw upon, or adapt’ (Tizard, B., 2003: 8), together with a deep
commitment to social justice and a strong and inclusive welfare state. In
many respects, Tizard represents the postwar ‘social democratic’ era, with
its emphasis on active local authorities and government-funded solutions
to social problems through the welfare state. He believed that social
research needed to play a proactive role in policymaking, taking the
initiative to identify problems and delve deeply into them, testing out
alternative solutions, and offering informed opinions engendered by a
collegial and multidisciplinary community of practice. ‘Policy-oriented’
research did not mean, for him, only research that was relevant to existing
policy; it also meant prefigurative research that explored ways in which
policy might become more relevant to the lives of children and adults, by
better meeting the needs of society, including needs that policymakers
did not yet recognise but which researchers identified as requiring
attention. Research, in short, should not only follow a national policy
agenda, but contribute to its formation.

This ‘policy-oriented’ approach did not ignore the government of
the day and its policy interests. When it came to long-term government
funding such as the ‘rolling contracts’ with DHSS/DH, so important in
providing continuity for TCRU, there was a process of negotiation to
arrive at a programme of research for the period of each contract that was
acceptable to both parties. The relationship between researchers and
policymakers was dialogic and equal (or at least, far more so than today),
at odds with the ‘customer-contractor’ model, and led over the years to
TCRU undertaking a wide range of innovative studies into subjects of
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great policy relevance — though not necessarily of immediate high policy
priority. For despite Jack Tizard’s premature death, TCRU has never lost
the habit of conducting strategic research related to policy, supported
either by ongoing government funding of the unit (until its eventual
termination in 2010) or, increasingly, by funding from a range of other
agencies, local, national and international. Reflecting on her own time as
TCRU Director, Barbara Tizard wrote that:

Jack’s aim for the unit, that it should mainly carry out strategic
rather than tactical research, continued to be achieved in the 1980s.
Most work came from our own initiatives, in consultation with
government in the case of DH funding, and was concerned with
increasing understanding of the processes involved in outcomes for
which government had some responsibility, for example
achievement in the infant school, the development of children in
different forms of day care, parental practices in relation to their
children’s health, or less directly, of young people’s racialised
experiences and racial identities, which bears on child care policies
(Tizard, B., 2003: 57).

There was, however, one important change.

During the 1970s, there were a large number of experimental
interventions in services, one might say this was then a major
characteristic of the unit’s research, as it had been of Jack’s
throughout his career ... During the 1980s there was only one
intervention study — Ann Oakley’s [Deputy Director] provision of
social support during pregnancy (Tizard, B., 2003: 54).

While maintaining that ‘an intervention study can be a very effective way
of bringing about policy change’, Barbara Tizard added that the
‘difficulties involved in setting up and carrying out experimental
interventions are considerable and can probably only be overcome by
someone with status, determination, and persuasive skills’. But, in
retrospect, she also noted the changing context, conjecturing that ‘the
decline in experimental interventions during the 1980s was a response
not only to the loss of Jack’s leadership, but also to a change in the zeitgeist
—aloss of idealism, perhaps, of belief in the efficacy of action, of caution
in the face of general retrenchment’ (Tizard, B., 2003: 56). The times
were a-changing.
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This methodological retreat was, however, balanced by advances
elsewhere, maintaining the importance Tizard attached to a policy-
oriented unit developing methods suited to the policy problems it
confronted. A particular style of research characterised TCRU’s work until
the early 1980s, perhaps largely due to the dominance of psychology
among its founding staff: studies with moderate to large-scale samples,
employing interview and observation methods and analysis methods that
relied primarily on the quantification of the data (Brannen, J., 2021).
However, from the 1980s onwards, TCRU’s work began to embrace a
wider range of other methodologies, which over time have included
qualitative methods, mixed- and multi-methods, ethnography, secondary
analysis of large datasets, comparative international studies, participatory
methods involving children and young people, and narrative approaches
for studying everyday family practices. An important reason for this
plurality of methods has been the continuing diversification of disciplines
in TCRU, maintaining Tizard’s belief in the value of different disciplinary
perspectives; such multiplicity has been a distinguishing feature and
source of strength.

While TCRU has maintained its founder’s commitment to the
importance of developing concepts and methods for tackling fundamental
problems of policy-oriented research, there have been some shifts in the
type of policy-oriented research it undertakes. In recent years TCRU has
undertaken more tactical research work, for a variety of governmental
and non-governmental bodies, and addressed to specific and immediate
problems or informational needs. For example, in the early 2010s, as part
of a government-funded and multi-site Childhood Wellbeing Research
Centre (CWRC), TCRU led on the provision of a ‘responsive mode’ of
short-term research on topics initiated by the Department for Education.
This built on previous more informal arrangements and proved a
productive stream of work, drawing in numerous researchers from all the
partner organisations to respond to government agendas. A more recent
example of such research is supplied by the Children and Families Policy
Research Unit (CPRU), one of 15 National Institute of Health Research
policy research units. A senior researcher at TCRU (and author of Chapter
6) is codirector of CPRU, and leads its ‘responsive facility’. This responds
to evidence-specific needs from government departments within short
timescales, ranging from an email exchange within 24 hours or a written
briefing within a week, to commissioned research over a three- to twelve-
month period. Funders of such work have not only been national
government departments, but increasingly non-government organisations
and local bodies.
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This increasing focus on shorter-term ‘tactical’ work has been
valuable and, as we have noted, was never seen by Jack Tizard as
incompatible with more ‘strategic’ work. Indeed, to the degree that
‘strategic’ work in a research centre enables the creation and continuance
of a critical mass of researchers with ‘the experience, knowledge, and way
of looking at problems which research workers have’ (Tizard, J., 1979),
the two can be complementary. Such researchers can offer a better
informed and more thoughtful response to any request from policymakers
— though this may not always count for much when competing for
contracts against less knowledgeable but also cheaper rivals.

What does policy relevance mean?

The idea of a single research unit, such as TCRU, negotiating funding for
a long-term multi-project research programme with a government
department in the UK would be unthinkable today. The current marketised
research context with its emphasis on ‘value for money’ and economic and
societal ‘impact’ is very different from Tizard’s day. Government
departments do still seek research contractors to address their immediate
needs. But the idea of supporting future-oriented, long-term strategic
research is ‘foreign to the spirit of the time’ as Susan George puts it.

Yet what is policy-relevant social research is always contestable.
Arguably, the relevance of research, if it is to contribute to understandings
of social constraints, political choices and planned changes, lies in its
independence of thought and the adequacy and rigour of its findings, as
well as the status of its theory (Eldridge, 1986). So, we may ask, does
such research always have to address questions posed by governments of
the day and be directly related to their policy concerns? Can policy-
relevant social research address the policy field itself, raising questions
that may be critical of current policy and its assumptions, including who
and what is problematised? Can researchers explore emergent issues that
may in the medium or longer term require policy responses or, indeed,
even point to the need for new policy fields? How can social research
contribute to new ways of thinking about or practising policy? Is there, in
short, a place today for both tactical and strategic research?

Further, even supposing that research is relevant to current policy
concerns, what are the conditions and processes under which it influences
policy? In so far as research is only one, usually small, part of the mix of
actors and interests involved in the policy process (Tizard, J., 1979;
Brannen, P., 1986), research may be taken seriously only when the
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‘evidence’ justifies, or appears to justify, policymakers’ preconceived
opinions and predetermined decisions. Given, therefore, that the use
made of social research is influenced by factors within organisations, it is
most likely ‘to have influence in consensual political cultures and also in
those parts of the policy agenda where there is most agreement’ (Brannen,
P., 1986: 169).

Research may also influence policy in indirect and unpredictable
ways, not just through a relationship with government, but through its
influence in other spheres. Jack Tizard hoped that ‘good and interesting
[research] work come[s] in time to influence teaching and training, and
help[s] to change the attitudes of practitioners’. He took this line of
argument further, concluding that ‘the major impact of most research,
including ours, is not upon the Department, or central government, but
at alocal level and on the “climate of opinion™’ (Tizard, J., 1979: 250). In
this way, ‘policy-oriented’ or ‘policy-relevant’ research is not, or should
not be, the possession of policymakers, but may come to be absorbed into
a new geitgeist or contribute to a more progressive and nuanced public
discourse. So, how research is communicated is also germane to matters
of relevance because it raises questions about which audiences researchers
speak to; indeed, it can be argued that in part because of the privatisation
of much of the public sector and its services, there is an increasing range
of actors with an interest in social research.

Centres for social research, like TCRU, may, by the sustained work
of dedicated groups of researchers with a particular interest in a particular
policy field, build up a depth of understanding and the ability to make
judgements, which can be of great value to government, and others, who
are engaged in the making of policy — not just strategic research but
strategic researchers. As Jack Tizard argued:

All research is, of course, by its very nature, concerned with specific
issues. But the people who engage in it must, if they are any good,
look at their problems in a wider perspective. This takes time — and
research workers who dart from one project to another are no more
likely than politicians or the general public to look beyond their
noses (Tizard, J., 1979: 250).

Here, as elsewhere, Tizard’s thinking about the relationship between
social research and policy was not only about the relationship between the
tactical and the strategic, but between the here and now and the future.
Nearly fifty years after he established TCRU, some of the same issues that
he recognised reappear in the 2022 annual lecture to the Academy of
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Social Sciences, given by Geoff Mulgan, Professor of Collective Intelligence,
Public Policy and Social Innovation at UCL. Titled ‘Possibility space: The
role of social sciences in understanding, mapping and shaping the future’,
Mulgan advances a critique of recent developments in social research and
their consequences, developments that might be said to have paid
increasing attention to the tactical and the here and now:

Healthy pressures to attend to hard data and evidence have had the
unintended consequence of squeezing out attention to the future,
since by definition evidence and data refer to the past and present.
A well-intentioned focus on impact has encouraged incremental
work on policy — how to tweak a little, ideally aligned with the
interests of the government of the day — but discouraged the serious
design of how our society or economy might be a generation out
since of course a brilliant idea that will flourish in 30 years’ time
won’t show up in the REF [Research Excellence Framework]*
(Mulgan, 2022: 4).

While we reserve to the final chapter our main discussion of possible
future directions for TCRU and the relationship of its research to policy,
we reiterate our contention that this relationship needs to take account of
a contemporary context of profound transitions and converging crises —
political, military, social, environmental and economic, including the
failing of the neoliberal project and the immense damage neoliberalism
haswreaked. This points, we think, to a reconsideration and reprioritising
of the role that strategic social research can play in creating policies,
including services, that are relevant to surviving the crises and to the
emergence of a new epoch, in which the huge challenge confronting
societies globally will be to reimagine and radically rebuild a world that
is more just, more democratic, more sustainable and more caring. In this
scenario, strategic research, including the element of experimentation,
may have a major part to play in what Mulgan describes as: ‘expand[ing]
our shared possibility space, the options for our societies ... work both
within disciplines and across them ... to populate our fuzzy pictures of the
future with complex, rich, plausible ideas, pictures of the possible — a
possibility space that is capacious and helpful for action in the present’
(Mulgan, 2022: 12). Mulgan’s words encourage us to look to the role of
social research in building the future. But reflecting on TCRU’s history
also encourages us to draw on the past, including its foundation 50 years
ago and the ambitions of its founder, in understanding that role.
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What follows

Following this introduction to the Thomas Coram Research Unit comes an
opportunity to sample some of the rich research fare produced by TCRU’s
researchers over the last 50 years. There are 19 further chapters,
contributed by more than 30 Coramites, some now retired or otherwise
moved on, but most still active researchers working at TCRU today; a few
authors have never worked at TCRU but have been collaborators on
projects. The final chapter (20) draws out some conclusions about policy-
oriented or policy-relevant social research and reflects on future
directions, given the conditions of the times. The other chapters look at
particular instances or clusters of research undertaken at TCRU, or at
methods that have been used in conducting studies.

These chapters are organised into three parts, each with a short
introduction from the editorial team; though it should be acknowledged
that the allocation of chapters is not always clear-cut, with some that would
have been equally at home in more than one section. Part I focuses on
‘Services and policies for children, young people and families’, including:
innovative early childhood services and the situation of the early childhood
workforce (Chapters 2 and 3); the continental European tradition of social
pedagogy and attempts to introduce it to the UK (Chapter 4); improving the
education of children in the care of public authorities (Chapter 5); the
potential, challenge and risks of a public-health approach to working with
vulnerable children and young people (Chapter 6); and the evolution of
research into parenting-leave policies (Chapter 7). Part II is about ‘Family
life, gender and minority communities’, including: the relationships,
inclusion, wellbeing and resilience of diverse groups of young people
(Chapters 8 and 9); minority stress experienced by same-sex parented
families (Chapter 10); the experiences of asylum seekers in often hostile
environments (Chapters 11 and 12); and changes and continuities in
fatherhood and fathering practices over the last 50 years (Chapter 13). Part
III turns attention to ‘Innovative social-research methodologies’, and
includes: a variety of methods for working with children, including the
youngest age groups, and young people (Chapters 14, 16, 17 and 19);
conducting comparative and multilayered research with a focus on the
research problem (Chapter 18); and researcher positionalities, in a
conversation between researchers about the methodological and ethical
challenges of researching Islam and Muslims (Chapter 15).

Because the book is reflective of life’s messiness and the realities of
social research, not all chapters fit neatly into their allotted section and
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there are instances of overlap. The book can be read cover to cover, or
dipped into, each chapter standing in its own right and including some
suggestions for further reading, a selection (including some titles also
found in the References section) that the authors recommend for those
wanting to go deeper into the subject matter of the chapter. However
approached, we hope TCRU’s diversity — of interests, disciplines and
methods — comes across, as do certain common threads in the unit’s
interests over time, including a concern with policy following the
founder’s commitment to being ‘policy-oriented’. But, hopefully too, the
reader will get a sense of how a social-research centre has been able to
evolve over the years, finding new topics to research and new ways to do
so, and how the relationship of research to policy has varied.

Notes

For an account of Tizard’s life see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jack Tizard.

Doomsday Clock. https://thebulletin.org/2023/01/press-release-doomsday-clock-

set-at-90-seconds-to-midnight/.

3 Theterms tactical, strategic and basic research were taken from the 1971 Dainton Report on
the future of the research council system: HMSO (1971) A Framework for Government
Research and Development. Cmnd. 4814, HMSO: London.

4 Research Excellence Framework, an evaluation of research conducted in British higher

education institutions and its impact.

N =
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Introduction to Part |
Claire Cameron

From its inception in 1973, the core identity of Thomas Coram Research
Unit (TCRU) has been a concern with the quality and conditions of life as
a child and young person. Fundamental to that quality of life is the way
societies organise to support families in their upbringing, caring and
educating of children and young people. In tandem, a core value of the
research undertaken at TCRU has been social justice, and to represent, in
some way, the voices of those usually unheard. The mission of TCRU, as
with much social research, is and has been to exercise foresight and lead
on the ways of understanding the social world, and in particular, in
TCRU'’s case, for children, young people and families, with a view to
improving or even transforming conditions of life in services, and their
governing policies, whether in local, national or international contexts.

The chapters in Part I of this volume chart just some of the research
and research infrastructure carried out at or developed through working
at TCRU in relation to children, young people and families. The chapters
exemplify various ways of ‘doing’ the relationship between research and
policy, and various ways of ‘doing’ research in its relation to social action,
all underpinned by a common value around making visible and finding
ways to do, or recommend others do something — policy and/or practice
- differently, and at scale.

Milotay (2018), writing about the European Union (EU)
policymaking process, discusses the allure of ‘evidence-based practice’,
which in theory reduces uncertainty and risk for policymakers by basing
decisions on sound and transparent evidence, but argues that this risks
narrow definitions and linear approaches to what are usually highly
complex and dynamic social phenomena and potentially misguided
policies with little stakeholder ‘buy in’. The implication is that research
evidence must proceed hand in hand with commonly held and
inclusionary values, or have a moral claim to ‘what’s right’ for a
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population, such as children in care, or young children, taking into
account emergent and consensual understandings. The relationship
between research evidence and policymaking works well, Milotay argues,
when there is a continual dialogue between the two, with the limitations
of policymakers in terms of scope and inherited world views challenged
by the foresight and lateral thinking, breadth and depth of high-quality
research, while at the same time policymakers can set and refine research
agendas. Essential ingredients in ongoing dialogue are structure (for
example, mechanisms for exchange, such as field visits and seminars, and
participation of peers and wider stakeholders such as NGOs) and outputs
that are valued (for example, working papers, proposals for action).

This dual approach to research, both rigorous attention to major
and diverse social issues for children and families, and premised on an
understanding of equality and inclusion based on human and child rights,
characterises much of the work discussed in this Part. Policy relevance
becomes not just what we can say about the ways in which a policy ‘works’
in relation to its stated aims, but is also oriented to what the unanticipated
consequences of the policy might be, or how policy levers (and practice
implementation of policy) might be employed to better cater for the needs
and aspirations of a group. In Chapter 1, we introduced the Tizard
distinction between ‘strategic’ and ‘tactical’ research, where strategic
referred to the foresight work, built over time, with deep understanding
of a field, to achieve a social change (which might be policy driven), and
tactical work was that undertaken in more responsive mode, when asked,
by government or others, to provide fairly immediate advice and guidance
on a specific question.

Part I chapters document, in many instances, how these two work
best in tandem, with the foundational knowledge from strategic work
providing the base for researchers to undertake fast turnaround evidence
gathering. In Chapter 2, Moss discusses the vision and (brief) policy
implementation of Children’s Centres. In TCRU’s early years, two
demonstration projects were developed and evaluated, showing what
might be done to support families with preschool-aged children, with
care, education, health and upbringing. This project spawned much
subsequent work at TCRU. Expertise was developed about the
relationships between care responsibilities and working lives and between
gender and care, and about policies to support parents of young children,
the care workforce, the intersection of care and education for young
children, and children in and leaving care. Studies were conducted of
different kinds of service provision for children and families, such as
nurseries, childminders, playgroups, play and holiday schemes, and
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residential and foster care. Members of TCRU came to play leading roles
in what might be termed international research infrastructure, including
European networks on the reconciliation of employment and family
responsibilities and for school-aged childcare, and global networks on
parental leave (Chapter 7). More latterly, members of TCRU have been
instrumental in setting up an international journal and a professional
association to support the development of social pedagogy in the UK
arising from original research (Chapter 4). Much of this strategic work
has also had tactical ventures to respond to more immediate policy
requests, made possible by continuity of core TCRU researchers, as well
as renewal with new members of the unit.

Chapter 3 reviews the findings of research, over time, in the care
workforce, showing considerable continuities over types of care work that
are dominated by low-cost, low-pay models that very largely employ
women with low levels of formal qualification. This strand of work
included a very good example of strategic foresight, by bringing a
gendered lens to employment in care work, and a better understanding of
the relationship between pay and a highly gendered workforce. The
gendered lens had its origins in both the studies of parents and work-life
balance and in learning from policy and practice represented in the
European Commission’s Childcare Network, led by a member of TCRU,
and was integrated into one of the earlier workforce projects, which was
run as part of the programme of work agreed with the Department of
Health (DH) and resulted in one of the foundational texts on the issue of
men working in care services (Cameron, Moss and Owen, 1999). National
policy influence was limited as the government in England only briefly
made gender a focus of early childhood education and care (ECEC) policy,
but has had more purchase in other countries (such as Germany, where
policy recognised the limitation of recruitment to a growing sector based
on excluding men, half of a labour pool). Likewise early research findings
on the differing employment conditions in private and public sectors led,
eventually, to a forensic exposition of mergers and acquisitions in ECEC
services in the current era, creating a volatile climate for both service
users and workers and highly relevant to policy decisions in respect of
care services of all kinds.

Understandings of the care workforce in a comparative context
underpinned investigations into how other European countries care for,
educate and bring up children in care of the state, discussed in Chapter 4.
TCRU research, commissioned by the DH (and then the Department for
Education and Skills), pioneered UK understandings of the role of the
social pedagogue and social pedagogy as an approach to what in the UK
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and other English speaking countries is called ‘care work’, but is more
expansive in remit, being largely educative in orientation and broader in
reach, as applicable to services for all ages and in many life circumstances.
The social pedagogy work was a good example of research-policy
alignment around values and mission, sustained by ongoing dialogue: the
DH’s Chief Social Worker, Helen Jones, was clear about what she wanted,
and ‘genuinely believed in evidence informed policy’ (June Statham, pers.
comm. December 2022). At a national level, policy alignment with
research evidence on social pedagogy did not last much beyond a change
of government in 2010, when the so-called austerity era reduced civil-
servant policy activity and pushed responsibility for change onto localities
and providers, some of whom became champions for social pedagogy,
and the new context created a demand for a more complex knowledge-
exchange environment.

The conceptual and organisational split between education and care
that characterised ECEC was also present in arrangements for children-
in-care and their education, as detailed in Chapter 5. Through research
and sustained advocacy work, that split was organisationally addressed,
first (in 1998) when ‘daycare’ services were moved from the Department
of Health to the Department for Education and Skills (with further
children’s services transferred later to the Department for Children,
Schools and Families, and subsequently the Department for Education);
and when, in 2006, local authority Departments of Children’s Services
were introduced, along with a duty to educate children-in-care when a
‘corporate parent’. The issue of research-policy alignment recurs here,
with Jackson’s By Degrees research recommendations, on improving
access to and success in education for young people who are care-
experienced, being accepted in full by a government committed to
education and social justice. Implementation remains uneven, however,
as access to universities for care-experienced young people remains well
below that of other young people from disadvantaged backgrounds, let
alone all young people of the same age. In this case, the evolution of the
field of research required not just well-researched evidence and dogged
commitment to its dissemination, but also partnership with influential
bodies, including funders, and spreading the ideas internationally
through comparative research and networking, and by different modes,
such as participatory knowledge-exchange programmes in schools.

Turning to child abuse and neglect, Chapter 6 argues that universal
health provision, such as community-facing health professionals, provides
a promising practice environment for a public-health approach to
identifying and referring children who may be at risk. This work is in the
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TCRU tradition of advocacy of universalism in access to services and a
family focused or ‘think family’ approach to healthcare, recognising that
families are children’s first educators and upbringers and societies have a
responsibility to support families (parents) in their upbringing roles. The
work is an example of foresight work, leading on bringing new ideas or new
configurations of service provision to policy attention, in this case through
the author’s role in the National Institute for Health and Care Research’s
Children and Families Policy Research Unit, which is a multi-partner
research centre with topics developed in collaboration with the Department
of Health and Social Care, and includes a rapid-response mode. This is the
closest current example in TCRU to the Milotay (2018) description of
‘Science Advice’, which provides evidence in an accessible format to
policymakers, informs the development of long-term policies, provides
informed advice during emergencies and engages in foresight activities.

Finally, Chapter 7 details the scope and potential of a global network
of academics drawn from over 50 countries, to leverage new ways of
understanding common issues in ‘parenting leaves’, a policy issue, at the
intersection of employment and family life, of increasing relevance to
economies and societies. The network, with its annual review of policies
and annual conference, functions as a sounding board, stimulus for new
research, a resource when policy advisors require information and career-
development opportunities for the scholarly community of leave
researchers. The network is loosely organised and united around a belief
in equality and a commitment to exchange. It is a powerful example of
largely self-organising research infrastructure.

Three themes might be discernible from the accounts of research-
policy relationships reported in these chapters. First, the relationship
between strategic and tactical research which clearly works best from a
researcher’s point of view when conducted in tandem, as one supports the
other. However, from a policy perspective, there is a tendency to focus on
the short term and immediate — or tactical — at the expense of the longer-
term transformation that is often required to achieve the social change
recommended by research evidence. A good example of lost opportunities
is the research on early childhood education and care services, over 50
years, which has been both strategic and tactical but has rarely achieved
policy breakthrough, and certainly now the services are in an extremely
parlous state and not working for children, families or the workforce. On
the other hand, the research on looked-after children, particularly on their
right to education, and to an extent around the social pedagogic ideas of
the value of meaningful relationships and activities as constituting learning
and development, have achieved considerable policy acknowledgement.
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Second, the interconnections between, and evolutions of, research
topics and programmes discussed in Part [ — and throughout this volume
—is an indication of the power and potential of a dedicated research unit,
with a good portion of secured funding, enabling at least some continuity
of research staff, to deepen understandings over time in subject areas.
This depth of work has been supported by both a collaborative ethos in
the research environment, and cross-project working, so researchers can
contribute thinking in one project to others. This evolving knowledge
often stands in contrast to lack of continuity among civil servants or other
policymakers, whose career paths value breadth, or, in recent times, are
simply not there to engage with research.

Third, many of the Part I chapters document the value of working
internationally, both through doing comparative work and through
building international partnerships and networks. European Union
membership made establishing networks and partnerships relatively
straightforward and access to EU research funding for comparative work
was immensely helpful. International comparisons both strengthened
our research methods and enabled us to challenge taken-for-granted
assumptions about practice, ‘expanding the menu of the possible’ (Tobin,
2021: 297). One clear example was Moss’s editorship of Children in
Europe, a twice-yearly magazine (2001-12), translated into 15 languages,
that aimed to provide a forum for exchange and learning for all those
working with or for children aged 0-10. Comparative work was often the
springboard for other international projects such as edited volumes (for
example, Miller et al., 2018). Using and adapting comparative evidence
is a complex task; the risk is that policymakers ‘skip’ this step and
translate only those insights that appeal to pre-existing ideas and stop
short of challenging the fundamentals of service provision — such as
introducing a social pedagogue as a ‘core’ worker with children and
young people.

While these chapters are far from representing the whole of TCRU
output in relation to children’s services and policies, they exemplify some
of the research-policy issues that have enabled and constrained our work
over 50 years. Enablers might be, first and foremost, an ongoing dialogue
with and funding stream from policymakers such as government; second,
a government and civil service committed to making use of research
evidence, especially that which they commission; and, third, a research
community committed to social-justice values that run alongside and
inform their research designs, very often leading to participatory and
collaborative approaches to research and knowledge exchange. Ideally,
one would also see researchers employed on non-precarious contracts so
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that research expertise can build up over time without constant changes
of project personnel. All this has been in place at various times through
TCRU’s history.
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Jack Tizard and Children’s Centres:
visions for policy-relevant social
research and transforming

early childhood services

Peter Moss

Introduction

The Thomas Coram Research Unit (TCRU) opened its doors in 1973. As
we saw in Chapter 1, TCRU’s founder, Jack Tizard, had a clear vision of
the kind of policy-relevant research he wanted the unit to conduct. He
also had another vision, of the kind of transformative policy he wanted to
research, in an area that was new to him: the provision of early childhood
services. This chapter describes and discusses how these two visions
intersected and with what effect. It also considers the long-term fate of
Jack’s plans for transforming early childhood and offers an assessment of
both his visions. The assessment benefits not only from the vantage point
of hindsight, but also from consideration of another experience of
attempted transformation of early childhood provision, also underway in
the early 1970s — in Sweden. Taking this comparative approach throws
some light on why policies do, or do not change, and the different
processes that may contribute to such change.
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Research and policy: two visions

TCRU’s founder and first director, Jack Tizard, had a clear role in mind for
his new unit. It would conduct sustained research on strategic issues,
which would enable an accumulation of expertise by a group of
researchers. These strategic issues would not necessarily be high on the
immediate agenda of policymakers, who tended ‘not to look beyond their
noses’, but would be of growing significance looking ahead. The starting
point for such research was epidemiological, getting a clearer picture of
the scale and nature of the issue at stake, to be followed by experimental
projects: ‘setting up [service] models on a quasi-experimental basis — to
see how they work and where they go wrong ... what they cost, what
benefits and disadvantages they bring and how lessons can be generalised’
(Tizard, J., 1975: n.p.).

Tizard had identified the strategic issue he wanted to focus on: services
for preschool children and their families. Neglected by successive
governments since the end of the Second World War, he was clear that these
services would be increasingly needed and demanded. It was, he wrote:

[e]vident that society would be obliged to provide much more in the
way of services for young children than we are planning ... It
seemed important to explore the feasibility of piloting new types of
service before public demand led to rapid expansion of services on
traditional lines that might be functionally less satisfactory (Tizard,
J.,1975: n.p.).

More services, he thought, were not only needed but would be demanded
for the benefit of both young children and their parents, and especially
mothers. At a time, the early 1970s, when ‘mothers who do paid work,
especially those with pre-school children, are a constant source of
controversy, and are subject to strong and often dogmatic censure’
(Tizard, Moss and Perry, 1976: 142), Tizard believed the numbers of
mothers in employment would grow and that they should be actively
supported, including better early childhood provision:

The increasing number of employed mothers is a secular, social and
economic trend of major significance the implications of which have
been largely ignored by industry, education, welfare and social
services. Neglect is most apparent in the lamentable record of care
for children under three, where public services have failed in quality
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and quantity ... [W]e need a positive and comprehensive policy to
enable women, including those who are mothers, to use their full
potential and to share with men, on a basis of equality, the full range
of domestic, social and employment experiences (Tizard, Moss and
Perry, 1976: 157).

But employment was not the only reason that parents, and especially
mothers, needed more provision. Tizard was aware of the increasing
evidence that life for many women with young children was stressful
and unhappy:

While many young mothers enjoy their lives, and find satisfaction in
them, the numbers whose lives are marked by unhappiness,
dissatisfaction and strain are much larger than generally recognised
... [The] lot of many mothers is unsatisfactory and unsatisfying,
even damaging, and the causes may be inherent in existing family
and social norms, roles and structures (Tizard, Moss and Perry,
1976: 153-4).

He foresaw not only increasing demands for early childhood provision,
but that without fresh thinking about how that demand might best be
met, the result would simply be more of the same — and that left a lot to
be desired. Existing provision was not only inadequate in quantity but
also dysfunctional because of fragmentation (nurseries, childminders,
playgroups, nursery classes and nursery schools) and because of a
fundamental split between ‘educational’ and ‘social’ provision, embedded
in split-government responsibility, the former under the Department for
Education, the latter under the (then) Department of Health and Social
Security (DHSS). Provision was also inadequate in the range of services
offered, unresponsive therefore to need, and was, especially on the ‘social’
side, too often targeted: ‘[s]imply providing for “priority” groups was not
going to meet public demand which would, sooner or later, require a
service as readily available (though not compulsory) as the educational
services provided for children over the age of five’ (Tizard, J., 1975).
Faced by this underdeveloped and ramshackle system, Tizard
thought that nothing short of total transformation was needed: provision
that was integrated, comprehensive, universal, local and free — ‘[f]or a
society which provides free education, including free higher education,
and a free child health service, a free pre-school service is a logical
corollary’ (Tizard, Moss and Perry, 1976: 214). What was called for was
anew type of provision: a Children’s Centre, to be ‘the overall responsibility
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of one authority at national and local level ... [embracing] children from
birth onwards and [covering] education and care’. The Children’s Centre
should be open and free to all families with young children in its local
catchment area (within ‘pram-pushing distance’ as Tizard put it), and
offer a wide range of services. Some of these would be provided in all
Centres, in particular education and care, including for children under
three years (‘the need for provision for this groups needs to be accepted’)
and child health (‘a comprehensive service should include a strong
paediatric component’); but others would be responsive to the particular
needs and demands of local families.

In Tizard’s view, therefore, the integrated Children’s Centre,
should offer:

high quality care for young children in its catchment area, at the age
and, within reason, for the hours that their parents want. The
service must therefore be available to all families, and not selective
in its intake, and must be based on demand, not need. A centre for
day-care and education might also offer a range of other services to
young families living locally, even perhaps to the local community
as a whole. For example a welfare clinic; a toy and book library;
clothes-washing facilities ... a meeting place for local groups; a food
cooperative (Tizard, Moss and Perry, 1976: 216).

In short, the Children’s Centre would be a uniform type of provision, but
with scope for considerable diversity according to the needs of local
communities.

Two other features of the Children’s Centre as advocated by Tizard
should be mentioned. First, a reform of the early years workforce, since
greater integration ‘will require a more rational system of staffing, with a
rethink in particular of the existing dichotomy between nursery nurses
and teachers ... [which] impedes the setting up of a genuinely integrated
service in which all needs are met by one group of staff in a multi-purpose
neighbourhood centre’ (Tizard, Moss and Perry, 1976: 218-19). Second,
there should be substantial parent involvement, which:

does not mean simply helping mothers with difficulties, or holding
mothers’ classes ... [but] should mean enlisting the active
participation of parents in the day-to-day life of the nursery,
learning from as well as teaching them, working together ... Given
encouragement, an increasing number [of parents] will probably
wish to be involved in the discussion and shaping of aims and
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methods — and the issue of parent power will become more pressing
in the future (Tizard, Moss and Perry, 1976: 218, 226).

While acknowledging that ‘parental involvement in nursery centres is very
necessary’, Tizard conceded that ‘how best to achieve it is not at all clear’.

Visions into practice

Jack Tizard endeavoured to put both his visions into practice. First,
working with local authorities and voluntary organisations, he was able
to establish two prototype Children’s Centres in London — the Thomas
Coram Children’s Centre, serving an area of South Camden (which
opened in January 1974) and the Dorothy Gardner Children’s Centre,
serving an area in North Westminster (which opened in Spring 1975).
Over time, they achieved much of what Tizard had envisaged, proving the
feasibility of the service model. For example, the Coram Centre could be
described in 1979 as:

largely successful in meeting its aims. It provides a flexible service
which is available for most parents in the neighbourhood, as well as
a wide range of other facilities for families with young children. As
far as possible the distinction between ‘care’ and ‘education’ has
been eliminated (Hughes et al., 1980: 158-9).

The Centre was open from 8.30 a.m. to 5.30 p.m. for 50 weeks a year,
with each child attending for hours chosen by their family; in these
circumstances, ‘labelling places “full-time” or “part-time” becomes
irrelevant and an inaccurate way of describing the true variety that exists’
(Hughes et al., 1980: 157). There was one head responsible for the whole
centre (herself qualified as both a teacher and nursery nurse), leading a
team of teachers, nursery nurses and assistants, all of whom worked shifts
and staggered holidays to ensure cover throughout the day and year; all
staff, whatever their qualifications, participated in both teaching and
caring and met regularly together to discuss their work. Among the ‘other
facilities’ on offer were a weekly child-health clinic; a speech therapist
coming in weekly; a social worker employed by the Centre, available to
parents at any time; toy and book libraries; a children’s bookshop; a
mother and baby group; a conversation group for parents speaking little
English; and a launderette. All services were free, except for children’s
lunches that parents paid for.
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However, some parts of his vision were not fully achieved. The
catchment area proved too large to provide places for all its children,
necessitating a waiting list and some selection, though ‘on the whole the
children in the Centre come from a wide range of backgrounds ... [and it]
is not operating a service purely for “disadvantaged” children’ (Hughes et
al., 1980: 156, original emphasis). More serious, the Coram Centre was
unable to take more than a very few under-twos. Furthermore, despite
the considerable efforts made to blur the teacher/nursery-nurse
distinctions, ‘some discrepancies still remain ... teachers get twelve weeks
holiday a year and are paid on the Burnham [teachers’ pay] scale, whereas
nursery-nurses and assistants [have six weeks holiday and] are paid on
the lower Joint National Council scale’ (Hughes et al., 1980: 157).

The second way Tizard enacted his vision was by researching the
feasibility of the new model of provision and examining parents’ response
with a view to assessing the future demand for services. The Preschool
Project, one of TCRU’s major studies in its early years, was funded from
the initial DHSS grant for the new unit. The research team included a
group who focused on the families, two researchers working in the
centres, and two paediatricians who ran the child-health services in the
centres (with the help of a dedicated health visitor) and conducted
research on the health and wellbeing of local children.

Research began before TCRU was up and running, with some initial
epidemiological work, which as we have seen was an integral part of
Tizard’s thinking about the study of hitherto neglected areas. At the time
(the early 1970s) little was known about parents’ actual use of early
childhood education and care services or what services they might want.
Initial surveys were conducted (on a shoestring) in 1972 in Kirkby,
outside Liverpool, and in parts of London, of local families with young
children (Moss, Tizard and Crook, 1973). Once open, TCRU conducted
better-funded surveys in the catchment areas for both new Children’s
Centres, and a control area, starting with a census of each area to identify
every family with a preschool age child. These families were then
interviewed, not only about their circumstances, but also their use of and
preferences for early childhood services, and their problems and
difficulties, including maternal mental health. Follow-up interviews were
subsequently conducted.

The Preschool Project ended in 1979. Looking back, more than 40
years later, [ am struck by its modest output in terms of academic journal
articles, although there were some; it was a different time, with no
Research Excellence Framework and the attendant imperative to publish.
Two books were written (Tizard, Moss and Perry, 1976; Hughes et al.,
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1980), both about early childhood provision and policy, both informed by
the Preschool Project, and both full of important analyses and proposals.
There were also copious reports written for the government funder.

One issue that became clear during the course of the Preschool
Project was that nearly half of all mothers (46 per cent) with a child under
three years in the study areas wanted a nursery place, at a time when
three years was the recommended starting age for attending preschool
provision. Moreover, ‘less than half the mothers wanting a nursery place
wanted “part-time” hours, that is four hours a day or less’ (Hughes et al.,
1980: 126-7), again contrary to the then official norm of 2%2 hours a day
for nursery education. A subsequent national survey conducted for the
government found almost identical figures for preferred attendance,
although no question was asked about preferred hours of attendance
(Bone, 1977).

What happened next?

The 1970s saw flickers of government interest in early childhood policy
— but these flickers soon died away. In 1972, a white paper from the
Conservative Secretary of State for Education (Margaret Thatcher)
proposed universal nursery education for 3- and 4-year-olds within 10
years; that did not happen. In 1976, the Labour government called a
conference entitled ‘Low Cost Day Care Provision for the Under Fives’
where the Health Minister, Dr David Owen, argued that ‘[w]e could
improve the provision for 0-5s substantially by spreading the low-cost
best practice which already exists, proven and documented, on the
ground’ (Department for Health and Social Security, 1976). Tizard, who
attended, was unimpressed and said so; nothing further came from it.
The centres, along with a few other isolated examples, continued to
operate after 1979, when Jack died prematurely and the Preschool
Project ended, but neither Conservative nor Labour governments showed
any interest in the pilot projects or the Children’s Centre concept.

The first signs of change appeared during the Conservative
government led by John Major (1990-7). Some financial support for the
childcare costs of low-income families was introduced in 1994, a tentative
scheme of demand-side subsidy. In the same year, the government
announced a new push for nursery education, with funding to go to any
provider that could meet certain standards — not just schools but also
playgroups and private nurseries. Again, a demand-side funding strategy
was favoured, through the use of vouchers, which were introduced, on a
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trial basis, to four local authorities in 1996, shortly before the government
fell at the 1997 general election.

Tentative policy interest in early childhood turned to policy priority
under the three successive Labour governments (1997-2010). There
were two strong drivers. First, the turn to a positive government attitude
towards employed mothers, in part as a response to social changes already
underway. From the late 1980s, employment among women with young
children began to rise rapidly, in particular better-educated women
choosing to return to their jobs after maternity leave' (Brannen and Moss,
1998); whereas previously employment among women with preschool-
age children had been low and overwhelmingly part-time, allowing
informal childcare arrangements to dominate, now a new generation of
mothers emerged who needed more hours of childcare and more formal
arrangements. In the absence of public services, the result was an
explosive growth in private childcare provision in England. The number
of places with childminders doubled between 1989 and 1997 (from
186,500 to 365,000), while places in private day-nurseries nearly
quadrupled (from 46,500 to 173,500) (Department of Health, 1997); in
less than a decade a large market in private and mainly for-profit childcare
had emerged.

The second driver was a newfound belief in early childhood
interventions as an effective human technology’ for mitigating a raft of social
problems, including child poverty, which had tripled between 1979 and
1996. The Labour government’s high expectations were expressed in a 2002
‘interdepartmental childcare review’ document from the Cabinet Office:

The availability of good quality, affordable childcare is key to
achieving some important government objectives. Childcare can
improve educational outcomes for children. Childcare enables
parents, particularly mothers, to go out to work, or increase their
hours of work, thereby lifting their families out of poverty. It also
plays a key role in extending choice for women by enhancing their
ability to compete in the labour market on more equal terms ...

Childcare can also play an important role in meeting other top level
objectives, for example in improving health, boosting productivity,
improving public services, closing the gender pay gap and reducing
crime. The targets to achieve 70 per cent employment among lone
parents by 2010 and to eradicate child poverty by 2020 are those
that are most obviously related. Childcare is essential for those
objectives to be met (Cabinet Office Strategy Unit, 2002: 5).
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This enthusiasm for early childhood provision found policy expression in
several ways: increasing access to ‘childcare’, to boost employment, in
particular by supporting the expansion of the private market; offering a
universal entitlement to part-time early education for all 3- and 4-year-
olds; and by implementing Sure Start Local Programmes (SSLPs),
targeted intervention programmes for children under 4 years and their
families in areas with high levels of poverty. Each SSLP provided specified
core services: outreach and home visiting; support for families and
parents; play, learning and childcare; healthcare and advice about health
and development; and support for children with special needs. But each
local programme was also free to provide additional services.

It is here that Children’s Centres make a reappearance. For SSLPs
did not last. The 2002 Cabinet Office document referred to above
recommended the creation of Children’s Centres as an effective way of
providing good-quality, integrated childcare and early years education as
well as a range of other services for children and their families. A year
later, it was announced that SSLPs were to be replaced by Sure Start
Children’s Centres (SSCCs), which would also in time absorb another
earlier government initiative, Neighbourhood Nurseries. SSCCs were
subsequently developed in three phases: the first focused on the 20 per
cent most disadvantaged areas; the second on the 30 per cent most
disadvantaged areas, plus some other areas; and the third on achieving
full coverage in the remaining 70 per cent of the country. By 2010, when
the programme was complete, there were around 3,600 Children’s
Centre, one in every community in England, a vast undertaking achieved
in just seven years.

That, however, was the high-water mark for Children’s Centres. A
2018 report described their subsequent decline:

[Children’s Centres have moved] away from the original idea of an
open access neighbourhood centre. Services are now ‘hollowed out’
— much more thinly spread, often no longer ‘in pram-pushing
distance’. The focus of centres has changed to referred families with
high need, and provision has diversified as national direction has
weakened, with local authorities employing a variety of strategies
to survive in an environment of declining resources and loss of
strategic direction (Smith et al., 2018: 5).
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Between 2010 and 2020, the number of centres fell by a third
(Simpson, 2020).

At first reading, Children’s Centres have simply been the victims of
the years of post-2010 austerity:

[Under the Coalition government], the budget was no longer ring-
fenced but merged with other programmes. National guidance on
the ‘core purpose’ of children’s centres in 2013 shifted focus to
targeting ‘high need’ families, rather than open access to universal
services. Substantial reductions in overall funding for local
authorities meant the ‘early intervention’ allocation fell by 64%
between 2010/11 and 2017/18 (Smith et al., 2018: 4).

But behind this has been a coolness, if not downright antipathy, from
Conservative governments to provision closely associated with the
preceding Labour government, provision such as Children’s Centres and
Extended Schools, with their combination of universal and targeted
services. So, now, Children’s Centres are out — and Family Hubs are in, the
English government announcing a modest funding programme in 2022.
These hubs are described as ‘centres of advice for parents on how to care for
their child, keep them safe and healthy and provide services including
parenting and breastfeeding support ... [and] improving access to a wide
range of integrated support services for families with children aged 0-19’
(Gaunt, 2022). Apart from losing the Children’s Centre’s focus on preschool
children and families, the Hub model lacks provision of early childhood
education and care, so central to Tizard’s vision. He envisaged Children’s
Centres as an important addition to a universal and comprehensive welfare
state, attuned to local needs; today’s depleted Children’s Centres and
modest Family Hubs are pale shadows of that optimistic vision.

Assessing the visions

Jack Tizard brought two visions to his new research unit. How did they
work out? Did they translate into practice or, at least, to what extent did
they do so? Looking back over the years, I think the answer is: mostly not.

Having spent 50 years working on policy, provision and practice in
early childhood, in England and many other countries, I remain convinced
that Tizard’s concept of the integrated, comprehensive, universal, local and
free Children’s Centre was the right way to transform existing dysfunctional
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provision and respond to increasing demands. As Barbara Tizard, Jack
Tizard’s wife and Director of TCRU after Jack’s death, put it: ‘Jack’s proposal
was simple but breathtakingly audacious’ (Tizard, B., 2003: 13). And at
first sight, it looks as if Tizard was vindicated by the Labour government’s
adoption of Children’s Centres for national rollout. But look a little closer,
and it’s apparent that they were two very different concepts.

In Tizard’s view, the Children’s Centre would become the basis of a
new, universal arm of the welfare state, replacing the existing hotchpotch
of early childhood services, the product of decades of policy disinterest,
and adding health and a variety of other services to the core education
and care offer. But subsequent governments showed no interest in reform,
and the hotchpotch simply got worse, not least because of the explosive
growth of private day-nurseries, few and far between in the 1970s,
numerous and widespread by the 2000s. The Labour government’s
response to prioritising early childhood provision relied heavily on more
of the same, growing the ‘childcare market’ by encouraging even more
private nurseries. These mainly for-profit businesses were primarily
aimed at higher-income, employed parents, providing a socially divisive
service far removed from the original inclusive concept of the public
Children’s Centre.

In this context, the government was at pains to ensure the new
Children’s Centres did not compete with established private services. All
Children’s Centres had to provide what was known as the ‘core offer’:
information and advice to parents on a range of subjects, including looking
after babies and young children, and the availability of local services such
as childcare; drop-in sessions and activities for parents, carers and children;
outreach and family-support services, including visits to all families within
two months of a child’s birth; child and family health services, including
access to specialist services for those who need them; links with Jobcentre
Plus for training and employment advice; and support for local childminders
and a childminding network. But only Children’s Centres serving the 30 per
cent most deprived communities had in addition to offer integrated early
education and childcare places for a minimum of five days a week, 10 hours
a day, 48 weeks a year. Other Centres should only include such provision if
there was unmet local demand, though all were expected to have some
activities for children on site. Overall, therefore, Children’s Centres did not
replace existing early childhood services, but supplemented them in
providing some early education and childcare only where the existing
market was not able to meet demand — they were, in short, providers of last
resort; the main focus was on the Children’s Centre as an information and
support service (Lewis, 2011).
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The failure of Children’s Centres to become a part of government
policy for more than 20 years after TCRU’s original Preschool Project, and
then the failure of this type of provision to become the centrepiece of a
re-formed and integrated early childhood system casts doubt on Tizard’s
vision of his research unit as contributing to strategic policy issues.
Arguably, he was right in identifying early childhood policy and provision
as an important long-term issue, in suggesting that demand was already
high and would only grow, and in arguing that consequently it was
important to explore the feasibility of piloting new types of service rather
than relying on what was a patently unsatisfactory status quo.
Unfortunately, the gap between that piloting and when government
recognised the need to act was simply too long for TCRU’s work in the
1970s to contribute; moreover, by 1997, the social democratic idealism
that lay behind Tizard’s vision of the Children’s Centre had been
superseded by a neoliberal belief in the virtues of privatised and
marketised provision.

In one respect, however, Tizard’s vision for research was more
successful. TCRU went on to undertake sustained work on the strategic
issue of early childhood policy, a group of researchers enabling an
accumulation of expertise over many years after Tizard’s death. Research
was undertaken into other types of provision, including childminders,
playgroups and nurseries. The Preschool Project and its interest in
‘mothers’ employment’ stimulated work in the 1980s and beyond on what
was to become a major (and reconceptualised) theme of TCRU’s work:
‘parental employment’. The early childhood workforce was studied,
including its highly gendered state. A substantial and varied body of
research, both national and comparative, has been undertaken, including
on early childhood services and their integration, school-age childcare,
and parenting leave. The Unit has engaged in work on both quality in
early childhood education and care and critiques of the concept of quality.

All things considered, Tizard’s original policy vision remains to be
fulfilled. But failure must be shared with successive governments, who
funded TCRU’s work on Children’s Centres yet did not engage with that
work or the underlying policy issues. Should these governments have
been capable of thinking in the long term, to foresee that early-childhood
policies would become a matter of concern for society? Or is this too much
to expect of politicians and policymakers? In conclusion, I want to
consider what light the experience of another country might throw on
these questions.
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Concluding reflections

Between 2000 and 2002, researchers from TCRU (and a partner Scottish
organisation) conducted a comparative research study on policy changes
in England, Scotland and Sweden, countries that had recently transferred
responsibility for all early-childhood education and care (ECEC) services
to their education systems (Cohen et al., 2004). By then, such comparative
work was a familiar part of TCRU’s research repertoire; but it was not so
in the early years of TCRU. Yet it could have proved relevant because
Sweden faced the same problem as England towards the end of the 1960s:
inadequate levels of provision and a system split between ‘care’ and
‘education’, represented by full-time daycare centres (daghem) and part-
time kindergartens or playschools (lekskolan). Similar problems — but
very different outcomes, and it is instructive to consider why and how.

Sweden experienced an economic boom in the 1960s, with a
consequent labour shortage, which was combined with increasingly vocal
demands from women for employment and equality. In response, the
Social Democrat government established, in 1968, a national commission
on Barnstugeutredning (nursery provision), which sat over four years, and
was to prove ‘the foundation, ideologically, pedagogically and
organisationally for the full-scale expansion of childcare in the
municipalities’ (Korpi, 2007: 24) that followed. The commission ‘mobilised
expertise from every corner of the country to assist them in their work’
(Korpi, 2007: 23). What emerged from this wide-ranging and open process
was genuinely transformational, eventually bringing Sweden to the
universal and integrated early-childhood system it enjoys today.

The commission recommended a ‘dialogue pedagogy’, inspired by
the work of Paulo Freire and intended to develop a ‘two-way relationship
between active pedagogues and children, based on respect for the child,
and treating the child as an individual, and having a belief in the child’s
ability, curiosity and desire to learn’ (Korpi, 2007: 24). Organisationally,
the commission proposed a new type of ECEC provision — the ‘preschool’
(forskola) that would bring together the traditions from daycare centres
and playschools, integrating care with pedagogical activities. A re-formed
provision required a re-formed workforce, integrating the different
workforces from daycare centres and kindergartens to form a single, new
profession: the preschool teacher. Underlying these reforms was a
political commitment to these early-childhood services as a public
responsibility, with the provision of preschools and fritidshem (‘free-time
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services’ or what in the UK is termed ‘school-age childcare’) made a
municipal duty, with most provided by these local authorities.

The early 1970s, therefore, reset the Swedish early-childhood
system on a new course, which has been followed ever since. The number
of places in preschools has vastly increased (and places in family daycare
decreased), the number of children in early-childhood services rising
more than ten-fold between 1970 to 1998, from 71,000 to 720,000;
entitlement to an ECEC service has been extended until it now starts at 12
months-of-age and dovetails with well-paid parenting leave; the right of
children not only to a preschool place but to an early-childhood education
has been emphasised; the preschool workforce has evolved so that today
just under half are graduate preschool teachers, qualified to work both in
preschools and preschool classes in primary schools; and responsibility
for ECEC services at national level was transferred in 1996 from the
social-welfare system to the education system, a move already undertaken
locally in many municipalities.

Why then the very different outcomes? One clear difference between
England and Sweden was that the issue of early-childhood services was
acknowledged as more pressing in Sweden in the late 1960s/early 1970s,
because of both labour market and gender equality demands. Both were
to be felt later in England, which in the early 1970s did not even have
statutory maternity leave (while Sweden in 1975 was the first country to
evolve leave policy by introducing parental leave). Such policy changes as
were mooted in England in the 1970s were, as already noted, modest in
scope and conservative in form.

But Sweden also had a different political culture, one more given to
public deliberation and collective reflection. Faced by increasing demands
to expand early-childhood provision, the Swedes set about the task in a
methodical and participatory way, with their Commission on Nursery
Provision. This was not the only commission around at this time in what
became a ‘decade of commissions’; of particular relevance, a commission
into Familjestédsutredningen (family support) was appointed in 1974 to
investigate the pedagogical conditions for the youngest children in ECEC
services, as well as looking into parental leave. Subsequently, Sweden has
become one of very few countries to integrate its policies on ECEC and
parental leave.

A senior Swedish civil servant, deeply involved in the evolution of
early-childhood policies, observed that through these commissions ‘in the
traditional Swedish manner, the issues were carefully examined, circulated
for official comment and support was built up for decisions and reforms’
(Korpi, 2007: 28). Moreover, she notes, these commissions were not the

SOCIAL RESEARCH FOR OUR TIMES



start of public debate about early-childhood policies, as ‘[o]ne of the main
ingredients of the history of Swedish preschool is the lengthy period over
which debates were held on the merits of public child care — its advantages
and disadvantages, how and why — and society’s responsibility for its
provision’ (Korpi, 2007: 16). These precursive debates were stimulated by
social reformers, such as Alva Myrdal, a sociologist and Social Democratic
politician who in the 1930s presented her ideas for a reformed Swedish
early-childhood system. This would integrate education and care in a new
form of provision, the storbarnkammare (nursery for all), situated at the
very heart of the community, providing for all children, whether or not
their mothers were employed, and operating with high standards including
a well-educated workforce.

In England, by contrast, even when early-childhood policies moved
strongly onto the government agenda in 1997, there was no similar
process of collective thinking and public debate. A senior civil servant was
commissioned in 1998 to conduct a ‘Comprehensive Spending Review on
Services for Children Under Eight’, but this focused narrowly on
developing an intervention programme, Sure Start, for children from
lower-income families. It was not a comprehensive review of the whole
early-childhood policy and provision area, the opportunity being missed
to carefully examine and transform the whole range of early-childhood
policies, as the Swedes had done in their ‘decade of commissions’. The
deep-seated problems in the English early-childhood system, identified
30 years earlier by Jack Tizard, were left untouched.

Last but not least, the Sweden of the 1960s and early 1970s, when
reform was taking shape, was still dominated by a social-democratic
regime, which had been intent on building a universal and generous
welfare state since the 1930s and into which it could readily incorporate
are-formed and expanded early-childhood system. England, by contrast,
in the 1970s was entering a period of crisis and transition, moving away
from a social-democratic postwar period into a sustained period of
neoliberalism. In this changed context, private and marketised services
were more appealing propositions than universal public provision.

In the light of Sweden’s experience, we can see more clearly how
economics, culture, politics and history were against Tizard’s visions
working out. They were, to a large extent, in the wrong place at the wrong
time. But nothing stays the same, and we are on the cusp of another
transition with neoliberalism in crisis (Roberts-Holmes and Moss, 2021).
Now, perhaps, is the time to rediscover strategic research and to revisit the
concept of the universal, integrated and multipurpose Children’s Centre.
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Further reading

Unfortunately, much of Jack Tizard’s writing about his visions for research
and early-childhood services is no longer readily accessible. Transforming
Early Childhood in England: Towards a democratic education, edited by Claire
Cameron and Peter Moss, provides trenchant and wide-ranging critiques of
past and present policy, and proposals for reform. Published by UCL Press,
it can be downloaded free at https://www.uclpress.co.uk/products/128464.
An accessible overview of the development of early-childhood services and
policies in Sweden is to be found in ‘The politics of pre-school: Intentions
and decisions underlying the emergence and growth of the Swedish pre-
school’, written by Barbara Martin Korpi, published by the Swedish Ministry
of Education, and available as a free download at https://www.government.
se/information-material/2007/10/the-politics-of-pre-school---intentions-
and-decisions-underlying-the-emergence-and-growth-of-the-swedish-pre-
school-/ (accessed 19 June 2023).

Note

1  Statutory maternity leave was only introduced in the UK in 1976, late in European terms,
and consisted of a long but poorly paid period of leave — 29 weeks after birth, only 6 weeks
of which was paid at a higher level.
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3
Which way for the ‘care” workforce?

Antonia Simon, Charlie Owen, Claire Cameron
and Peter Moss

Introduction

Newspaper headlines testify to a crisis in England’s childcare services:!
‘UK faces childcare crisis as staff shortages force nurseries to close’
(Guardian, 30 April 2022), ‘Soaring nursery costs, recruitment issues and
chronic underfunding — inside London’s childcare crisis’ (Evening
Standard, 30 September 2022), ‘England’s childcare in crisis as costs rise
and staff leave’ (Financial Times, 28 October 2022). The trade magazine
Nursery World adds its voice to the clamour with the headline ‘Recruitment
— crunch time’, the feature that follows reporting that ‘nurseries say
recruitment is the biggest issue they face, with many having to limit
intake, close rooms or even close entire settings because they can’t staff
them’ (Goddard, 2022).

Central to the crisis, as these headlines indicate, is the workforce
and the mounting problems service providers encounter in recruiting and
retaining staff. Archer and Oppenheim (2021: 23) confirm this picture
and add detail:

Recruitment continues to be a significant challenge for early
childhood education and care providers. According to Ceeda
(2019), in 2018 32% of settings had vacant posts compared to the
wider labour market where 20% of employers had vacancies
(Winterbotham et al., 2018). Turnover of the early years workforce
appears to be increasing, rising from 13% in England in 2013
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(Department for Education, 2014) to 24% in 2018 (NDNA, 2019),
with many staff leaving for better paid retail jobs, further
exacerbating the recruitment challenge. This situation appears to
have intensified since the start of the pandemic.

These reports of staff shortages and instability are symptoms of a deeper
problem with the childcare workforce — indeed with the whole ‘care’
workforce, a crisis of ‘care’ work in England affecting those working in ‘care’
services for children or adults (‘childcare’, ‘social care’, and ‘eldercare’). For
England, indeed the whole UK, has adopted a low pay and precarious
employment model for these services, and that model is deeply flawed and
utterly broken. In this chapter, we draw on research at the Thomas Coram
Research Unit (TCRU) to understand the model, the problem and the crisis,
but also to look at possible solutions. But first, we present TCRU’s credentials
on this fraught subject, an overview of 25 years of research, mainly, for
reasons of space, focusing upon the English childcare workforce, a strategic
engagement that has combined critical analysis of current policy,
international comparative research, and thinking about alternatives.

Engaging with the care workforce

From the mid-1980s, TCRU researchers began to participate in European
networks and other international work, through which they gained
knowledge and some understanding of the workforces in other European
countries, especially in early-childhood and school-age childcare services.
This coincided with a government-funded study of playgroups, at the
time a prominent form of sessional provision often managed by parent-
run committees; while not focused on the workforce, the study did
explore some of the issues around it. But it was the 1990s that saw the
emergence of a sustained period of workforce research and publications,
including work undertaken on social pedagogy and the profession and
role of the social pedagogue (see Chapter 4). Social pedagogues work in
continental Europe and beyond, in a wide range of services and across all
age groups — one of the particular and most interesting aspects of the
profession is its capacity to work (as they say in Denmark) with people
from O to 100; but they have only recently appeared in the UK, and their
presence is still marginal in the wider workforce.

Reviewing this large body of research and publications about
various aspects of the care workforce, a few features of that engagement
are apparent. First, while there has been a continuing interest in the
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childcare workforce, and indeed the wider early-childhood education and
care workforce, TCRU’s interest has extended to include a range of
workers in services for children, young people, and older adults. It has
become apparent that while work in different settings and with different
groups calls for a substantial degree of specialism, all care work and the
whole care workforce have much in common.

While most work has been focused on formal services (that is, where
there is an employment or contractual relationship, subject to official
regulation), some TCRU studies have also considered what might be
termed the informal care workforce. Their work is largely unpaid, not
formally organised or regulated, and usually involves care for a person
with whom the carer has an existing relationship (for example, partner/
spouse, parent or child) (Simon and Owen, 2005). In one particularly
important study, researchers at TCRU identified that a substantial
contribution to this informal care work was being made by what was
termed ‘the pivot generation’ — people in their fifties and sixties carrying
out care for their parents and grandchildren whilst also in paid
employment (Mooney, Statham and Simon, 2002).

Second, the work’s strong international and comparative element,
including the studies of social pedagogy and social pedagogues and a large
EU-funded study on ‘Care Work in Europe’, has both built on and deepened
understandings gained through earlier work in European networks focused
on childcare and out-of-school care. It has demonstrated the value of cross-
national research by ‘challenging taken-for-granted assumptions, [and]
expanding the menu of the possible’ (Tobin, 2021: 298).

Third, a major strand of work has concerned the structuring and
work conditions of workforces in services for children, young people and
adults. Apart from highlighting dichotomies, such as that between the
workforces in schools and in childcare services, and other dysfunctional
splits, this has drawn attention to occupational hierarchies, the atrocious
low pay and other employment conditions of the many ‘care’ workers at
the bottom of these occupational hierarchies, and the persistently
gendered nature of the work, so that care work of all kinds is mostly done
by women. We will explore these structural features and work conditions
later in the chapter, also locating them in a context where care services
have been increasingly marketised and privatised.

TCRU'’s research into workforces has gone beyond structures and
conditions. It has delved deeper into other important themes. It has, for
instance, looked at the relationship between work and family life among
workers in a number of occupations (Brannen et al., 2007; Statham,
Brannen and Mooney, 2008); the understandings of different groups of
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workers of what constitutes good-quality work in services for young
children and older people (Cameron and Moss, 2007); the reasons for
nursery workers and childminders leaving these types of employment
(Mooney, Moss and Owen, 2001); and the profound and persistent
gendering of employment. Research on gendering was informed by earlier
work in a European network,? involving a TCRU researcher, that took ‘men
as carers’ for one of its main themes, leading to a groundbreaking discussion
paper on ‘Men as workers in childcare services’ (Jensen, 1996). TCRU
research, beginning in 1997, looked in more detail at the reasons for the
extreme gendering of the early childhood workforce, the experience of men
working in early childhood services, and various innovative strategies for
moving to a more gender-mixed workforce, drawing especially on
partnerships with practitioners in England, Norway and Scotland (Owen,
Cameron and Moss, 1998; Cameron, Moss and Owen, 1999; Owen, 2003).

These workforce studies not only covered a range of occupations
and themes, but also used a variety of methods. As well as comparative
approaches, they have included surveys, interviews, secondary analysis
of large-scale datasets and ethnographic techniques using film as a
stimulus or provocation to reflection about care work; often, a mix of
methods has been applied, such as secondary analysis followed by
qualitative enquiry. Of these, the development of methodology to
interrogate national statistics (such as the Census and the Labour Force
Survey (LFS)) has been of particular importance; they have proved
invaluable sources, but their use has also led to identifying problems. For
example, Simon has argued that while large-scale national data are very
good at examining formal childcare provision and usage, they are weak
for providing information about informal childcare for preschool children;
while data on ‘childcare workers’ are often categorised separately from
‘education workers’, which makes it problematic to examine the workforce
as a whole (Simon, 2019). Earlier attempts to use the European Labour
Force Survey to compare workforces in different countries also ran into
problems, especially with the classification of occupations, which limited
its practical usefulness (Cameron and Moss, 2007).

The workforce context

Before diagnosing the problem of the childcare workforce, and the crisis
to which it is giving rise, we need to place the workforce in context, a
context that has contributed to and exacerbated today’s dire situation.
Two features of the context are of particular importance. The first was
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recognised by TCRU researchers back in the 1970s when, as noted in the
previous chapter, they wrote that ‘a more rational system of staffing [was
required in Children’s Centres], with a rethink in particular of the existing
dichotomy between nursery nurses and teachers’. What Jack Tizard and
his colleagues were pointing to was a split between childcare and school-
based services, with a commensurate split between childcare workers and
teachers (and teaching assistants), in effect two workforces unequal, as
we shall see, in status, qualification, pay and other conditions. This split
has remained, with an early childhood workforce increasingly dominated
by childcare workers, as nursery provision has rapidly increased from the
late 1980s. By 2021, according to the English government’s annual
Survey of Childcare and Early Years Providers, there were an ‘estimated
328,500 early-years staff in group-based or school-based settings or
working as childminders or childminding assistants’, of whom 236,000
worked in childcare centres, mainly nurseries, far outnumbering the
53,900 school-based workers (mainly teachers and assistants working in
nursery classes and nursery schools), and the 38,600 childminders
(Department for Education (England), 2021).

The second major contextual feature of the childcare workforce is
who they work for. Of the 236,000 childcare workers in ‘group-based’
settings, mainly nurseries, the majority work for private providers, most
of whom are private companies operating for profit. When it comes to the
privatisation of childcare services, childcare as business, England is truly
world-leading. In 2021 the Department for Education reported that
private companies accounted for 63 per cent of ‘group-based’ providers
and 70 per cent of places (Department for Education (England), 2021).
Asnoted in Chapter 2, private nursery provision had been growing rapidly
since the 1980s, and providers operate in a ‘childcare market’, with
parents deemed consumers of the commodity, ‘childcare’, offered by
nurseries and childminders. By the end of the 2010s, the character of this
provision had changed from being a typically small-scale operation, often
one person or a couple running a single nursery, to an increasing presence
of larger scale corporations. In 2016, only 3 per cent of providers had 20
or more nurseries (LaingBuisson, 2019), but three years later that
proportion had trebled (Ceeda, 2019). Analysing data from Ofsted (Office
for Standards in Education), it was estimated that 57 per cent of providers
had a single nursery, 14 per cent had two sites, 20 per cent had 3-19 and
9 per cent had 20 or more. This concentration of ownership continues
apace: Nursery World regularly reports new acquisitions, especially by the
large chains. They also publish an annual supplement, Nursery Chains,
which gives more detail on the larger groups. The largest in 2014 was
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Busy Bees, with 237 settings; it was still the largest group in 2021, with
359 sites. The second largest group in 2014 was Bright Horizons, with
202 sites; by 2021 this had increased to 304.

Though privatisation and marketisation of childcare has been
encouraged and actively supported by successive governments since
1997, none has funded research into the workings of this policy, and little
was known about how the estimated £3.9 billion public funding given to
the private sector was used. Recent analysis by TCRU researchers (Simon
etal., 2022a; Simon et al., 2022b) has shown that this ‘growth’ of larger-
scale private-sector provision turns out to have been entirely due to
mergers and acquisitions of smaller providers, rather than the creation of
new places. Furthermore, it is fuelled by large amounts of debt, raising
concerns over the long-term viability of companies operating in this way.
The collapse during the global financial crisis in 2008 of ABC Learning,
Australia’s largest childcare provider, due to high levels of debt (Sumsion,
2012), is a warning of what can happen.

What has been occurring is known as ‘financialisation’ (Blakeley
and Quilter-Pinner, 2019), a process characterised by financial
institutions, such as hedge funds and private equity, buying up institutions,
such as care providers, typically funded by debt, selling-off property
assets, and with profits usually paid offshore. It is not confined to
childcare, indeed in other ‘care’ services privatisation, marketisation and
financialisation have gone even further. In a review of children’s social
care, MacAlister (2022: 120) points out that most of children’s residential
care and fostering has been outsourced by local authorities to the private
sector; over 83 per cent of the residential care market is now owned by the
private sector, mainly by a few very large providers, while, ‘fostering is on
the same trajectory of becoming increasingly privatised and consolidated
in the hands of a few large providers ... [with] the top six IFAs
[independent fostering agencies] account[ing] for 51% of all foster
homes that are through an agency and 18% of all fostering households
nationally’. In services for older people, ‘[p]rivate companies now own
and run 84% of beds in care homes in England used by older people, as
local councils have almost totally withdrawn from a key area of social care
they used to dominate’ (Campbell, 2019). One study of private care
homes in France, Germany and the UK concluded:

In all cases, profits of care home groups were transferred to parent
holdings in offshore financial centres such as Luxembourg or
Jersey ... The entry of risk-seeking financial actors with high profit
expectations has changed the logic that governs care homes. The
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care sector has been financialised, leading to a substantially
decreased quality of care and to leaks of public money that could
have been used for the actual provision of care. All this happened
while private equity firms and their investors secured high, often
double-digit returns. The original purpose of care homes — caring for
the elderly and the sick has been replaced by a new one — the creation
of added value for investors (Bourgeron, Metz and Wolf, 2021: 3).

Understanding the problem

At the heart of the problem of the childcare workforce, a problem that is
contributing in large measure to today’s crisis in childcare services, is an
employment model that is morally dubious and practically unsustainable:
a low-cost employment model reliant on a constant supply of cheap
labour from just one section of the population.

Perhaps the most striking feature of the childcare workforce is its
extreme gendering and how resistant to change this has proved — and in
both respects, it is very similar to other parts of the ‘care’ workforce, in
particular those working with older people in, for example, care homes.
Sargent (2004) argues that in order for an occupation to be considered
gendered, 85 per cent of the workers in this field need to be of the same
sex. Our research at TCRU, and that of others (for example, Warin,
Wilkinson and Greaves, 2021), consistently shows that workers in early-
childhood education and care easily surpass this threshold, with 97-99
per cent being female. Over time, change has been minimal (Peeters,
Rohrmann and Emilsen, 2015). Why?

One explanation put forward is that caring for children as paid work
is so gendered because of low pay. But while, as we discuss below, the
childcare workforce is badly paid, this does not seem a convincing reason
for there being a gendered workforce. Countries where work in ECEC
services requires higher qualifications and is better paid (such as in
Denmark and Sweden) have a similar gender profile.

More convincing, and as we have concluded from TCRU’s research on
gender and employment in early-childhood services, the gendering of the
workforce reflects a widespread belief and assumption that such
employment is ‘women’s work’, something they are innately equipped to do
and therefore assumed to be low skilled, requiring only limited entry
qualifications. Such attitudes are embedded in the whole system of training
and employment, which presumes and is subsequently structured in favour
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of a female workforce, making male students and workers liable to feel out
of place. Nor is this presumption seriously challenged at the policy level;
the 1997-2010 Labour government did briefly set a target for male early-
childhood workers, only for it to be dropped and not reinstated. Services,
networks and national policy examples show, in England, Scotland and
Norway, that change in male worker representation is possible, but requires
a sustained and strong commitment from government and employers and
a willingness to analyse and act on disincentives to men entering early-
childhood work (Cameron, Moss and Owen, 1999).

The deeply embedded idea that ‘childcare’ is ‘women’s work’
contributes to ‘childcare workers’ being treated as low-skilled workers
and occupying a position in the lower reaches of the labour force, both
overall and among the labour force working with children and young
people. A 2009 study, using data from the 2001-5 LFS, conducted an
analysis of 17 occupations working in services for children and young
people, as well as a composite of occupations with a high percentage of
female workers (Simon et al., 2007). These groups were compared on
seven variables: average hourly pay, total usual hours worked, average
age, percentage with qualifications equivalent to NVQ Level 3 or above,
percentage in the non-private sector, percentage of female and percentage
white. The analysis produced a hierarchy of three clusters of occupations:

Cluster 1: Education occupations (teachers) are on average better
qualified and better paid than the others; they work longer hours,
have a lower percentage of female and a higher percentage of white
employees, and are slightly older.

Cluster 2: Welfare/health occupations (social workers, youth/
community workers, housing/welfare officers, houseparents,
nurses, midwives, nursing assistants, teaching assistants) are
intermediate on qualifications, pay, hours, age and percentage
female; they are the most likely to work outside the private sector
and have the lowest percentage of white employees.

Cluster 3: Childcare/assistants occupations (nursery nurses,
childminders, playgroup workers, care assistants, midday assistants,
high-percentage female occupations) have the lowest levels of
qualifications and pay; they are more likely to work part-time; they are
the youngest group, with the highest percentage of female employees
and are the least likely to work outside of the private sector.
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Situated firmly at the bottom of this occupational hierarchy, childcare
workers had, and continue to have, low levels of qualifications.

Some 15 years after the LFS analysis above, Archer and Oppenheim
(2021: 4) point to research highlighting a ‘strong relationship between
the level of staff qualifications and the quality of early childhood education
and care’, yet found that:

the childcare workforce is less qualified than both the teaching
workforce and the general female workforce. In the private, voluntary
and independent sector, the proportion of staff with an NVQ Level 3
qualification fell from 83% in 2014/15 to 52% in 2018/19 (NDNA
2019). Current investment in qualifications and professional
development is piecemeal and there is a lack of long-term strategy to
develop the early childhood education and care workforce.

Low (and apparently falling) levels of qualification are matched by
wretchedly low pay. Back in 2009, TCRU research placed childcare
workers at the lower end of pay for workers in services for children and
young people, earning just £5.72 per hour, compared with £9.98 per hour
for all women workers and nearly £15 per hour for teachers. Subsequent
analyses of the LFS, for 2012-14, showed little improvement, with an
average hourly pay rate of £6.60 for childcare workers compared with
£13.10 for other occupations (Simon, Owen and Hollingworth, 2016).
While most recently, the Nuffield Foundation report cites an average wage
in the early childhood education and care workforce of £7.42 an hour,
compared to £11.37 an hour across the female workforce, and further
notes that in 2019 ‘44.5% of childcare workers were claiming state
benefits or tax credits’ (Archer and Oppenheim, 2021: 23), a sure sign of
very low earnings.

Childcare workers are low paid in every country, less qualified and
less valued than their teacher counterparts in schools. But the evidence is
consistent that workers in the private, for-profit sector of early-childhood
services are paid less than their peers in the public and private, non-
profit, sectors. To take just one example, the TCRU analysis of the 2012-14
LFS found that hourly pay for childcare workers in the non-profit sector
was £7.80 compared to £5.60 for those in the for-profit sector (Simon,
Owen and Hollingworth, 2016). While not wholly accounting for low pay
in childcare services, the large presence of for-profit providers is a
contributory factor towards the UK’s low-cost employment model.
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What is to be done? What future for the care workforce?

Deep-seated problems of recruitment and retention are not confined to
childcare workers. They are endemic across the whole care workforce,
which is huge. In addition to 275,000 childcare workers and childminders,
the ‘adult social care’ workforce in post, mostly working with older people,
has been estimated at 1.62 million (Skills for Care, 2022). Furthermore,
that is just for England: add in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, and
the total UK care workforce will be well over two million — and we
acknowledge that this figure includes only those in formal, paid
employment, the numbers who provide informal, unpaid care having been
estimated at 10.6 million, or 1 in 5 adults in the UK (Carers UK, n.d.).

Our analysis of the childcare workforce applies equally to the whole
care workforce. All care services are dominated by private, for-profit
providers; all care services are strongly gendered, with women in a large
majority; qualifications, on average, are low and pay poor; all rely on a
low-cost employment model; and all face severe and increasing problems
of recruitment and retention, with the vacancy rate in adult social care in
2021/22 at its highest since records began in 2012/13.

The number of vacancies increased by 52% in 2021/22 by 55,000
to 165,000 vacant posts. The vacancy rate in 2021/22 was 10.7%.
This shows that the decrease in filled posts is due to recruitment and
retention difficulties in the sector rather than a decrease in demand.
Employers have not been able to recruit and keep all the staff they
need. As a result, an increasing number of posts remain vacant
(Skills for Care, 2022).

All care services are, in short, in crisis as the prevalent low-cost
employment model breaks down; the assumed endless supply of cheap
labour seems to be stuttering.

As a society, England is facing what has been called a crisis of care.
Or put another way, who will do this important work in the future, as
demand increases and supply struggles to keep pace? Based on the Care
Work in Europe project, Cameron and Moss identified three possible
answers being put forward: 1) to stimulate the supply of informal care
through various policy incentives such as parenting and other forms of
leave; 2) to exploit reserves of labour currently underused in care work,
such as migrant workers and men; and 3) ‘to restructure and revalue the
work in the care domain via new professions and improved training’
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(Cameron and Moss, 2007: 151). The first two options raise issues about
gender equality (what happens if parenting leave is not equally shared
between women and men, or if most migrant workers are women?) and
the risk of sustaining exploitive conditions for care workers. It is also not
clear if either option will actually solve the crisis of care.

TCRU researchers have discussed what the third option might
involve. In relation to care and education provision for young children,
the social pedagogue, a model developed and adapted in many countries,
that brings together care, education and upbringing, holds promise
(Cameron, 2020). If adopted in the same way as, for example, Germany
or Denmark, it offers a graduate professional complemented with a non-
graduate assistant, with a commensurate salary and located within a
public-sector framework, in parallel with primary schools. Indeed,
Cameron, Moss and Petrie suggest that ‘social pedagogy could form the
theoretical basis for much care-related “people” work, including that
subsumed within current social care’ or that, going even further:

England joins much of the rest of Europe in investing in social
pedagogy and the social pedagogue as the basis for a range of
services across the life course that currently come under the social
care label. In this scenario, social care disappears as a concept and
umbrella term, leaving a range of services across which social
pedagogy and the social pedagogue as core practitioner provide a
common approach to policy, professional development and practice,
so affording overall coherence to the field (Cameron, Moss and
Petrie, 2021: 10).

But despite early-childhood education and care becoming a government
priority across the UK for 25 years, the childcare workforce has remained
essentially stuck, unable to move away from its debilitating conditions of
low qualifications, low pay and low status combined with high gendering.
This is the case despite much research and many reports that document
the current problematic situation, and much talk about the crucial
importance of the workforce in ensuring a good experience for children
and their parents.

The future of the childcare workforce is inseparable from the
future of the ECEC system of which it is such an important part. As Jack
Tizard argued 50 years ago, that means transformation, not further
tweaking of the existing system — a transformation that involves
replacing the current split between childcare and school-based services
with an education-based and fully integrated system. Such a
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transformation would include ‘a more rational system of staffing, with a
rethink in particular of the existing dichotomy between nursery nurses
and teachers’ (see Chapter 2).

We think that a rethink followed by structural change is justified
and required for a number of reasons. First, the nature of the work is such
that it should no longer rely on a low-qualified and low-paid workforce.
We would not expect primary or secondary-school children to be educated
by workers with a basic qualification such as the NVQ Level 3, equivalent
to an upper-secondary education — so why should we do so for our
youngest children, including those under 3 years of age. An increasing
number of countries have drawn this same conclusion, including the
Nordic States and New Zealand (May, 2018; Seepro, n.d.).

There is also, we believe, an inherent problem with the current
concept of ‘childcare services’ and ‘childcare workers’. One of the
conclusions drawn from TCRU’s participation in the Care Work in Europe
project was that ‘[w]here “care work” is viewed as a distinct field, then
training, pay and other conditions are often poor; but where it is understood
and defined as part of a wider and different field (for example, pedagogy or
education), then employment quality is significantly better’ (Cameron and
Moss, 2007: 148). In other words, to carry the label of ‘care’ is a recipe for
being trapped in second-class employment. To say this is not to regard ‘care’
as unimportant, it is and should indeed play an important role in all services
for all children, young people and adults; but care understood as a way of
working, or an ethic of care, and not as a distinct field or service, required
by some, but not all, and not calling for a separate ‘care’ workforce. Rather,
it is to acknowledge that ‘care services’ and ‘care workers’ will always
struggle to gain parity — of qualification, pay and status — with other
members of the children’s and young people’s workforce, such as teachers,
social workers and nurses. In short, the way forward for care workers is to
reconceptualise and reform their work, locating them instead within an
established profession: care as part of a wider field.

This suggests that the split early-childhood workforce should move
to being integrated around a new graduate profession, specialising in
work with children under 6 years and their families and enjoying parity
of qualification, pay and status with school teachers; like school teachers,
this new profession should constitute more than half of the workforce in
its sector. The problems of the current ECEC workforce and a
transformative solution along these lines are explored in Transforming
Early Childhood in England: Towards a democratic education (Cameron
and Moss, 2020). A chapter on the workforce starts with a reminder that
the 1997-2010 Labour government broached the subject of
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transformational change in a 2005 Green Paper, the ‘Children’s Workforce
Strategy’, which aspired to have in place a ‘world-class’ children’s
workforce characterised by competent and confident practitioners who
could build their skills and enjoy rewarding careers, and which held the
trust and respect of parents, carers and children themselves (Department
for Education and Skills (England), 2005). As part of a possible future
workforce strategy, it put forward two models for early childhood
education and care services: a ‘new’ teacher and a social pedagogue.

In the end, after a consultation period, the government got cold feet
and chose neither model. It settled instead for creating a new graduate
worker, the ‘Early Years Professional’, only for this concocted profession
to be replaced, under the subsequent Conservative-led government, by
another new graduate worker, the ‘Early Childhood Teacher’. But this new
type of teacher lacked parity with teachers, denied Qualified Teacher
Status (a requirement to teach in most schools) and with lower pay and
poorer conditions. Furthermore, the modest goal of the Labour
government that there should be a graduate leading all (mainly private)
full-time childcare settings by 2015 has, subsequently, also been dropped.

Transforming Early Childhood in England argued that the two models
for workforce reform put forward in the 2005 Green Paper should be
returned to as providing the basis for a necessary debate about the future
of the ECEC workforce. New Zealand and Sweden have opted for the
early-years teacher model; Denmark and Germany for the social
pedagogue. The chapter in the TCRU book concludes that:

Transforming the ECEC workforce in England to one with a coherent
underlying concept, a level of education commensurate with the
responsibilities and complexities of the role, and creating an
attractive profession to work in, was a government aspiration in
2005. We have not progressed towards this goal in the intervening
period. Policies have continued to recognise the need for and benefits
of ECEC but have woefully neglected the workforce, maintaining
both a dysfunctional split between ‘childcare’ and ‘education’
workers and exploitative, unsustainable conditions. A recruitment
crisis is building. Examples from New Zealand and Denmark show
there are alternatives and ways out of this downward spiral
(Cameron, 2020: 80).

This sums up both the besetting problem of the care workforce in England,

and indeed the problem of conducting research on this important policy
area. Research by TCRU and others has made the importance of and
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problems with the care workforce crystal clear; it has also offered plentiful
and feasible recommendations about how to resolve the deepening crisis,
supported by insights into the experience of other countries. In the
childcare field, for instance, New Zealand has moved over 30 years from
a split system similar to the one in England today, to an early-childhood
workforce based on graduate early-childhood teachers, who currently
constitute over 70 per cent of the early-childhood workforce in centres
and kindergartens; substantial steps have also been taken towards
achieving parity of pay and conditions with teachers in primary education
(helped by a single trade union spanning early childhood and primary
teachers). Underpinning these changes has been a funding system that
provides additional money to services employing teachers.

Concluding reflections

Despite the accumulating evidence of the growing crisis and the setting
out of possible solutions, nothing of significance has happened at a
national policy level. Successive governments have applied numerous
tweaks, but remained committed to, or at least unwilling to challenge, the
low-cost employment model that pervades the workforce across ‘care’
sectors, and the privatisation of provision that is deeply implicated in the
prevailing low-cost model. A case, perhaps, of research oriented to policy
- but policy not oriented to research.

Further reading

Two reports, available free online, give a clear picture of the childcare
workforce. ‘Is the “quality” of preschool childcare, measured by the
qualifications and pay of the childcare workforce, improving in Britain?’
by Antonia Simon, Charlie Owen and Katie Hollingworth (American
Journal of Educational Research) is available at http://pubs.sciepub.com/
education/4/1/4/, while Early Years Workforce Development in England by
Sara Bonetti is available at https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2020/01/Early_years_workforce_development_EPI.pdf. An
alarming insight into the private childcare sector can be found in
Acquisitions, Mergers and Debt: The new language of childcare by Antonia
Simon and colleagues, which is available free at https://discovery.ucl.
ac.uk/id/eprint/10142357/7/Childcare%20Main%20Report%20
010222.pdf. For a discussion of the flawed early-years workforce in
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England and how it might be transformed see ‘Towards a “rich” ECEC
workforce’, a chapter by Claire Cameron in Transforming Early Childhood
in England: Towards a democratic education that is available free at
https://www.uclpress.co.uk/products/128464.

Notes

1 For the purposes of this chapter, ‘childcare’ services and the ‘childcare’ workforce or workers
refer to group-based providers of services for children below compulsory school age and
operating in non-domestic premises, mostly nurseries. ‘Early childhood’ or ‘early childhood
education and care’ or ECEC refer to all formal services for this age group, including
childminders and schools, and those working in them. ‘Care’ services and the ‘care’
workforce refers to both childcare and social care, for children, young people and adults.

2 The European Commission on Childcare and other Measures to reconcile Employment and
Family Responsibilities, often referred to as the European Childcare Network, which
undertook a wide range of work between 1986 and 1996 on services for children from birth
to 10 years, parenting leave and men as carers.
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Introducing social pedagogy

for children in care in the UK:
from policy to research and from
research to policy?

Pat Petrie, Claire Cameron, Helen Jones
and Robyn Kemp

The Thomas Coram Research Unit (TCRU) was set up as a dedicated
research centre to address significant concerns arising in the field of
public policy, and how these might best be addressed by government or
others. Such sustained, multifaceted work depends certainly on adequate
funding, but also on cooperation between funders and researchers,
based on shared concerns and, arguably, a mutual respect. Accordingly,
this chapter focuses on the relationship between researchers and
funders, more especially that which underlies government-commissioned
research, and how this relationship, alongside other factors, affects
whether certain findings come to public attention and lead to
government action.

We will use a substantial body of work — TCRU’s social pedagogy
studies — to explore the relationship. In 1999, when this work began,
social pedagogy was a new area for TCRU and, indeed, for the UK. But
TCRU’s research into social pedagogy was able to build on a policy/
research relationship that had existed between the unit and the
government from 1973. It was a relationship mediated by staff belonging
to the relevant government departments. Accordingly, the studies were
initially funded by the Department of Health (DH), building on a
longstanding working relationship between departmental policy advisors
and TCRU researchers. Equally important, the social pedagogy studies
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benefitted from existing international networking and coordination
activities of TCRU researchers and, importantly, from the breadth of their
expertise in researching children’s services.

The studies produced evidence that was well received by
government and led to its endorsement of social pedagogy, but stopped
short of taking the next step — introducing a new profession into the
children’s workforce. We offer some suggestions as to why this was so.
The research also generated many innovative collaborations promoting
social pedagogy in different ways and contexts. These stretch to the
present day and TCRU members have been strongly involved in many of
them. While we focus on developments in England, as the map in Figure
4.1 shows, there have been parallel initiatives in other countries of the UK
and in Ireland.

Our account begins with a brief introduction to social pedagogy,
before moving to the policy background, particularly DH concerns about
looked-after children, that is, those in the care of the state under the
Children Act 1989, whether on a compulsory or a voluntary basis, and the
Department’s commissioning of research into social pedagogy in various
European countries, and its employment in residential care and foster
care. The intention behind the commissioning was to provide evidence
that would inform possible policy and practice changes for looked-after
children in England, so we then consider implementation and subsequent
developments, before reflecting on the policy-research relationship.
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What is social pedagogy?

Social pedagogy is a holistic, values-based approach to care, education
and upbringing that is both theoretical and practical, and found in many
countries in Europe and further afield. As a field of practice and theory, it is
applicable across the life course; indeed the Danes, leading exponents, often
repeat that pedagogues work with people from birth to 100, and some of the
organisations represented in Figure 4.1 work with adults. In this chapter,
however, we focus on ‘social care’ provision, mostly in children’s residential
care (group settings for young people usually aged 12+) but also in foster
care (family-based provision for children from birth upwards). We refer to
those working with children, including foster carers, as ‘professionals’ and
we use the terms ‘social pedagogue’ and ‘pedagogue’ interchangeably.

The education of social pedagogues, the profession that practices
social pedagogy, stresses that students are preparing for work that should
be informed by egalitarian, democratic and emancipatory values. Nine
social pedagogic principles have been drawn from the accounts of
informants engaged in policy, training and practice across the European
countries in which TCRU has undertaken studies, and have been widely
taken up in the UK’s social pedagogy activities:

. A focus on the child as a whole person, and support for the child’s
overall development.

. The practitioner seeing themselves as a person, in relationship with
the child or young person.

. Children and staff seen as inhabiting the same life space, not as
existing in separate hierarchical domains.

. As professionals, pedagogues are encouraged constantly to reflect
on their practice and to apply both theoretical understandings and
self-knowledge to the sometimes-challenging demands with which
they are confronted.

. Pedagogues are also practical, so their training prepares them to
share in many aspects of children’s daily lives and activities.

. Children’s associative life is seen as an important resource: workers
should foster and make use of the group.

e Pedagogy builds on an understanding of children’s rights that is not
limited to procedural matters or legislated requirements.

. There is an emphasis on teamwork and on valuing the contribution
of others in ‘bringing up’ children: other professionals, members of
the local community and, especially, parents.

. The centrality of relationship, and allied to this, the importance of
listening and communicating (Petrie et al., 2006: 22).
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In the relationship between professional and child (or adult), which is
central to social pedagogy, pedagogues often draw on the educational
philosophy of Swiss reformer Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827),
who referred to the equal importance of ‘head, heart and hands’. Over
time, this tripartite theory of moral, intellectual and social education has
been adapted for different settings:

Head. Pedagogues should also listen to the child, observe them
intently and come to know and understand them as a whole person.
This also involves dialogue, teamwork and critical reflection on
what they hear and see, to make sense of the complex dynamics
involved in systematic work with each individual child. The
pedagogue has goals that take account of both a child’s history and
the immediate practice context. As Jensen (2000, n.p.) writes: ‘the
focus is on the client’s personal story and his or her possibilities for
development’. Professional reflection, an essential capacity, leads
to a continuous reformulation and adjustment of goals and the
means to achieve them, and putting appropriate means to effect.

Heart. In residential and foster care, the ‘heart’ is seen as the
everyday hub of care and education. It alludes to the professional’s
motivation to nurture a child’s wellbeing, their curiosity about her
or him as a person and their emotional warmth towards them.
Ideally, the pedagogue respects a child’s sensitivities but also
includes the option, if the child permits, of physical closeness as in
giving/receiving a hug. Social pedagogy regards compassion and
the ‘heart’ as critical professional tools.

Hands. The domain of the hands refers to practical steps undertaken
on behalf of the child, while acknowledging that not to act is
sometimes the wisest course. In daily practice, the hands also
symbolise joint practical and creative activities that can help build a
child’s self-esteem and be a medium for building shared
competences. Examples could include playing the guitar, gardening,
or daily chores like washing up.
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The policy background in England for looked-after and
other vulnerable children

In the late twentieth century, the DH in England became increasingly
concerned with the need to improve the life chances of children looked
after by local authorities, and it was not alone. There was a recognisable
community of interest in child welfare, with responsibilities for research,
policy and practice ranging across charitable and professional
organisations, government departments and academics. The scale and
extent of this activity was already visible and unusual, surviving changes
in government administrations and priorities, child care crises (such as
scandals in residential care), and organisational turbulence.

Social Work Decisions in Child Care (Rowe, 1985) and Patterns and
Outcomes in Child Placement (Department of Health, 1991) were the first
research digests from a working party of child welfare researchers and
practitioners. These reports contained evidence from a number of studies
shedding light on the weaknesses and poor outcomes of social work
practice, including the processes involved for looked-after children. They
were also exemplars of the new relationship between research, policy and
practice, which expected research reports to include an impact strategy
as an aid to dissemination.

The reports’ evidence about the effects of children’s experiences on
their developmental needs contributed, first, to comprehensive
legislation, the Children Act 1989, and later to policy: The Government’s
Objectives for Children’s Social Services (Department of Health, 1999). For
example, research messages emphasised the importance of children
being securely attached to adults capable of caring for them throughout
childhood and, following this, that for children in care, such requirements
were best served by foster care. This was against a theoretical background
of concern for children who did not have long-lasting and close family
attachments (see, for example, Bowlby’s work on attachment theory,
(1999; 1988), and the Robertsons’ films of children’s reactions to brief
separation (Robertson and Robertson, 1971)).

The result was the closure of large institutions and reduced access to
residential care for younger children. Residential care was now used largely
for adolescents who had ‘failed’ in foster care, or chosen not to live in a
foster family. Yet residential staff training had not kept pace with the
demands placed on them by what appeared to be the very troubled children
living in children’s homes. Moreover, recurrent investigations found
evidence of systematic abuse in children’s residential homes going back
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decades (for example, Waterhouse, 2000). In 1998, in response to these
ongoing concerns, the DH launched the Quality Protects programme, to
transform the management and delivery of children’s social services. This
was backed by additional spending of £885 million, over five years, that
aimed to enhance children’s quality of life over and above keeping them
safe, thus promoting their welfare as required by the Children Act 1989. It
was a decade later, in 1999, that the department commissioned what was
to become a sustained period of research into social pedagogy at TCRU.

Commissioning research into social pedagogy

In Chapter 1, the research environment at TCRU, with its ongoing contract
with the DH, was discussed. Here we recount some of the background
relevant to the relationship between government and researchers, and in the
case of the social pedagogy studies, how the incidental played a part in this.

Even in TCRU’s early days, with the security of a ‘core programme’ of
research agreed with government funders, research-policy relations were
not always harmonious. In an early example, interviews with mothers as part
of TCRU’s initial Preschool Project (see Chapter 2) led two of the research
team, Berry Mayall and Pat Petrie, to research a subject not covered by the
main study: childcare provided by childminders (Mayall and Petrie, 1977).
At the time, registration was not always required of childminders and
there was little regulation or training. The researchers’ recommendations
included compulsory registration and inspection, the provision of training
and support, and a hub attached to local primary schools for the delivery
of some of this provision. Neither these recommendations nor the findings
on the deficiencies and dangers of childminding were welcomed by the DH,
nor was the publicity they attracted when The Times reported the findings
on its front page. All this was made clear in a stormy meeting held at the
DH between civil servants, Jack Tizard and the two researchers. After
the meeting, Tizard, protecting both the careers of the two researchers
and their project, suggested they should extend the study via an ongoing
Economic and Social Research Council programme.

This show of academic independence did not appear to harm the
fundamental relationship between the DH and TCRU, and — incidentally —
areform of childminding was soon underway. The episode does, however,
point to a possible cause of tension between government funders and
researchers: what influence does or should the funder have on research
findings? Research may, justifiably or not, attract adverse comments from
both its academic reviewers and its eventual audience. The issue is different
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where, as with the childminding studies, those responsible for both funding
the research and implementing relevant public policy reject findings on the
grounds that they are incompatible with that policy. This did not occur,
however, in the social pedagogy studies.

The tension arising from the childminding research did not persist.
In 1990, the DH accepted a research proposal from Pat Petrie on British
out-of-school services, building on her work in England and continental
Europe, during a period when she was not employed at TCRU, although
in frequent communication with its members. In 1999, Petrie’s European
activities, including as cofounder of the European Network for School-
Age Childcare (ENSAC), led her to apply for the DH to support a study of
the culture and qualifications of the professionals working in ‘out-of-
school’ services across Europe, including ‘pedagogues’. At the time, Helen
Jones was Chief Social Worker at the DH, with a remit for commissioning
child-welfare research. Already impressed by European approaches, she
recognised an opportunity for TCRU research to focus on social pedagogy
in European residential settings, in line with long-standing government
concerns. Both the DH and TCRU researchers wanted to learn what social
pedagogy had to offer for policy towards, and practice in, children’s
services. The ensuing agreement resulted in more than 20 years of
research and development in social pedagogy in the UK.

Implementation: TCRU’s social pedagogy research

TCRU researchers began by investigating the question ‘What is social
pedagogy?’, in relation to policy, training, qualifications and practice in
children’s residential care in five European countries. In doing so, TCRU
could draw on its experience and contacts in Europe. For example, as well
as ENSAC, another TCRU researcher (Peter Moss) had coordinated a
European network on services for young children, between 1986 and 1996.
There was also a general awareness that in continental Europe children’s
care and education were considered less divisible than they were in
England, both being concerned with a child’s upbringing shared between
parents and the state. Moreover, the state was not considered as the
adversary of poor parenting but more as a benign resource for families.
Subsequent comparative research investigated:

. social pedagogy in services such as children’s residential care (Petrie
et al., 2006), and foster care (Petrie, 2007);

e care work more generally, and the role of the social pedagogue in
so-called ‘care’ settings (Cameron and Moss, 2007);
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. experiences of families needing support (Boddy et al., 2008); and
. young people leaving care and their education (Jackson and
Cameron, 2014; see Chapter 5 this volume).

This work drew on policy, theory and practice not only in Denmark and
Germany, but also in France, Hungary, the Netherlands, Belgium
(Flanders), Sweden, Spain and, to a lesser extent, Norway. Here, we focus
on the findings of research in relation to children looked after in
residential care, with a shorter account of social pedagogy as applied to
foster care. Full details of design and methods for these studies are given
in Petrie et al. (2006) and Petrie (2007).

Comparing residential care in England, Denmark and Germany

Typically, the main qualification for someone working in residential care
in continental European countries is social pedagogy (or a variant)
undertaken as a vocational diploma over three or four years with a
substantial element of practice placement as well as academic studies
(Petrie et al., 2006). Comparing residential care in England, Denmark
and Germany, we found significant differences between practice in
England and elsewhere. Compared with staff in English residential care,
social pedagogues interviewed in Denmark and Germany rated their
work more positively. They showed more appreciation for the quality of
the relationships between staff and children, between their colleagues,
and leadership within the provision. They drew attention to the reward
of ‘being together’ with the children, showing that ‘we are on their side
and support them’ (Petrie et al., 2006: 60). They referred to the working
environment as one of debate, challenge, the exchange of ideas
underpinned by evidence, and responsibilities distributed across the
team. Despite there being little difference in salaries between the three
countries, the children’s homes in Germany and Denmark had fewer
problems with recruitment and retention of professionals and greater
job satisfaction than those in England.

While across all three countries, nearly half (46 per cent) of all staff
described the child they worked with most closely in mainly positive
terms, among Danish participants this rose to three-quarters (76 per
cent). Among the English participants, two-thirds (65 per cent) used
impersonal or negative terms to describe the child for whom they were
the key worker. There were differences, too, in how emotional support
was practised. In response to vignettes involving young persons in difficult
situations, or where they were emotionally upset, English staff most
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frequently referred to taking action such as reorganising arrangements
for a child’s access to their family, or they responded in procedural terms,
making reference to the residential home’s rules and regulations. Most
frequently they referred to a discursive approach: discussing, giving the
strategies and options they thought best, and using procedural and short-
term behaviour-management approaches. In vignettes where a child was
distressed, the third most common response was to provide immediate
emotional support by trying to learn the child’s perspective. Their
counterparts, particularly in Denmark, preferred relational approaches
or made reference to longer-term aims for a child. They were more
likely to be empathic — listening, naming feelings, spending time doing
things together.

In response to questions about how they would react to children in
difficult situations, there were again differences by country. In Denmark
there was considerable use of the social pedagogic idea of working within
a specific context and that responses might differ accordingly. Here, the
most common response was to say ‘it depends’, followed by reference
to procedures, taking action and providing emotional support. Having
the confidence to say ‘it depends’ arguably reflects both an important
pedagogic strategy of reflection on the complexities of any given situation
and an understanding that most of the staff had a similar professional
education, a factor that facilitated thinking a situation through in a spirit
of teamwork. It may also be a characteristically Danish approach, as it was
apparent, too, in our study of pedagogical work in early childhood centres
(Cameron and Moss, 2007).

There were also differences in the level and coherence of the
professional preparation for the role of working in residential care.
Over 95 per cent of respondents in Denmark and Germany held either a
higher qualification —a bachelor’s degree or its equivalent (for example,
the Danish ‘ordinary’ diploma in pedagogy or the German diploma in
social pedagogy), or a medium level, more vocational, qualification,
such as that of Erzierher (upbringer) in Germany, which follows a
three-year course based on social pedagogy and practice placements.
By contrast, a smaller proportion of English staff (56 per cent) held
either a higher (such as a university degree or diploma) or a medium-
level qualification (for example, NVQ Level 3) and a third (36 per
cent) held no relevant qualifications at all. The English workforce,
therefore, was less equipped via pre-entry qualifications to meet the
challenges for children living in residential care than their continental
European colleagues.
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Policymakers in England needed evidence that social pedagogy
could address the serious social exclusion of care-experienced young
people. Accordingly, the study examined outcomes likely to be associated
with favourable life chances, such as those linked to education and
employment, becoming pregnant while still a teenager, and having a
criminal record. The study’s overall conclusion was that workforce
characteristics were more important than child characteristics in
accounting for children’s outcomes. Young people in residential care in
Denmark and Germany had a better quality of life and outcomes; in these
countries social pedagogy provided the dominant framework for policy,
training and practice (Petrie et al., 2006).

A cautionary note must be sounded, as the populations in residential
care in the three countries differ. Germany and Denmark have a greater
proportion of children in public care than does England, and in both
continental countries a greater proportion of these children are in
residential care than in England (at the time of the study, 14 per cent in
England, 54 per cent in Denmark and 59 per cent in Germany) (Petrie et
al., 2006: 37). These differences may be associated with a lower threshold
for entering residential care, so that the children may be less challenging
and respond more readily to staff practice, whether social pedagogic or not.
Another possible explanation for these more favourable findings is that the
Danish and German welfare systems in which residential care is embedded
offer more holistic support to a wider group of children and families than is
the case for England. If so, more favourable child outcomes may partly be
down to the society at large and the way it deploys its collective resources.

Foster care

Subsequent TCRU research into social pedagogy and foster care, but not
on outcomes of the approach, was conducted in Denmark, Sweden, France
and Germany (Petrie, 2007). While social pedagogy played a smaller part
than it did in residential care, fostering was underpinned by broadly
educative understandings of the purpose of care. This suggests that social
pedagogy, broadly speaking an educational approach, was part of the
fundamental landscape of theory and practice. Fostering in these
countries, as in England, was generally family-based and undertaken on a
largely vocational basis, with some remuneration through fees and
allowances. The strengths of the social pedagogic approach were seen as
its orientation to action, and its focus on ‘everyday’ life and on children’s
competences. Support workers, who often had a social pedagogy
qualification, could draw on these strengths to guide their work with foster
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carers and help them ‘be aware of the conflicts that arise in work which is
at the same time both professional and personal’ (Petrie, 2007: 77).

In Denmark and Germany, we found more evidence of
professionalised approaches to foster care than in England; for example,
fostering that took place in conjunction with local residential services in
Denmark, and salaried foster care projects in Germany. In both countries,
many of the professionals who supported foster carers were qualified in
social pedagogy and its variants, thus providing the service with a broadly
educational ethos. In Denmark, about a third of foster carers held a social-
pedagogy qualification. In France, there were also educational support
workers, and the carers themselves were formally employed as éducateurs
(the term for staff referred to elsewhere as pedagogues), with specialised
training and qualifications.

Subsequent developments

These and other findings from TCRU’s research into social pedagogy met
with government interest. An implementation framework was
commissioned by the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit (Cameron and Petrie,
2007). Among numerous presentations of the findings to policymakers
and practitioners, Pat Petrie was asked to give evidence to a Government
Select Committee (House of Commons, 2009) and provided Hilary
Armstrong, then Minister for Social Exclusion, with details of a Danish
college for social pedagogy, which she visited.

In 2007, the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) (which in
2001 assumed the responsibility, and with it the relevant departmental
staff, for children in care) published the Care Matters white paper, in
which social pedagogy gained policy visibility. Care Matters proposed
reforms to support children’s residential care becoming a ‘valued and
dynamic setting, able to support children in their development’ (DfES,
2007: 57), acknowledging social pedagogy’s potential contribution.

Other countries have very different models of care from ours,
including approaches in which carers are highly skilled and are
recognised as expert professionals. Many are experts in ‘social
pedagogy’, an approach which looks at the child in a holistic way,
focusing on their development. Social pedagogy is grounded in a
broad theoretical base spanning education, health and psychology
and includes a wide range of skills including creative and practical
subjects (DfES, 2007: 47).
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Accordingly, Care Matters stated that there should be a ‘new framework
of skills and qualifications incorporating the principles of social pedagogy’
(DfES, 2007: 48).

However, other government pronouncements indicated that any
reform should be within current professional and occupational boundaries:

A full evaluation of the benefits of this approach will be conducted,
with a view to spreading the use of the social pedagogic approach
more widely. The evaluation will help to inform whether and how
to implement a pedagogic approach more widely in English children’s
homes ... [A]ny future roll out should not result in a separate new
profession being created from the current workforce (House of
Commons, 2009: 14; emphasis added).

It was on this confined basis that the DfES asked TCRU to conduct an
experimental pilot programme, leading to an evaluation of the
effectiveness of social pedagogy for England’s residential care.
Consequently, a team based at TCRU set out to examine how social
pedagogy might interact with an English cultural and practice context.
The pilot, headed by Claire Cameron, ran from 2008-11 (Cameron et al.,
2011), and was evaluated externally (Berridge et al., 2011).

For the pilot, 18 children’s homes were invited to employ one or more
social pedagogues with qualifications gained in continental Europe, mostly
from Germany. The programme provided support to facilitate mutual learning
for children’s home staff. The aim was that social pedagogues would work
alongside existing staff and introduce their ideas and practice as the basis for
dialogue about a more educative approach to working with children, with
education always understood in its broadest sense. During the pilot period, the
employed social pedagogues found that some of their practices were
distinctively different from those of their English colleagues. In particular,
these social pedagogues were more accustomed than their English peers to:

. identifying the aim and thinking behind actions undertaken on
behalf of young people;

. generating and constructively using critical reflection to inform and
analyse practice;

. using and appreciating the value of a distinctive professional
identity that was supported by academic qualifications and a status
equal to that of other children’s services professionals, while at the
same time specialising in working in the context of children’s
everyday lives (Cameron et al., 2011).
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There were three main ways in which the social pedagogues thought that
staff and managers in the English homes responded to them. In the first
two, some managers and staff had integrated social pedagogic theory and
practice into existing ways of working or had embraced change through
mutual and authentic learning, manifested in their adopting new ways of
working. But a third group had, on the contrary, deployed organisational
practices that had the effect of blocking learning about social pedagogic
approaches. In ten of the 18 homes, changes towards a social pedagogic
approach could be discerned. Its main effect was on staff confidence.
Many of the staff and managers interviewed for the external evaluation
thought social pedagogy should be introduced, with adaptations, into
residential care in England (Berridge et al., 2011).

Outcomes of the social pedagogy research

One effect of TCRU’s social pedagogy studies was to highlight the
disadvantages of England’s care system. The studies, alongside reviews of
child protection (for example, Munro, 2011), contributed significantly to
a realisation that risk-averse social work practice had steered
organisations, managers and practitioners to a procedure-led approach,
with the sense of ‘first cover your back’ at its foundation. A line between
the professional and the personal contribution to care work had been
drawn, with little reference to, or understanding of, the human experience
of relationships. In social pedagogy, both are seen as making an intrinsic
contribution to professional practice. Moreover, the research findings led
to work that focused on developing practice and theory not just for
England, but for the UK as a whole, and that supported the emergence of
training frameworks and the modelling of practice, conceptual critique
and knowledge exchange (Figure 4.2).

Following the UK’s 2010 election and subsequent Conservative-led
governments, national-level policymakers withdrew from further
consideration of social pedagogy. Not that they made any pronouncements
against social pedagogy, but the former government’s welcome of it as an
‘approach’ that could apply across professions, was to be its last national
endorsement. Most tellingly, a government-appointed ‘independent
review of children’s social care’ (MacAlister, 2022) made no reference to
‘social pedagogy’ and cited none of the extensive publications on the
subject from TCRU.

But a lack of national support and action has not blocked social
pedagogy’s further development in the UK. A positive endorsement was
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Figure 4.2 Developing social pedagogy in the UK: from European
networks to development projects. Source: Authors.

given at the level of local government by the representative organisation,
the Association of Directors of Children’s Services (ADCS). In 2013, ADCS
published a position statement extolling the power and potential of social
pedagogy to transform the way in which services for children and young
people were organised, saying:

Social pedagogy is not an evidence-based programme but a
conceptual model which can be used as a way of thinking and
working across complex systems which in turn could help to further
integrate local services — from schools, to healthcare, to specialist
care provision — with a common outcomes focus (ADCS, 2013: 4-5).

During and after TCRU’s research, a network of active support for social
pedagogy has arisen; interest in the professional discipline continues to
influence changes in children’s social care — moving toward a more
humane, relationship-centred approach, as noted by ADCS (2021: 8):
‘[since 2013], there has been a greater recognition and use of relationship-
based and restorative practices which are at the heart of social pedagogy’.
There have been innovative practice collaborations informed by social-
pedagogy theory, values and practice, which have continued to develop
evidence and infrastructure for a better way of working, primarily for
those providing support and care for children and families. Some local
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authorities and other organisations have, to greater or lesser extents,
adopted social pedagogy and there are other initiatives that operate
across and between agencies. Here are some of them:

The Fostering Network hosted a four-year social pedagogy
programme called ‘Head, Heart, Hands’, for public, voluntary and
private-sector fostering organisations, with training organisations,
ThemPra and Jacaranda, and Pat Petrie, to collaboratively train
foster carers and support learning about social pedagogy among
agencies working with fostered children. Set up in 2012, in each
demonstration site it brought together different professionals and
managers, qualified social pedagogues, social workers, foster carers,
organisational managers and, for example, teachers and
psychologists. The Fostering Network reported that the common
approach, with its shared language, was valued by foster carers
across a range of so-called ‘defended sceptics, cautious optimists
and early adopters’ (McDermid et al., 2016).

The Social Pedagogy Development Network (SPDN), a grassroots-
led movement that began in 2008, was sparked by Essex County
Council’s commitment to training practitioners in social pedagogy
in all its children’s homes. Thereafter, it was sustained especially by
the organisational and inspirational efforts of ThemPra, Jacaranda
and others. The network has met once or twice a year ever since,
across the four nations of the UK and in Ireland, and online, hosted
mainly by employers and universities, providing opportunities to
exchange experience of putting social pedagogy into practice, and
for newcomers to become better acquainted with it.

The Social Pedagogy Professional Association (SPPA), a
membership charity that arose following a meeting of the SPDN, and
with its support. It was set up in 2017 in TCRU, with grants from
charitable organisations and with the support of many individuals
and organisations. The aim was to build an infrastructure for
developing social pedagogy as an approach. SPPA uses a broadly-
based knowledge exchange, including an annual conference and
promoting qualifications for those with workplace-based social-
pedagogy training.

The International Journal of Social Pedagogy (UCL Press) was
established in 2012 and makes a substantial contribution to national
and international discourse in the field. Initially edited by Gabriel
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Eichsteller (ThemPra) and Pat Petrie and now by Claire Cameron,
Robyn Kemp and Eichsteller, with the support of a large and
international editorial board.

Social Pedagogy qualifications, levels 3 and 5, diploma, bachelor’s
and master’s degrees have been created. An example may be drawn
from the University of Central Lancashire, which over the last
decade has introduced a variety of courses, from one-year
introductions to social pedagogy, to first and higher degrees,
including PhDs. PhDs in social pedagogy have also been awarded by
IOE, UCL’s Faculty of Education and Society, the University of
Kingston, the University of Derby and the University of Edinburgh,
among others. Some professionals have gone on, via a master’s
degree, to qualify as social workers. Others have found employment
in a range of organisations and positions from Participation Advisor
in a large national charity that is beginning to embed social
pedagogy within its wider organisation, to employment in
community circles and wellbeing teams nationally (Charfe, 2022).

Concluding reflections

The case of social pedagogy in residential and foster care as an evidence
to policy relationship illustrates both the advantages of a government-led
research-funding arrangement and the pivotal importance of a key
knowledgeable individual within that government apparatus to help
shape and interpret the research. But even with this research-friendly
environment, the take up of child welfare research by decision-makers is
fragile as there are individual, organisational and environmental barriers
that require systematic attention to overcome, not least the definition of
what counts as evidence and the adoption of a proactive, solution-
oriented policy mindset (Jack et al., 2010).

Despite extensive research, writing and dissemination activity on
the part of TCRU researchers (and a growing network of social pedagogy
activists nationwide), the English government after 2010 made no
positive steps to embed social pedagogy through policy on children’s
social care. This is in the context of rising levels of child poverty, now
affecting 27 per cent of children in the UK (Child Poverty Action Group,
2022), rising numbers of children needing help and protection because
of risks to their health or development (now 404,310 or 3.3 per cent of all
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children) (National Statistics, 2022a) and rising numbers of children in
care, now standing at over 80,000 compared to around 60,000 in 2005
(National Statistics, 2022b). In the context of an austerity era, where
family-support services aimed at preventing children entering care have
been eroded, children’s social-care services remain a far cry from social-
pedagogic approaches that relate to children holistically. Arguably, an
increased reliance on the for-profit private sector and the inroads into
care work of new public management do not sit well with the requirements
of relational practice (see Chapter 3).

But while the translation of research findings into practice is rarely
straightforward, and current policy inclement, all is not lost. Some
employers and advocacy organisations regard the case for social pedagogy
as a system of education, policy and practice underpinned by humanitarian
and democratic values compelling. A broad range of social pedagogy
theories, concepts, models and methods, set in a coherent ethical
framework, have been introduced in myriad UK settings (see Figure 4.1).
They have been explored and presented in ways that both inspire and
challenge individuals and organisations. As a result, in some local
authorities, barriers between different professionals have diminished and
interprofessional respect and collaboration has grown (Vrouwenfelder,
Milligan and Merrel, 2012).

Overall, the social pedagogy research showed that in some
countries, children in residential and foster care could have the stability
and warmth of relationships specified as the ‘government’s objectives’
over two decades ago (Department of Health, 1999) and the subsequent
demonstration projects showed the ways this might be achieved in a UK
context. Importantly, the research grew out of an informed, respectful
and long-term partnership between the civil servants responsible for
implementing social policy, and the researchers who understood the
social context and had knowledge and skills relevant for the enquiry. The
relationship was informed on both sides by some prior acquaintance with
European social pedagogy and importantly shared the values they
recognised in it. The research was also sustained by support from a
government committed to achieving no less for children in care than what
‘each parent would have for their own child’, to ensure a ‘softer landing
into adulthood’ (DfES, 2007: 3—4).

But a sympathetic policy context was not enough for transformational
change. The Labour government supported social pedagogy as ‘an
approach’: but they stopped short of it being in any way a requirement for
work with children in care, balking at moving from appreciating an
approach to a commitment to implementing the approach. Was there a
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reluctance to cause any supposed disruption to existing structures? It is
worth noting, perhaps, that one of the social pedagogues employed as a
social work manager in England, Bianka Lang, was awarded the accolade
of Social Worker of the Year 2016 for her collaborative practice, showing
the strengths of the social pedagogic approach once more.

Further reading

Three books from TCRU offer fuller details than possible here: Working
with Children in Care: European perspectives (Petrie et al., 2006); Social
Pedagogy and Working with Children and Young People (Cameron and
Moss, 2011); and Communicating with Adults and Children: Introducing
social pedagogy (Petrie, 2011). The International Journal of Social
Pedagogy (1JSP) is available online free of charge at https://uclpress.
scienceopen.com/collection/ij-social-pedagogy, and for an article in IJSP
discussing the relationship between ‘social care’ and ‘social pedagogy’, see
‘For a social pedagogic approach to social care’ (Cameron, Moss and
Petrie, 2021). The SPPA website (sppa-uk.org) and the ThemPra website
(thempra.org.uk) provide a wealth of free online resources about current
developments in social pedagogy.
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Educating children in out-of-home
care: forty years of research and
action

Sonia Jackson and Claire Cameron

Introduction

The education of children in care was not considered a matter of concern
until the 1980s when a small group of scholars and activists brought the
issue to national attention. At that time it was still common for children
separated from their birth family to spend months, if not years, out of
education because no one thought it sufficiently important to secure a
school place for them (Blyth and Milner, 1996; Brodie, 2001). This
chapter charts how the education of children in care, previously seen as a
marginal issue, came to be recognised as a crucial factor in their current
wellbeing and future life chances, to a considerable extent through
studies carried out at the Thomas Coram Research Unit (TCRU).

In 1971, local authority welfare, mental health and children’s
departments were combined to become ‘social services’. Almost overnight,
welfare officers like Sonia Jackson (co-author of this chapter) were
redesignated generic social workers. Many new social workers had never
worked with children before but Sonia had some advantages, having
trained as a clinical child-psychologist, taught in a primary school and for
several years managed the advice service run by the Advisory Centre for
Education (ACE).

Shortly after she began her new job, the social services department
received an urgent request from a foster mother in her 60s for the removal
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of her foster daughter. Most unusually, this girl had done well at school
and was due to sit her school-leaving examinations (then called ‘O’ Levels
and later General Certificate of Secondary Education or GCSEs). Sonia’s
manager advised her not to worry as ‘she’ll be leaving school in a few
weeks anyway and she can always go and work in Woolworths’ (a store
selling cheap everyday goods with, at that time, a branch in every high
street). Sonia was shocked by the assumption that this academically able
girl would leave school at the first legal opportunity, and by her senior’s
indifference to the disruption a placement change would cause at a
critical point in the young woman’s education.

As aresult of this experience, Sonia became convinced that the best
way to improve outcomes for children in care or ‘looked after’ was to
bring about a fundamental change in social work attitudes to education,
which were still deeply classist. Because these children nearly all came
from poor working-class backgrounds, social services departments
considered education to be almost irrelevant to them. It was sufficient
that they went to school: what they did there was of little interest
provided they did not cause trouble. In fact, there was a firmly-held idea
that education was not the business of social workers, paralleled by the
view often expressed by teachers, that their job was teaching, and they
could not be expected to take an interest in the social circumstances or
emotional wellbeing of their students (Jackson, 1998). Tizard, Moss and
Perry (1976) had earlier pointed to the absurdity of regarding nursery
education and daycare as separate and unrelated services. The division
between care and education was even more entrenched in services for
children in the care of the state, but it was not until 1982 that the harmful
effect of the professional split between social work and teaching was
seriously challenged. Following a parliamentary enquiry chaired by
Barbara Kahan which noted the low academic attainment of children in
care, the Social Science Research Council commissioned Sonia Jackson
to carry out a review. Published as The Education of Children in Care
(Jackson, 1987), it attracted considerable press attention and much
criticism from some social workers. Many newspapers headlined their
stories ‘Children in care only fit for the dole’. The report pointed to the
link between lack of educational qualifications and unemployment but
laid the blame firmly on the services, not the children.

At this stage, the discussion was mainly about basic education,
school attendance, literacy and numeracy. The idea of progression was
not even on the agenda. Despite the rapid expansion of higher education
following the 1963 Robbins Report, social work was not yet a graduate
profession. This meant that few members of the workforce had attended
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university themselves, and rarely envisaged that any child in care might
do so. That is no longer true. In fact, a recent major report on looked-after
children and young people, commissioned by the UK government, states
as one of its ‘missions’ to ‘double the proportion of care leavers attending
university, and particularly high tariff universities, by 2026’ (MacAlister,
2022:156).

Various ‘stories’ could be written about the development of research
on the education of children in care and care leavers or ‘care experienced’
young people. We have elected to highlight here two major studies that
were carried out at TCRU: first, By Degrees (funded by the Buttle Trust
and others, 2001-5); and secondly YiPPEE - Young People from a Public
Care Background: Pathways to Education in Europe (funded by the
European Union (EU) Seventh Framework Programme, 2008-11). Our
aim is to illustrate the difficult and sometimes erratic relationship between
research evidence and policy action which, when they are in alignment,
can produce results that change lives.

Gathering evidence

Perhaps the most important finding of The Education of Children in Care
was how little had been written on the subject. Although the evidence
was sparse it all pointed one way: the education of children in care was
seriously neglected, with very negative consequences for their life
chances. The report identified the ‘chasm’ between welfare and education
services as the fundamental problem, with five main factors contributing
to the probability that children looked after in local authority care would
have difficulties at school and leave with no qualifications. These were:
pre-care experience, disrupted schooling, low expectations held by
teachers and carers, low self-esteem, and placement changes unrelated to
the school curriculum or patterns of school life such as terms and holidays.
Later research has identified other obstacles to educational success for
children and young people in care, but it would be hard to argue that
these have been superseded.

Following the report’s publication Sonia continued to speak and
write about the lack of attention to education within the care system and
the huge and persistent gap in attainment between children in care and
others (Jackson, 1989; 1994; 2000). It was an uphill job, with numerous
research applications and articles turned down on the grounds that it was
a subject of only minority interest. But it then occurred to her to address
the issue from the opposite perspective. Instead of asking why children
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looked after by local authorities did so much less well in school than those
not in care, why not study the small minority who achieved success and
find out how they did it?

Doria Pilling (1990), in an analysis of findings from the National
Child Development cohort study that followed the lives of all those born
in one week in 1958 in England, Scotland and Wales, had shown that five
GCSE passes were a crucial factor in ‘escape from disadvantage’, especially
for girls. Sonia Jackson used this as a criterion for inclusion in her next
study, Successful in Care, funded by the Leverhulme Trust. It involved
calling for volunteers via the Who Cares? magazine, which was distributed
to all young people in care whose local authorities subscribed. In the
absence of any official database of people who had been in care as
children, this was the only way to assemble a study group. Of the 154
responses received, 105 met the educational benchmark of five or more
‘O’ Levels or GCSEs with ‘good’ grades (A*-C).

Successful in Care was followed by a further study, High Achievers
in Care, also funded by Leverhulme, consisting of in-depth interviews
with a subsample of 38 (12 men and 26 women) who had continued into
further or higher education. One of the questions was ‘what part did your
social worker play in your school progress and planning for higher
education?’ Almost all the respondents answered ‘none’, adding weight to
Sonia’s hypothesis that the split between care and education continued to
blight the opportunities of young people looked after by local authorities
(Jackson and Martin, 1998).

Sonia’s co-author, Dr Pearl Martin, who had grown up in residential
care, recruited a comparison group of young people who had similar
characteristics to the original study sample but had not obtained any
educational qualifications. There were stark differences in outcomes
between the two groups, in employment, income, housing and problems
arising from addiction and offending. The interviews illustrated the
critical importance of sustained educational encouragement, especially
an emphasis on reading, along with warm relationships with adults in
care placements and at school. The most crucial factor in success was
stability and continuity, in particular minimising changes of placement
(Martin and Jackson, 2002).

During her time as Head of the Department of Social Policy and
Applied Social Studies at Swansea University, Sonia Jackson was elected
Chair of Children in Wales, an umbrella body serving statutory and
voluntary organisations, which helped her to get to know many care-
experienced children and young people and further develop her ideas
about how to support their education (Jackson and Sachdev, 2001).
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Then, at a meeting in the Rhondda Valley town of Tonypandy, she met
Hugo Perks, the newly appointed CEO of the Buttle Trust, a grant-giving
body supporting the education and welfare of disadvantaged young
people. Hugo Perks responded enthusiastically to Sonia’s proposal to
follow up the findings of the second Leverhulme-funded study and
undertook to raise the money for a new and much more ambitious project,
which became By Degrees.

By Degrees

The aim of By Degrees was twofold: to fund research on the factors that
facilitate and present obstacles to successful university entrance and
completion, and to raise money for bursaries to help care-experienced
students get the most out of their time at university. TCRU and the
Institute of Education (IOE), where Sonia was already a Professorial
Fellow, were identified as the ideal base for the project.

The timing was propitious: a Labour government committed to
improving the lives and prospects of looked-after children had been
elected in 1997. The Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000 (CLCA) was
implemented in 2001, for the first time giving care leavers the right to
financial and personal support from their local authority beyond the age
of 18, and up to age 24 for those in full-time education. Similar legislation
was passed in Scotland, originally as an amendment to the Children
(Scotland) Act 1995.

Strongly influenced by research carried out at TCRU, for example
The Costs and Benefits of Educating Children in Care (Jackson et al., 2002),
subsequent legislation in 2004 laid a stronger duty on local authorities,
to promote the educational achievement of children they looked after (as
opposed to ‘having regard’ to their education as required by the Children
Act 1989). The then Prime Minister, Tony Blair, personally commissioned
the newly created Social Exclusion Unit to produce a report, the first
government document to focus specifically on the education of children
in care. The report, A Better Education for Children in Care (Social
Exclusion Unit, 2003), estimated that only one care leaver in a hundred
went on from school to university. This meant that most local authorities
had never supported a young person who had been in their care through
a degree course and had no idea what was required. For that reason, one
of the most important objectives of By Degrees was to provide practical
advice to local authorities, including realistic estimates of the costs.
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The Buttle Trust raised over £800,000 from charitable bodies and
the government, funding the appointment of two researchers, Sarah Ajayi
and Margaret Quigley. Through local authorities, they recruited research
participants who had spent at least a year in care and been offered a place
on a degree-level course for the following academic year. The first group
(or cohort) was followed throughout their three-year courses, the second
for two years and the third for their first year. The final sample of 129
young people attending 68 universities was by far the largest number of
UK students formerly in care that had ever been studied.

Unlike most care-experienced young people, they had achieved close
to average results for the general population: 70 per cent in cohorts one
and two and 92 per cent in cohort three had obtained five or more A*~C
grades at GCSE, successfully completing lower-secondary education. They
had similar family backgrounds: 60 per cent had come into the care system
because of abuse or neglect, the same proportion as in the care population
generally. There was one big difference: just over half the participants
were from minority ethnic groups and 16 per cent had come to England as
unaccompanied asylum-seekers. Many of them said that their parents
(often no longer alive) had impressed on them the importance of education
and that had motivated them to aim for university.

In addition to up to three face-to-face or telephone interviews with
the research participants, the research team carried out annual postal
surveys of local authorities and higher-education institutions (HEIs),
including all the Oxford and Cambridge colleges. The responses showed
that few HEIs until then had recognised care leavers as an especially
disadvantaged group, needing encouragement to apply for entrance and
additional support once enrolled. Some were very willing to provide extra
help but said they had no way of knowing which of their applicants had
spent time in care, an issue that was addressed in a recommendation of
the final report resulting in the addition of a tick-box to the university
application form. Again, the climate was receptive, with many more
universities appointing Widening Participation Officers.

Barriers and facilitators to successful university careers

By Degrees found that care-experienced students faced multiple obstacles
in their journey through higher education. Financial issues dominated
their stories. Some students missed the chance to apply for grants for
which they were eligible because of delays in decision-making in their
local authority. Almost all suffered from continual money problems,
despite taking out the maximum available student loan every year.
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Anxiety about lack of money pervaded their entire university experience.
After three years their average debt was £2000 higher than the national
average (£9,210 at the time). Only one local authority helped with paying
off debt after students graduated. The government’s response to this
finding was to require local authorities to provide a £2000 bursary to
formerly looked-after young people who obtained a university place.

Accommodation was another important issue. Those who lived in
university halls of residence in their first year were much more likely to
make friends, but some missed the opportunity to do so because
confirmation of their local authority funding was not received in time.
Others had been living independently in council flats and were afraid of
losing their tenancies. This restricted their choice of universities and
courses and their opportunity to participate in student life and make new
social contacts (Jackson, Ajayi and Quigley, 2003).

Difficulties with academic work were common, and often took
students by surprise because they had done well previously. Especially in
their second year, when the work tended to become more demanding, gaps
in their school education began to show up. They also had to contend with
lack of time, exhaustion from taking on too much paid work as well as
emotional and relationship problems. Unpredictable crises in their birth
families often made it hard for them to focus on their university lives.

Because the first group of students started university before the
CLCA was implemented and the second and third groups afterwards, this
constituted a natural experiment. How helpful were the provisions of the
Act? One indication was the clear difference in drop-out rates between the
three groups. Of those who began their university studies before the
CLCA came into force, a quarter were unable to continue, mainly due to
financial stress, whereas in cohorts two and three only 10 per cent left
prematurely (lower than the national average). Both academic progress
and satisfaction with the experience of higher education were closely
related to the help and support (or lack of it), financial and personal,
provided by their local authority.

By Degrees had considerable policy impact; its 43 recommendations
were accepted in full by the government. This was a remarkable
turnaround from the previous neglect of the issue and an unusually
speedy and full policy impact of any piece of social research. Several
factors contributed. The national policy environment, with its focus on
education, and remedying social injustice and (un)fairness, was critical.
The networking and years of advocacy, by Sonia Jackson and others,
found common cause with the then Labour Government’s concern with
social inclusion. The link between low educational attainment and social
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exclusion had already been established by numerous researchers
(Jackson, 2007). But also important in this story was the research climate
at TCRU, which brought together a critical mass of researchers of children-
in-care and disadvantage, under the umbrella of a research centre with a
direct line of communication to policy units in government departments.
The interchange of people, skills and mission was critical, as evidenced by
the inclusion of the topic as a case study of research impact in the IOE’s
research excellence submission in 2014.!

Interchange within TCRU was also foundational for the next study:
that of the post-compulsory education of care leavers in other European
countries. Led by Sonia Jackson and coordinated by Claire Cameron, the
YiPPEE project moved the topic of education and state care onto the
international stage.

European research on pathways to further and higher
education (YiPPEE)

YiPPEE was a five-country investigation exploring the educational
pathways of young people with care experience in post-compulsory
education. The aim was to run parallel studies in different welfare regimes
to identify what conditions provided a facilitative framework for
participation beyond mandatory schooling (Jackson and Cameron, 2014).
The welfare regimes of European nations are categorised according to
their broad orientation to the allocation of public and private resources:
(1) conservative-familial with high emphasis on preserving traditional
status hierarchies; (2) liberal, emphasising work-ethic norms and low
levels of tempering the impact of the free market; and (3) universalist
social democratic, characterised by low levels of stratification and high
levels of state support (Esping-Anderson, 1990). Although modified by
later analysts, including adding in post-communist countries, designated
‘emerging economies’, this categorisation has proved remarkably robust
over many years. The study countries selected were Denmark and Sweden
(both universalist welfare regimes); Spain (conservative-familial);
England (liberal), and Hungary (emerging economy).

The first phase of the study consisted of scrutiny of EU policy
documents, comparison of national policies, and secondary analysis of
statistics. In the second phase, data were collected from interviews with
36 managers in social services departments responsible for young people
in care, 372 telephone-screening interviews followed by 170 face-to-face
interviews with young people aged 18 to 24 years, which adopted a
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biographical approach focusing on their present, past and future lives.
One hundred and thirty-five of them were interviewed again a year later.
In addition, we interviewed 112 adults nominated by research participants
as having been important to their education.

Criteria for inclusion in the study were the same in all countries, namely
having been in care for at least a year by age 16 and showing ‘educational
promise’ (qualifications from school that made them eligible to progress to
further or higher education). However, there were wide differences between
countries in the organisation of support for young people in and leaving care
which affected both recruitment of participants and eventual policy impact.
For example, in England, initial engagement of local authorities proved
difficult, and recruitment of potential research participants through local
authority leaving care teams even more so, eventually reaching 32
participants instead of a projected 35. In Spain, the researcher had to
manually trawl social work records to create a sampling frame of young
people. In Hungary, there were no records; the research team searched lists
of young people in care in supported housing or residential care where the
criterion for eligibility was having a place in an educational institution or
being in employment. By contrast, in Sweden and Denmark, the research
teams were able to make extensive use of linked education and care records.

Despite welfare regime differences, there were common patterns in
the educational pathways of young people with a care background. In
every country, care leavers faced severe educational disadvantage. Even
in Denmark and Sweden they were much less likely than their peers to
complete secondary school, more likely to have to repeat a year, especially
in Spain, leave school with no qualifications (England), and much less
likely to attend schools likely to lead to university entrance (Hungary).
Our best estimate on the basis of available data was that 6-8 per cent of
care-experienced young people went to university, often after periods of
delay (Cameron et al., 2012). In Sweden national data showed substantial
early withdrawal from both upper secondary and university programmes.
While 13 percent of those ever placed in care registered for college or
university (compared to 41 percent of the age cohort), only about a third
of the care-leaver group graduated with credits (Hojer and Johansson,
2014). As in the By Degrees research, study participants in all countries
faced multiple problems due to competing demands on their time, for
example caring for children or relatives, and difficulties with housing,
employment, or immigration status.

We also found that, apart from some of those who had entered the
country as unaccompanied asylum seekers, the family backgrounds of
participant young people were similar across countries, characterised
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by volatility and lack of engagement with school education. In Sweden,
analysis of national data found that parental education was the biggest
predictor of educational grades. Only after young people had been in
care for five years or more did their educational performance relative to
those not in care start to improve (Hojer and Johansson, 2014). Except
in England, placement in care usually seemed to offer a stable place to
live, but many study participants reported that ‘most social workers
failed to give as much importance to school as to care placements,
resulting in delays and gaps in attendance’ (Jackson and Cameron,
2012:1111).

Two conclusions from initial findings were, first, that all countries
had neglected the post-compulsory education of care-experienced young
people at a time when expanding education was a key European policy
ambition (European Commission, 2009); and second, that the conceptual
separation of ‘education’ and ‘care’ was not confined to England. But in
some countries young people’s accounts of living in care settings
illustrated ways in which education, broadly defined, was more integrated
into the care experience. For example, in Hungary, young people
emphasised the importance of learning as a basic value: ‘I wanted to
become an educated person’ was how one young man expressed it. Being
able to stay in free or subsidised residential provision (a ‘residence’)
beyond compulsory education, available both in Hungary and Spain,
helped to alleviate the problems experienced by those living on their own,
and gave them more opportunity to concentrate on their studies, although
it might also require conformity to strict rules and sometimes spartan
living conditions (Jackson and Cameron, 2012). In Denmark, the custom
of offering school students a year in a boarding environment gave children
in care the opportunity for extensive contact with well-qualified social
pedagogues (see Chapter 4). Some study participants reported this as the
time when they developed their plans for higher education.

Overall, foster care had a better record than children’s homes (group
residential care) of promoting educational achievement and keeping in
touch with young people after they left the care system. In the Swedish
case, 21 of the 27 young people who had been in foster care reported
good relations with at least one foster family, although not necessarily the
most recent. Several saw their long-term foster family as their ‘real’ family
(Hojer and Johannsen, 2014). As with By Degrees, foster carers who gave
high importance to education made it much more likely that their young
people would continue to study to an advanced level (Jackson and Ajayi,
2007; Bentley, 2013).
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The findings underlined the importance of placement stability and
the integration of care and education in both home and school settings,
for instance having someone, such as a school nurse or teacher, with
whom the young people could establish a supportive relationship and be
helped to feel good about themselves. Foster carers who supported young
people’s talents and took a keen interest in educational progress were also
crucial to success, as one participant in England testified: ‘they’ve always
been very, very supportive of me educationally wise, because I've always
done well and I've always wanted to do well, so they’ve always supported
me’ (Hauari and Cameron, 2014).

The approach to educational ambition adopted by social workers,
pedagogues and other support personnel for care leavers was a critical
factor. However, in all countries aspirations for these young people
tended to be low: there was a strong tendency to steer them into
vocational rather than academic pathways. Social workers usually gave
priority to early financial independence: one 21-year-old young woman
in Spain explained:

I'wanted to be a social educator, and I remember that at the residence
... they told me: ‘you can’t,, because obviously, being at a residence I
couldn’t study general upper secondary (academic) education, as it
wouldn’t give me a quick entry into the labour market.

Unusually, one leaving-care team in England employed a teacher, Mark
Farmer, whose remit was to help young people access further and higher
education. His support was greatly valued by all those interviewed. One
participant reported:

he was the one that got me into dance classes and dance college. He
helped me get funding for private lessons for an audition. He helps
with everything, he’s more than a teacher ... It’s good that I've got
him really.

Farmer’s appointment resulted in a steep rise in the number of young
people in the care of his local authority aspiring to go to university.
Several students successfully completed degree courses and one young
woman continued to master’s level. But the role was always seen as
anomalous within the social work team and when Farmer moved to
another area, he was not replaced.
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Sustained policy engagement

Policy stakeholder engagement at the level of local fieldwork sites,
national governments and the European Union was integrated into the
YiPPEE study from the beginning. To raise awareness of the needs of care-
experienced young people, we held conferences with local policy actors
and accepted invitations to attend practitioner-focused events in all
partner countries, as well as in Brussels, as part of the European Union’s
Directorate overseeing research projects on youth and social inclusion.
We used email and our website to disseminate regular project bulletins
about progress and findings, which helped to generate conference
audiences, culminating in a cross-national end-of-project conference in
London, including all partners. This raised awareness, critiqued policy
and practice, and took inspiration from the achievements and personal
accounts of young people. The combination of academic research,
authentic voices, and a wide audience of national and local policymakers,
as well as practitioners from our fieldwork sites and beyond, gave an
important impetus to a more ambitious vision for the education of
children in and leaving care.

New directions

Findings from By Degrees inspired the Buttle Trust to launch a Quality
Mark awarded to universities that implemented a policy on recruiting and
supporting care leavers (Starks, 2013). Buttle halted its scheme when
most, if not all, universities had signed up. Care leavers are now one of
several underrepresented groups noted by the national Office for Students
for whom equality of educational access and progression is a policy goal
in England (Office for Students, 2022). The idea of recognition for
universities which provide a bespoke package of support for care-
experienced applicants and students has resurfaced in the form of a
Kitemark (MacAlister, 2022: 161).

Since By Degrees and YiPPEE, there have been further studies of
post-compulsory educational transitions of care-experienced young
people in a number of countries such as Germany and Finland (Cameron,
Hauari and Arisi, 2018), Australia (Harvey et al., 2017; Mendis, Lehmann
and Gardner, 2018), New Zealand (Matheson, 2019), Israel (Grupper
and Zagury, 2019), the US (Courtney and Okpych, 2019), and Canada
(Flynn et al, 2018).
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The Rees Centre at the Department of Education, Oxford University
was established in 2012 for the purposes of research in foster care and
education and stimulated a new evidence base using systematic reviews
and administrative data coupled with consultations with young people,
carers, social workers and administrators. From being sidelined as a
marginal issue, the massive disadvantage for children in care and care
leavers in their pathway through education is now seen as an important
aspect of the broader debate on widening participation (Department for
Education, 2019).

TCRU research in the field has also continued. In 2016, we ran a
study examining provision for care leavers in 15 countries worldwide
(Cameron, 2016; Cameron, Hauari and Arisi, 2018) and in 2018 the
Access and Widening Participation office at UCL commissioned a study of
the factors that support care leavers to stay at university once they are
there (Hauari, Hollingworth and Cameron, 2019; see Chapter 19, this
volume). TCRU also evaluated the Foundling Museum’s arts traineeship
programme with care leavers (Hollingworth and Cameron, 2021); and
pioneered, with the UCL Centre for Inclusive Education (a training and
strategic support service for schools), a programme to improve the
environment for children in care in school (Carroll and Cameron, 2017).
Turning to the younger age group, a pilot study and a knowledge exchange
programme on preschool-aged foster children and their education
(Meetoo et al., 2020; Cameron et al., 2020a) developed into an
international inquiry into the barriers to early education participation for
fostered children (Cameron et al., 2020b). Jackson, Figueira-Bates and
Hollingworth (2022) have pointed to the neglect in research and policy
of the youngest children in care, and argued that far more attention
should be paid to the characteristics, circumstances and educational level
of those foster carers who are asked to look after them, urging that their
role should be clearly defined as therapeutic and developmental, not
simply as temporary caregiving.

Concluding reflections

After four decades of research and campaigning to improve the education
of children in care, their low school attainment and much lower than
average rate of entry to higher education remains a persistent problem
which severely limits their future opportunities. According to the
Department for Education (2021) in England, in 2019-20, only 13 per
cent of young people in care for 12 months or more at the age of 16,

EDUCATING CHILDREN IN OUT-OF-HOME CARE

97



98

entered higher education by age 19. This compares with 43 per cent of
those who have not been in care and 27 per cent of those who, as children,
were living in impoverished households that qualified for free school
meals, a common indicator of social disadvantage. Moreover, over the ten
years to 2019-20, while the higher-education participation rate in
England rose by ten percentage points for all young people, the increase
was only four points for care-experienced young people.

As we noted some years ago (Cameron, Connolly and Jackson,
2015), policy, and by implication research evidence, has had only limited
impact. We argued then that a different and more holistic approach was
needed. We saw education (in its broadest sense) as needing to be given
high importance from birth (Jackson and Forbes, 2015), and certainly
from the moment children enter local authority care. This means that
‘education is too important to be left to schools’. It requires practitioners
at all stages of a child’s journey to bring an educational approach into
work defined as ‘care’ and vice versa (Cameron, Connolly and Jackson,
2015: 229).

This would make a child’s experience of being in care in the UK
more in line with the best of continental European social pedagogic
practice. Further, policy and practice should seek to disentangle the
multiple practical, logistical and relational factors that prevent care
leavers from taking up further and higher education places. Many young
people continue to need the support of foster carers and advisors
throughout this period even when they also yearn for independence,
which has important implications for foster care training. Timing is also
important. Too often, in addition to educational progression, care leavers
are asked to cope with other major transitions, such as housing, health-
service access, and financial self-reliance, at the same time or in quick
succession (Hollingworth and Jackson, 2016).

Finally, what does this story of an evolving field have to say about
the policy-research relationship? The story told here has focused on the
gradual accumulation of evidence and policy implementation as if there
were a smooth progression and synergy between them. This overlooks the
many false starts and rejections overcome on the way. What seems to have
happened is a chain reaction among like-minded scholars and activists,
which gradually gained a foothold in policy attention so that now, in the
UK, compared to many countries worldwide, there is good recognition, at
the level of systems and institutions, of the particular needs of care-
experienced young people in education. To turn this into effective
practice, which has the potential to transform educational lives, presents
a continuing challenge.
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Further reading

Educating Children and Young People in Care: Learning placements and
caring schools (Cameron, Connelly and Jackson, 2015) goes further into
the approach taken to the education of children in care. It takes a life-
course approach, drawing on ideas from social pedagogy, and examples
from Scotland as well as England. Uniquely, it treats the care and school
environments as equally significant in young people’s lives and shows
how they interact with each other. The website of the Oxford University
Rees Centre (https://www.education.ox.ac.uk/rees-centre/) has a
wealth of freely available research findings about the education of
children in care, including reports, videos and blogs.

Note

1 The Research Excellence Framework (REF) is a system for assessing the quality of research
in UK higher education institutions. Institutions are invited to make submissions for subject-
based units of assessment; submissions are assessed by an expert sub-panel for each unit,
working under the guidance of four main panels.
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Child abuse and neglect: how can
healthcare services enact a public-
health approach?

Jenny Woodman

Introduction

Child abuse and neglect has most often been treated as a child welfare
issue, targeting families via the social work system on the basis of evidence
of abuse and/or neglect. This chapter argues that a different, more
universal, public health approach holds promise. In 2012, myself and
colleagues joined calls for a public health approach to safeguarding of
children, by which we aimed to address the critical role of prevention
through universal services.

In this chapter I discuss what is meant by a public health approach
and how it might be applied to child abuse and neglect. This work builds
on three long-standing concerns among researchers at Thomas Coram
Research Unit (TCRU). First, to understand health within a
multidisciplinary perspective. Second, to study and understand public
service and professional practice so that the way systems and professionals
support children and families can be improved. And third, a family
approach to child health whereby we see child, sibling and parental
health and wellbeing as interrelated and understand that supporting
parental health is one way to help the child.
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What do we mean by a public health approach?

The core feature of a public health approach is intervention for whole
populations who are not (yet) sick or not yet very sick, first articulated by
Geoffrey Rose (2001). To the modern reader, there might not seem
anything particularly controversial about supporting already healthy
populations to maintain and improve their health. This is testament to the
widespread adoption of public health principles within health and social-
care policy across the globe. Rose contrasted the ‘population approach’
with the ‘high risk’ intervention strategy which he described as a ‘targeted
rescue operation’ which treated the ‘sick’ and ignored the ‘healthy’ (Rose,
Khaw and Marmot, 2008). Although, the two approaches are not mutually
exclusive, a distinguishing feature of a public health approach is that it
includes population strategies to prevent ill health as well as treatment or
‘rescue’ interventions for those already affected.

Underlying a public health approach is the concept of a health
continuum and a focus on prevention. Prevention strategies have been
conceptualised as operating at three points along the health continuum,
known as primary, secondary and tertiary prevention or universal, targeted
selective and targeted indicated interventions (Asmussen et al., 2022).
These approaches are described in detail in Figure 6.1 and Box 6.1.

The focus on population-level prevention means that public health
approaches are associated with efforts to tackle upstream social determinants
of health, such as poverty, housing or neighbourhood quality, including

2. Secondary Prevention
Targeting high risk families

gy

3. Tertiary Prevention

Targeting those with extreme
circumstances or already experiencing
the adverse consequences

vidd

1. Primary Prevention
Universal support

oD
[ )
SPECTRUM OF WELLBEING AND HEALTH

< >

Optimal wellbeing Very serious problems

Figure 6.1 Primary, secondary and tertiary prevention for responding to
child abuse and neglect, adapted from Gilbert, Woodman and Logan, 2012.
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promoting clean air and green spaces. A simple analogy is that of the fence
that protects people from falling over a cliff. The fence represents an upstream
intervention which impacts everyone, relying on processes that do not
require individuals to invest a high degree of their own resources or effort to
produce benefits which can be described as low-agency interventions (Ford
etal., 2021; Everest et al., 2022). In contrast, the ambulance at the bottom of
the cliff is a ‘rescue’ response or tertiary prevention strategy.

Box 6.1 Primary, secondary and tertiary prevention strategies for
child abuse and neglect. See Figure 6.1 for visual depiction.

1. Primary prevention: strategies aimed at whole populations of
children and families which will include some children who are
at risk of or are currently being harmed due to abuse and neglect.
The aim of universal interventions is to shift the population curve
towards ‘better’ family life by improving things for everyone
across the whole continuum. For example, parenting classes
available at no cost to all parents regardless of income, ethnicity,
parental age, as was offered by the government in England in
2012 (Cullen, Cullen and Lindsay, 2016) or universal cash
transfers to all households with children, which have recently
been trialled or implemented in many countries including:
Austria, Estonia, Finland and Germany (Overseas Development
Institute and United Nations Children’s Fund, 2020).

2. Secondary prevention: strategies aimed at specific demographic
groups, identified as higher than average risk of experiencing
problems or at risk of ‘poor outcomes’. For example, the Family
Nurse Partnership (in England) or Nurse Family Partnership
(USA and Australia), a home-visiting programme commissioned
for specific groups of mothers such as young first-time mothers
in England or mothers with a First Nations baby in Australia
(Massi et al., 2021).

3. Tertiary prevention: interventions for individual children and
families who have already experienced abuse or neglect and/or
its adverse consequences. These interventions aim to mitigate
the impact and/or reduce duration, severity or recurrence, are
often intensive and, in the context of child protection, not
voluntary (noncompliance can trigger care proceedings). For
example, Multisystemic Therapy — Building Stronger Families
(MST-BSF) is an intensive whole-family intervention
implemented and tested in the USA for families with substantiated

CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT

105



106

concerns about abuse or neglect and where parents are using
substances (Schaeffer, Swenson and Powell, 2021). MST-BSF is
adapted from Multisystemic Therapy, which has been
disseminated and trialled across North America and Europe
(including the UK) to support young people with problem
behaviour (Swenson et al., 2009; Littell et al., 2021). Another
adaption is MST-CAN (Child Abuse and Neglect), for families in
contact with child protective services (Early Intervention
Foundation, 2017). Child removal into state care is also an
example of a tertiary prevention intervention for children who
have experienced abuse or neglect.

For most social problems, national and local policymakers and service
providers will need multi-component strategies that include primary,
secondary and tertiary prevention. In practice, public health approaches
tend to default to ‘high-agency’ interventions which rely on individuals
mobilising personal resources to benefit from a theoretically universal
intervention (Everest et al., 2022). High-agency population approaches
can inadvertently widen inequalities. This is because although they are
available to everyone, those who have more time, money, fewer competing
stresses and can navigate the system are much more able to access and
benefit from the intervention (Everest et al., 2022).

Publicly funded access to preschool education and care for three-
year-olds in England is an example of primary prevention strategy which
relies on high-agency from parents. At the time of writing (2022) every
three- and four-year-old is entitled to 15 hours free childcare, for 38 weeks
a year, and additional hours are available for parents who work over 15
hours and meet income criteria (Gov.uk, 2022a; 2022b). However, this
universally available intervention is not always taken up and ethnic
minority and special educational needs children use the offer less than
other families (Archer and Oppenheim, 2021). Recent TCRU research has
found that the context of complex rules, poor distribution and poor
flexibility of preschools were driving non-uptake among parents in one
disadvantaged London borough (Albert and Cameron, 2022).

When population-level interventions are implemented within a
public health approach, they are characterised by cross-sector
partnerships. Although target problems of a public health approach are
often criminal offences, for example violence and violent crime, substance
misuse, child abuse and neglect, a public health approach always goes
beyond the criminal-justice system. In other words, public health
strategies may include but are never limited to fining, arresting or
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imprisoning people, even if a ‘crime’ has been committed. Prevention
strategies often rely on large-scale quantitative datasets for surveillance
and monitoring, either to understand how much of the population might
be ‘at risk’ or ‘affected’ or to monitor who receives an intervention.

How can a public health approach be applied to child
abuse and neglect?

Calls for a ‘public health approach’ to child abuse and neglect first
emerged around 2008 in England, America and Australia. They began to
gather momentum around 2010-11, reinforced in England by the Allen
report (Allen, 2011) and the Munro Review of Child Protection (Munro,
2011) both of which emphasised early intervention and prevention as
part of child safeguarding. My colleagues and I also joined these calls
(Gilbert, Woodman and Logan, 2012; Woodman and Gilbert, 2013).

The central premise of a public health approach to child abuse and
neglect is that early intervention and prevention across both statutory
and non-statutory services should be a key part of child welfare policy
and practice (O’'Donnell, Scott and Stanley, 2008; Barlow and Calam,
2011; Sethi et al., 2018). This approach to child welfare is enshrined in
Section 17 of the Children Act 1989 (albeit introduced in 1991 and
without any additional resources given to local authorities) and is
supported by policy guidance (HM Government, 1989; 2004). Although
the phrase ‘public health approach to child abuse and neglect’ appears to
have lost traction since 2012, current arguments for population
approaches and early intervention and prevention are public health
approaches in all but name (MacAlister, 2022).

A public health approach to child abuse and neglect makes sense for
three key reasons. First, it is right and fair. From a human rights perspective,
every child has the right to protection, provision and participation (United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989) and should be given
care, relationships and environments in which to flourish. The way
societies are structured results in gross inequalities: some people have
more money, safer and healthier local environments and more
opportunities than others, or are more likely to experience abuse and
neglect than others (and when they do are likely to experience abuse and
neglect as part of cumulative adversity). The Children’s Commissioner for
England (2021), a national advocacy role for children, recently wrote:
‘Growing up in poverty doesn’t necessarily mean an unhappy childhood
but it makes life a lot harder’. There is strong international evidence for the
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relationship between poverty, abuse and neglect and statutory intervention
by child-protection services (Bywaters and Skinner, 2022). This
relationship might result from poorer families not being able to buy what’s
needed, having less access to human, social and cultural capital, living
with the psychosocial consequences of parenting in poverty and/or being
more likely to be experiencing other problems such as mental-health
difficulties, gambling, drug and alcohol abuse and disability or physical
health problems, which can be both cause and consequence of poverty
(Cooper and Stewart, 2021; Bywaters and Skinner, 2022). Higher rates of
child protection involvement with poor families may also be related to
unequal levels of surveillance and identification of problems: for example,
a family receiving services for poverty might be more subject to scrutiny
than wealthier families that can more easily avoid contact with services.
The social patterning of child abuse and neglect means there is a strong
social justice argument for intervening at a population level to prevent the
concentration of adversity in certain groups of families. There is a
particularly strong moral argument for intervention at a structural level.

Second, identification of children for tertiary intervention is
difficult. Children’s experiences may be completely hidden, only partially
known and/or may only come to the attention of professionals in ways
that require a great amount of professionals’ time and skills to interpret
(Cossar, Belderson and Brandon, 2019). If child welfare exists along a
continuum which ranges from optimal (where a child has all they need
to be safe, healthy, happy and to thrive) to severely abusive and
neglectful, where do we draw the line between poor treatment or poor
parenting of children and ‘abuse and neglect’? What constitutes
acceptable or ‘good enough’ parenting has been a key question in social
work for several decades (Winnicott, 1973). The answer will differ across
time and place, as demonstrated by attitudes to physical punishment of
children. By the early 1980s, only two countries (Sweden in 1979 and
Finland in 1983) had banned all corporal punishment of children,
including that by parents, compared to 62 countries today (End Violence
Against Children, 2021). There is a large grey area within the continuum
of child welfare where children can be thought of as ‘marginally
maltreated’ (Waldfogel, 2009).

Whether or not children with known problems are described as
abused and neglected is tangled up with decisions about whether a child
meets the legal threshold for statutory child protection services (HM
Government, 2004; Bywaters and Child Welfare Inequalities Project
Team, 2020; Bywaters et al., 2020; MacAlister, 2022). If a child is abused
or neglected, they should receive statutory protection from the state and
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yet nowhere is there enough resource within child-protection systems for
all abused and neglected children to receive services (Hood et al., 2016;
Devaney, 2019). This means that available resources determine
thresholds for labelling abuse and neglect or as Professor Brandon
summarised: ‘Teachers, GPs [General Practitioners], health visitors [are]
working with child abuse, but they are not allowed to call it child abuse’
(House of Commons Education Committee, 2013).

Because the identification of abuse and neglect is conceptually and
practically difficult, the provision of only tertiary prevention interventions
will miss the majority of children whose experiences are consistent with
agreed definitions of abuse or neglect. Taking a whole-population
approach and intervening across the spectrum of abuse and neglect
increases the likelihood that more abused and neglected children will
receive some support.

Third, a high proportion of children who might fall into the category
of ‘at risk’ of abuse and neglect, are also described as ‘vulnerable’
(Virokannas, Liuski and Kuronen, 2020). Children living in poverty can
be considered an ‘at risk’ group for secondary prevention of abuse and
neglect. In 2019-20, 31 per cent of all children in England were in relative
poverty (below 60 per cent of median income), rising to higher rates for
subgroups, including young children, ethnic minority families and
families in the northeast of England (Oppenheim and Milton, 2021).
Even if we take a much narrower definition of ‘vulnerable children’ in
England, such as that used by the House of Lords Public Services
Committee (2021), these are far from marginal populations: 43 per cent
of all children have been referred to children’s social care services, 25 per
cent classified ‘in need’ and 37 per cent received special educational needs
(SEN) provision before their 16th birthday (Jay and Gilbert, 2021; Jay et
al., 2021). In our study on hospital use during the 2020 COVID-19
pandemicin England, a fifth of children aged 11 to 16 years were receiving
statutory support or services in that year: 14.2 per cent SEN support only,
3.6 per cent children’s social care services only and 2.7 per cent received
both SEN and children's social care support, based on three million
children (Mc Grath-Lone et al., 2022).

In summary, as there are approximately 12 million children under
18 years in England, we may be talking about a fifth (2.4 million children),
a third (4 million), one half or more (6 million+) of all children falling
into definitions of ‘vulnerable’. If such large proportions of the population
can be conceived of as ‘vulnerable’, the public health ambition of
prevention could be achieved in theory for high numbers of vulnerable
children by using universal and/or large-population approaches. This is
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not a needle-in-a-haystack situation. In practice, interventions would
have to be effective, work well across a wide range of groups and achieve
high reach across whole populations, which is easier said than done.

What are the criticisms of a public health approach to
child abuse and neglect?

Although a public health approach to abuse and neglect makes sense in
many ways, the language and vision of a public health approach can
inadvertently justify and bolster a system which exerts more social control
over some groups than others, can stigmatise whole groups with ‘risk
factors’ such as poverty and is at odds with a system of scarce resources
where thresholds for intervention are very high, even for ‘early
intervention’. The case of Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services
(CAMHS) is a good example of this in the UK, where thresholds for the
service are notoriously high. Nigel Parton (2016) described the social
patterning of state control as ‘[a state which is] liberal at the top for the
upper classes but paternalistic and authoritarian at the bottom for the
lower classes’, which encapsulates and defines Wacquant’s concept of the
‘Centaur State’ (Wacquant, 2009). Being mindful of these issues is a key
part of developing public services for child welfare that leverage benefits
from a public health approach while minimising potential harms.

A public health approach to child abuse and neglect in
healthcare services

In this section, I start by describing the statutory obligation that healthcare
professionals have in terms of protecting children and young people from
abuse and neglect and its consequence. These statutory responses can be
thought of as tertiary prevention within the public health model. I then
use my own and others’ work to illustrate how secondary and primary
prevention approaches might be used within healthcare services as part
of a public health response to child abuse and neglect, including the
challenges and limitations of doing so.

Tertiary prevention in healthcare services

In England, healthcare professionals, like others working with children,
have a statutory obligation to refer to a social worker children that they
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consider to be abused and neglected and to be a safeguarding partner to
the local authority children’s services departments (HM Government,
1989; 2004; Department for Education, 2018). This identification and
referral role might be called a ‘sentinel’ role, while interprofessional
working might be considered as a ‘team player’ role (Woodman et al.,
2014; Woodman, Rafi and de Lusignan, 2014). However, the sentinel and
team player role will never be enough for healthcare professionals to
enact a public health approach to child abuse and neglect. This is because
both the children’s social-care system and other tertiary prevention
interventions such as CAMHS do not have sufficient resources to support
the very large numbers of at-risk or marginally maltreated children in the
population, even if these children are identified and referred.

Secondary prevention

Secondary prevention offers the most potential for a public health
approach to child abuse and response to be enacted within healthcare
services. In 2009, guidance from the National Institute for Health and
Care Excellence (2009) recognised that health professionals might see
children who are, or are at risk of being, abused and neglected but who
do not meet thresholds for referral to, or intervention from, children’s
social care. This guidance advised that healthcare professionals have a
continued role for these children and suggested that health professionals
discuss concerns with an experienced colleague, gather information and
ensure review of the child. But how might healthcare professionals go
beyond a sentinel role for children and their families where there are
concerns about abuse and neglect? Evidence from three of my studies
shows what might be done. These are: a qualitative study of primary
healthcare professionals in England (Woodman et al., 2013; Woodman,
2016), and two scoping reviews of evidence about approaches already
implemented within general practice, in the UK (Woodman et al., 2014)
and across all healthcare settings internationally (Woodman et al., 2019).

To address the potential for healthcare professionals to adopt
secondary prevention, we investigated the extent to which such responses
were already embedded in everyday practice, and if so, how, for whom,
in which contexts and with what impact on services and children and
families. Through focusing on everyday professional practice, we coined
the term ‘direct responses’ (Woodman, Rafi and de Lusignan, 2014) to
reflect that these practices happen outside of, and in parallel with,
intervention from children’s social care. When I started using this term,
from 2011 onwards, it resonated with primary care professionals and
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their experiences and was supported by the Royal College of General
Practitioners and the National Society for Prevention of Cruelty to
Children (NSPCC) in a 2014 joint report with us (Woodman et al., 2014).

From qualitative interviews conducted in England in 2011, with 14
GPs, two practice nurses and two health visitors, about their everyday
practice, we concluded that in at least some places in England, GPs were
enacting a case-holding role for families with multiple social and medical
problems as part of responding to concerns, related to child abuse and
neglect, that were entangled with family-health need (Woodman et al.,
2013; Woodman, 2016). This case-holding role was oriented towards
whole families and much of the work by GPs was with the parent, usually
the mother, often in the absence of seeing the child. The focus on parents
is important for potential harms and limitations of direct responses, as I
describe later in this chapter. GPs, practice nurses and health visitors
described how they enacted direct responses, by:

. monitoring the family, for example inviting the parents and/or
child in for repeated review and through sharing information
between their local colleagues;

. advocating for the family, helping them through the complex
health and social care system; and,

. coaching parents to change their behaviour with the aim of
improving parental health, parenting capacity and behaviour and
indirectly, child health and wellbeing.

These direct responses occurred before, during and after referral to
children’s social care, most frequently for families below the threshold for
intervention from children’s social care or who ‘bounced’ in and out of
children’s social care over childhood. We found that direct responses were
underpinned by relational work with families; GPs went out of their way
to be seen as helpful and empathic by parents in order to keep parents
coming back to see the professional. This engagement was seen as
necessary to facilitate disclosure and help-seeking around problems such
as alcohol use, violence or mental health difficulties. In the context of
these family problems, encouraging help-seeking is challenging because
parents can perceive contact with services, including healthcare services,
‘as risky in terms of losing resources, being misunderstood or harshly
judged, and carrying the ultimate threat of losing custody of their
children’ (Canvin et al., 2007: 984).

GPs described direct responses to concerns about child abuse and
neglect as part of their everyday, routine practice: they were seen as the
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‘bread and butter’ of GP practice. However, these direct responses are
likely to be the exception rather than the rule. This is for two reasons.
First, the healthcare system works as a barrier to GPs and other healthcare
professionals enacting direct responses. Direct responses speak to the
traditional role of the GP as the ‘family doctor’, who can provide continuity
of care for multiple family members; they thereby develop a therapeutic
relationship with and knowledge of particular families over long periods
of time. However, it is now very unlikely that parents or children will see
the same GP each time; continuity of practitioner has been eroded across
GP and wider primary care by the pressures of increasing demand,
insufficient workforce and increasingly ‘shared’ caseloads. Moreover, the
emotional labour of GP’s work in responding to child abuse and neglect
has recently been documented (Kuruppu et al., 2022). Whether direct
responses are used is likely to depend on whether there is a lead GP
championing these approaches in a practice and offering training, support
and supervision to colleagues. In fact, many of the GPs in our study held
national or local safeguarding roles (Woodman et al., 2013). Other
studies, based on less specialised samples of GPs and GP practices, have
found little to no evidence that clinicians spoke directly to children or
raised the issue of domestic violence and abuse (DVA) with their parents
even when there was information in the child’s electronic medical record
about DVA (Roy et al., 2022).

The second reason direct responses are likely to be the exception
rather than the rule is that the GPs we interviewed limited these responses
to a subset of the families who prompted concerns about abuse and
neglect. Specifically, the families who were seen to already engage well
with the GP practice, with known high levels of ‘help seeking’ behaviour
(as perceived by the GPs), and where health professionals were able to
frame families’ problems as ‘medical’, thereby legitimising their active
and ongoing involvement with families (Woodman, 2016). In summary,
although we found evidence that direct responses were being used for
children beyond the ‘sharp’ end of the child welfare spectrum, these
responses were not consistent with a public health model because they
were not systematically offered across whole populations with risk factors
(see Figure 6.1). We are currently conducting a large mixed-methods
study (2022-6) investigating whether and how health visitors in England
carry out similar monitoring, advocacy and coaching roles as direct
responses to children at risk of abuse and neglect, as part of their everyday
practice (Woodman et al., 2022).

Our international review revealed that direct responses, especially
the case-holder role and use of therapeutic relationships with parents,
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were being used as secondary and sometimes tertiary prevention
approaches to concerns about abuse and neglect across OECD countries
(Woodman et al., 2019). This analysis of 62 interventions aiming to
address the interrelated health needs of children and parents within
healthcare settings or delivered by healthcare professionals found that
most (N = 45/62; 73 per cent) positioned the parent as patient, focused
on addressing maternal depression, self-harm or stress (mental health),
substance/alcohol misuse, abuse and/or domestic violence, in order to
improve parenting capacity and thus indirectly improve child health and
wellbeing. The therapeutic relationship between the practitioner and
family (usually the parent) was most often the key mechanism for change,
underpinning advocacy and coaching from health professionals. The
scoping review interventions were overwhelmingly in primary care
settings, reflecting its unique position in terms of reach and potential for
relationship building as a service, even within systems that have eroded
the historic role of the ‘family doctor’ and continuity of care.

The review provided some insights into how healthcare services
might take a more systematic approach to enacting direct responses to
child abuse and neglect, for example via routine questioning within
healthcare settings. Questions to identify children at risk of abuse and
neglect were universally applied either to parents when their children
attended an appointment (usually for well-child visits/routine checkups
in paediatric primary care in the USA) or as a ‘parent finding’ exercise
among adults presenting to healthcare services, whereby professionals
identify which presenting adults have dependent children. In the
Netherlands, for example, a parent-finding strategy is one where all
adults presenting to emergency departments with DVA, self-harm,
substance misuse or mental health problems are asked if they have any
dependent children, in order to identify children at risk of abuse or
neglect. The scoping review found similar approaches in Australian and
English emergency departments.

However, a routine questioning approach in healthcare settings is
likely to identify high numbers of at-risk families, too many for current
health service capacities. Equally, if routine questioning triggers referral
to children’s social care, already-stretched services will likely be
overwhelmed and there is potential for resources to be diverted away from
intervention and into filtering the higher numbers of referrals. An
alternative, given these capacity and system issues, would be to establish
a referral pathway to other services. The scoping review found examples
such as referral into adult mental health, paediatric outpatients, specialised
charities, peer-mentor programmes or an internal clinical social worker or
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safeguarding team which comprises specialist health and/or social care
professionals employed within the healthcare setting. In a minority of
studies we reviewed, primary care professionals were adequately
resourced to enact direct responses themselves following routine
questioning, comprising monitoring of mental health treatment adherence
and symptoms in parents, motivational interviewing and relationship
building to increase engagement of parents with the service. These direct
responses for all at-risk children identified were part of a well-resourced
intervention, which was implemented and evaluated for impact. We found
little evidence that direct responses could be enacted to large groups of
at-risk children within business-as-usual healthcare settings.

To date, there has been no evaluation of potential harms of direct
responses to concerns about child abuse and neglect in healthcare
settings. We do not know, as yet, how far the relational work within direct
responses is, or can be, ‘supportive yet challenging’, as Brigid Daniel and
her colleagues argue needs to be the case within social work practice
(Daniel, Taylor and Scott, 2011). Healthcare professionals do not receive
the same training as social workers on managing the relationships with
parents in order to help and protect the child. We don’t know how far
health professionals have the skills and expertise to use direct responses
alongside monitoring of the child’s wellbeing as a helpful ‘containment’
strategy (Howe, 2010). Healthcare professionals usually have only brief
contacts with parents and/or children and, unlike social workers, health
professionals are unable to gather wider information to assess
safeguarding risk. In this context, it might be that instead of being a
helpful containment strategy, direct responses act as an ‘accommodative
strategy’ towards the parent (Strong, 2001) that ends up affirming
patterns of ‘bad’ behaviour (Chew-Graham, May and Roland, 2004)
whilst the child’s needs are overlooked. This risk was highlighted in work
about Australian GPs and their response to child abuse and neglect
(Kuruppu et al., 2022).

Training and ongoing supervision is critical for direct responses to
be feasible within healthcare settings, as is investigation into how this
approach might be scaled up and extended beyond a specific subset of the
families who prompt concerns about abuse and neglect. System
modification is necessary for the approach to work to help children, such
as embedding social work supervision for professionals, allowing longer
consultations or creating referral pathways, within health services for
children and families, to sufficiently resourced teams. All of this requires
extra funding and workforce.
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Primary Prevention

Primary prevention approaches for child abuse and neglect are more
difficult to embed into healthcare services but the greatest opportunity
lies in healthcare services with mandated universal contacts with families.
For example, health visiting teams (public health nursing teams) in
England should have contact with every family at least four times before
their child is three years old (Public Health England, 2021). This
theoretically universal reach should allow primary prevention
approaches, such as advice and guidance on parenting. However, our
recent work on health visiting suggested that in practice the reach of
health visiting falls well below universal (Fraser et al., 2022).

Concluding reflections

Direct responses of healthcare professionals are a promising approach for
enacting a public health response to child abuse and neglect in healthcare
settings and can be thought of as a secondary prevention approach. Direct
responses are especially promising when combined with routine
questioning which facilitates a systematic population approach. It is likely
that direct responses can only be enacted by health professionals who
work in a system that allows continuity of care, where the same GP sees a
child or parent repeatedly over time rather than families seeing a different
GP every time.

There remain many empirical questions about the benefits and
harms of direct responses as well as the feasibility of scaling up such
approaches within healthcare services. System modification is likely to be
necessary for these approaches to work to help children, which will
require extra funding and workforce within business-as-usual services
and/or additional referral pathways. Although healthcare professionals
have limited options for effecting structural intervention at a societal level
across whole populations, such as changes to welfare payments or
housing policy, primary prevention approaches in healthcare settings are
theoretically possible. Work on this, including our own, is starting, and
with the door open for policy change in this area, this is a space to watch.
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Further reading

In England, there is increasing interest in the role of healthcare in tackling
poverty, which can be considered a secondary prevention intervention for
children and families not only at risk of abuse and neglect but also at risk
of ill physical and mental health and poorer life chances. In 2021 the
King’s Fund published a discussion paper on how healthcare services in
England could tackle poverty, available free at https://www.kingsfund.
org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-03/nhss-role-tackling-poverty.pdf. Our
current study on how health visiting is delivered to families living with
adversity is exploring primary, secondary and tertiary responses to child
abuse and neglect by the health-visiting service in England; the protocol
for this study is available free at BM.J Open https://bmjopen.bmj.com/
content/12/9/e066880 and will be followed by publications detailing
results as the study progresses. A recent qualitative study of Australian
GPs provides an international perspective on the emotional labour
involved in direct responses to child abuse and neglect, making it clear
why these responses cannot easily be scaled up for large numbers of
children; this is available free at https://bmcprimcare.biomedcentral.
com/articles/10.1186/s12875-022-01661-7.
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The development of an international
research field: the case of parenting
leaves

Alison Koslowski, Margaret O'Brien
and Katherine Twamley

Introduction

The provision of leave from employment to care for a newborn is now a
key international policy area, with implications to transform early
childhood, parenting practices, gender relations and work life. Research
at the Thomas Coram Research Unit (TCRU) was formative in the
identification and expansion of research in this area. The unit has become
a hub for international and comparative parenting-leave research with
colleagues leading a tradition of collaborative work which has defined
this research field, so developing a rich, and global, research-policy
infrastructure. The structural frame of this research hub has been the
International Network on Leave Policies and Research, entering its 20th
Anniversary year in 2023, with 50 country members spanning six
continents. This chapter considers the practicalities which have supported
the development of this specific research field with the aim of providing
suggestions as to how other networks might be developed in other
research-informed policy areas.

Parenting leave is an umbrella term for the care leaves available for
adults to care for infants, examples of which include maternity, paternity
and parental leaves (see, for example, Dobroti¢, Blum and Koslowski,
2022). Many leave-policy scholars are also interested in those policies
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which might support parents beyond the infant phase, and other carers,
recognising the potential role of leaves throughout the life course (see, for
example, Doucet, McKay and Mathieu, 2019; Merla and Deven, 2019;
Baird et al., 2022). Parenting leave is a very specific policy, but it intersects
with many other areas. Much of the leave scholarship provides an example
of how a narrow focus can be used as an entry point to deeper insight into
broader sociological, economic and political issues. For example,
Twamley’s work on UK mixed-sex couples’ negotiations of sharing parental
leave reveals how love and intimacy intersect with gender equality, so that
at times a wish for a more intimate relationship with one’s child or partner
may enhance couple equality through shifts in gendered divisions of paid
and unpaid work, but more often actually inhibits such transformative
change (Twamley, 2019). This throws light more generally on why
gendered family practices have been so difficult to shift, as well as the
importance of structural interventions (such as appropriately designed
leave policies) for meaningful change in gender relations.

Following the historical concerns with improving the lives of
families and children at TCRU, colleagues have been deeply involved with
the establishment and governance of the International Network on Leave
Policies and Research, referred to hereafter as ‘the network’, which finds
us well placed to reflect on its strategic development. Peter Moss, Emeritus
Professor of Early Childhood Provision at TCRU, was one of two founding
members of the network (the other being Fred Deven from Belgium).
Peter Moss and Fred Deven were the coordinators of the network until
2015. Peter Moss has also been involved with editing every annual review
of the network (for a short history, see Deven and Moss, 2022). Margaret
O’Brien, Professor of Child and Family Policy and TCRU Director from
2013 to 2021, has been involved with the network from its inception and
was co-coordinator of the network (with Ann-Zofie Duvander) from 2015
to 2021. Alison Koslowski, Professor of Social Policy and current TCRU
Director has been involved with the network from 2013, following a PhD
project very much inspired by network members’ publications. She has
been the lead editor of the annual review for most years since 2016 and
as such has been on the organising committee. Merve Uzunalioglu was a
PhD researcher at TCRU until 2022 and during this time has been one of
the network’s social-media coordinators.

The network is a flourishing example of an ‘epistemic community’
(Haas, 1992: 3). In what follows, we first describe the form and activities
of the network and reflect on what has maintained collaboration over the
20 years since inception. Second, we consider the extent to which a
shared vision binds the network members — and the role of such a shared
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vision. Third, we reflect upon the physical and intellectual spaces that the
network has provided for ‘slow research’ or what might be termed
‘strategic’ research, and relationships built over time. Finally, we note how
the network has been able to have considerable international policy
impact. In each section, we conclude with a summary of recommendations
to other scholars who might be considering how to build up such a
network in their research and policy field.

The International Network on Leave Policies and Research

The backbone of the collaborative work discussed in this chapter is ‘the
network’ (https://www.leavenetwork.org/introducing-the-network/).
The members of this network of scholars have been meeting annually
under this moniker since 2004, with the 20th annual seminar in 2023. In
addition to the annual seminar at which members present their research,
another annual activity is the compiling of the International Review on
Leave Policies and Research, also referred to as ‘the annual review’, which
has happened every year since 2005. The network has also stimulated
many research collaborations and edited book projects. Most recently, the
network has been strongly involved with securing a European Union (EU)
COST Action on Parental Leave Policies and Social Sustainability running
from 2022 to 2026 (https://www.cost.eu/actions/CA21150/).

The breadth of membership of the network is supported by the
absence of a membership fee. Rather, members are expected to contribute
actively to the work of the network. Typically, this involvement takes the
form of contributing to the respective country note for the annual review
and regular seminar attendance. To date, membership has been limited
to four members per country. The aim of this limitation was to avoid
membership being skewed heavily to those countries with a greater
density of parenting-leave scholarship and to promote international
exchange. There has also been discussion around the benefits of a
participatory workshop feel to annual seminars which is facilitated by
smaller numbers than experienced at many conferences. There are four
membership categories: full members, honorary members, associate
members, and junior affiliates.

There is no formal written constitution of the network. Rather,
colleagues have shared the responsibilities of coordinating the network.
Joint coordinators — currently there are four coordinators in role until
2026, chosen in part to represent a geographic diversity Marian Baird
(Australia), Andrea Doucet (Canada), Johanna Lammi-Taskula (Finland)
and Gerardo Meil (Spain) — look after membership, seminar planning (in
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terms of location), strategic direction and act as a focal point for external
enquiries. There is consultation with the membership around the
appointment of new co-coordinators.

In terms of communication between members, this is largely via a
Google Groups mailing list which is currently maintained by research and
administration support provided by one of the coordinators. There is a
social-media presence (on Twitter and Facebook), but not all members
are active users. In addition, there is a short network business meeting
every year at the annual seminar.

The seminar is hosted each year by one of the country teams, usually
at a university. There is no attendance fee and participants are often able
to secure funding for travel and accommodation from their home
institutions. One of the conditions of hosting is the capacity to raise local
funding to cover any room-hire costs and a seminar dinner. Sometimes
the host institution may also be able to cover limited travel costs for
colleagues without access to institutional funding. The annual seminars
are held over two days. The schedule usually devotes the first morning to
developments in the host country. There is a call for papers from other
members usually around a particular theme chosen by the hosts.!

Seminars have mostly been held in autumn each year, though
sometimes they are held in the summer. Sometimes, the seminar is held at
the same time as another bigger conference (such as the International
Sociological Association) to enable more people to secure funding from
their institutions and to increase the network’s external connections. As
the network membership expands its geographic coverage, there is less
agreement on the ideal timing for a seminar in terms of the academic year.
The network seminars have also been impacted by the COVID-19
pandemic, with 2020 and 2021 being held online and 2022 as hybrid. The
online seminars have potentially opened new avenues for collaboration as
we now see network-related book workshops and other events (often of a
shorter duration) bring together colleagues across time zones ‘on Zoom’.
The hybrid seminar worked less well (at least for the online participants)
as it was found to be a more challenging format for the longer event. It will
be very interesting to see how the future of meetings develops, as our ways
of working evolve post pandemic. For now, the plan is to continue to hold
seminars in person to cater for serendipitous interpersonal connections as
well as the more formal programme. TCRU hosted the second network
seminar in London in 2005. The location rotates around European cities
and more recently has twice been held in North America, in Toronto and
in New York, boosted by the network’s links with the Work and Family
Researchers Network. The predominance of European sites reflects
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Europe’s place as an early crucible for innovation in parenting-leave
policies and related scholarship — and thus network membership.

As mentioned above, the other annual rhythm of the leave network
is the production of the annual review of leave policies and research
(https://www.leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports/). This brings
together scholarship from across all member-country ‘notes’ into one
report. The report therefore allows a comparative overview of policies
and developments across the member countries. The report consists of
country notes which cover four themes: (1) current leave and other
employment-related policies to support parents; (2) relationship between
leave policy and early childhood education and care policy; (3) changes
in policy since April in the preceding year; and (4) uptake of leave. In
addition, a series of cross-national tables are compiled by the editors from
the country notes. Every January, the editorial team (now five editors)
divide up the country notes between them and by mid-February, all
country-note teams are contacted by their editor and asked to make any
updates to their notes and to report any changes to leave policies in their
countries. The aim is to launch the updated review each year in September.
There have been some discussions over the years whether the review
should be annual or biannual to reduce workload, but the role of
maintaining connections and having an annual reason to check in with
the network is widely regarded as part of the value of the exercise.

Another very important function held by a member of the Leave
Network is the web coordinator based at the University of Vienna, who
kindly hosts (and thus funds) the network website. The website is a
crucial calling card and repository of key information and outputs of the
network. It is a challenge to find a host for a website such as ours, which
endures over time, given the lack of a single institutional home.

A remarkable aspect of the network has been the absence of direct
funding for its activities. This has enabled the network to remain
independent and thereby maintain its academic integrity. This means
that the network is dependent on individual members’ access to local
institutional funding and infrastructure and thus receives indirect funding
from many sources.

In summary, key recommendations from the experience of our
‘example of a self-organizing international learning community’ (Deven
and Moss, 2022: 15) for other colleagues setting up a network would be:

. Find a way to meet regularly, in person, probably once a year.

. Have a key activity which brings together many members of the
network (such as the annual review).
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. Find a website host and someone to manage an email list.

. Set up amembership system which allows for a distribution of members
from a range of countries (if the goal is international collaboration).

e Alight-touch governance enables an informal feel to the network
and reduces workload for the coordination team.

Shared vision and values: towards more equal parenting

The network has been an intellectual home-from-home for many members.
Scholars with a theoretical interest in the gendered division of labour and
fathering have thrived in the network, as well as those focused on care and
welfare state regimes. What unites members is not a shared discipline or
methodological approach, as the range of disciplines represented in the
network is extensive: demography, education, labour economics, law,
political science, public policy, sociology, social policy, and social work.
Methods worked with also vary from ethnographic fieldwork to analysis of
large-scale administrative data and everything in between. Rather, the
glue of the network is a loosely articulated shared vision of (more) equal
parenting, and the power of structural and policy-oriented interventions
to realise this vision. By more equal parenting, we mean that which is
much less constrained by gender roles, in contrast to a world where
mothers tend only to certain aspects of parenting practices whilst fathers
tend only to other aspects. This vision is not formally written down (there
is no formal written constitution of the network) and it is a fluid rather
than a fixed vision, but nonetheless, we argue in this chapter that it is this
shared vision that brings members together and keeps them connecting.
Another value shared by network members is a strong belief in the
value of comparative information and associated analysis, made possible
by international collaboration. The network now spans all 27 EU member
states as well as Iceland, Norway, Switzerland and the UK; it also includes
EU accession countries Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and Turkey. Then
there is Russia, the United States, Mexico and Canada in North America,
Argentina, Brazil, Chile and Uruguay in South America, South Africa, our
only African country, China, Japan and the Republic of Korea in East Asia,
and also Australia and New Zealand. Members have in general sought out
the network rather than the other way around. That is to say, international
scholars have been looking for one another for collaboration and
intellectual sharing. Occasionally, the annual review editorial team goes
looking for a new colleague to take over the writing of an existing country
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note when a colleague retires, but mostly the network has gradually and
organically expanded from a handful of EU country members to the larger
group that it is today as scholars have reached out to the network, eager
to join the international collaboration and exchange.

The research focus of the network has not been evenly distributed
across the types of parenting leaves. Rather, there has been more focus on
parental leave and paternity leave with, as Deven and Moss (2022: 14)
note, ‘a strong emphasis on issues of gendered use and gender equality’.
As observed by Deven and Moss (2022), publications associated with the
network have demonstrated a strong emphasis on fathers and leave.
Other, though far fewer, publications focused on child wellbeing (Moss
and O’Brien, 2006; O’Brien, 2009), the impact of children on female
employment, and other consequences of leave taking. However, new
themes have emerged: an interest in the politics of leave and most recently
an interest in leave eligibility and social inequalities (see, for example,
McKay, Mathieu and Doucet, 2016; Dobroti¢ and Blum, 2020; European
Institute for Gender Equality, 2020). For example, Andrea Doucet leads
an ongoing project on reimagining care/work policies, informed by a
feminist ethics-of-care approach. She and colleagues argue for a
reconceptualisation of parental leave benefits ‘not only as employment
policy but also as a care and social protection policy’ (Doucet, Mathieu
and McKay, 2021: 272). Increasingly, the shared vision of the network is
shifting from a focus on gender inequalities towards a broader emphasis
on social inequalities. This reflects the wide remit of parental leave as an
apparently narrow topic, but one which touches upon many different
aspects of everyday life and social justice.

With its central interest in parenting and particularly fathers, the
network has overlapped with the issues discussed in Chapter 13 in this
volume (see also O’Brien and Wall, 2017; Twamley and Schober, 2019;
Koslowski, 2021). The research focus of the network has been mostly on
higher-income countries, as these countries are most likely to have a
sufficiently large formal economy and related developments of the
welfare state to support parenting-leave policies. As Son (2022) notes in
her work about paid maternity leave in sub-Saharan Africa, the challenge
for these countries is how to provide for those working in the informal
economy, as whilst there are maternity (but not parental) entitlements,
there is very narrow access to these entitlements, due to most workers
being in the informal economy.

Every country manages to design leave policy in a unique way.
There is extraordinary variation. This provides a wonderful natural
laboratory, to understand the intricacies of policy design and the
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associated impacts of different designs. Often this knowledge can then be
used by network members to lobby for policy change, both in their own
countries and sometimes at international level. As such, the network can
be said to be both a scholarly network and a network of activists lobbying
for a shared vision of change in this policy area. Doucet and Duvander
(2022: 134) reflect on ‘the challenges leave researchers can experience
when faced with questions and demands from the media, policymakers,
and politicians, who are all hoping to convey simple messages and
solutions, especially in terms of the problem of gender inequalities in
home and work life’.

In summary, the experience of our network is that it is key to have a
shared vision as this will be the glue that binds members together and
keeps them prioritising the network over the many competing interests of
academic life. In our case, whilst acknowledging that there are many
perspectives that could be taken, the network can be said to have a
broadly shared vision of equal parenting. Shared values around the
specific policy area allow scholars from a variety of methodological
backgrounds and disciplines to coalesce around a shared vision. The
shared values also help as we work towards policy change. Consistent
findings from network-related research are that individual entitlement to
well-paid leave for fathers as well as mothers is a necessary condition for
promoting equal parenting (for example, Koslowski and O’Brien, 2022).
Leave policy design matters if policies are to lead to change in family
gender roles; the ‘wrong’ design can rather reinforce existing gender
roles. Network members work together to share national data and
research evidence quickly when an opportunity arises for potential policy
influence. However, evidence-based paradigm shifts in policy can be hard
to achieve, perhaps where they seem to go against the cultural grain, or
in times of austerity (see, for example, Moss and O’Brien, 2019).

Slow research and the long view: academic careers in
the making

This chapter is about a network that is going from strength to strength
after 20 years, in a book about a research unit celebrating its half-century.
Taking the long view is, in our experience, well rewarded. Professional
relationships are also personal relationships, and they take time to
develop, particularly over international borders. Moreover, taking a ‘slow’
approach to scholarship recognises that ‘good scholarship requires time’
(Mountz et al., 2015: 1236; see also Garey, Hertz and Nelson, 2014).
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The slow-scholarship movement is constituted as a feminist ethics-of-care
response to the neoliberal university, foregrounding collaborative ways
of working (Mountz et al., 2015). With this in mind, the network works
collectively, slowly and cumulatively within the field of parenting leave,
ensuring that all members contribute while also supporting early-career
(and often precariously employed) members for whom ‘slow scholarship’
is most challenging. At the same time, the repetitive annual cycle of
reviews ensures that the research is timely and relevant, providing a go-to
up-to-date resource for scholars and policymakers alike.

In a couple of decades of the network we can see multiple examples
of academic careers being made. There are a number of colleagues who
have joined the network as enthusiastic PhD or postdoctoral scholars and
are now full professors in leadership positions. The network supports
colleagues with their careers in numerous ways. The junior affiliate
membership is targeted at PhD students (who might or might not
contribute to country notes). When someone expresses interest in the
network, it is often in the form of wishing to contribute a new country
note to the review, making a commitment to do so for the next few years
ahead. This can disadvantage junior members not yet in a secure position.
Thus, the junior affiliate status was created to support early-career
researchers and to nurture the pipeline of scholars. The network also
provides colleagues with international leadership and collaboration
experience for which evidence is often requested for promotion and/or
job applications.

The annual seminars allow for professional relationships to build
gradually over time. They provide opportunities to connect and to
network. Colleagues find each other at seminars to secure agreement to
collaborate on research grants, consultancy, an edited book, or perhaps
to organise a symposium within a bigger conference.

Another aspect of academic life supported by the network are
research exchange visits. It might be from a few conversations over
seminar dinners that a plan to spend a week, a month, or even a year in
another institution in another country shapes up. The network provides
the scientific rationale for such a visit and related funding opportunities.
Such visits are often long in the planning. For example, it might take six
or seven years for an academic to become eligible for a sabbatical that
they can use for such a research visit, and certainly most visits are planned
years in advance.

From such research visits grow projects that require some gestation,
such as edited books. Parental Leave and Beyond (Moss, Duvander and
Koslowski, 2019) is one such example. Much of this work occurred whilst
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Alison Koslowski was on a research visit for an extended period at
Stockholm University, hosted by Ann-Zofie Duvander.

Similarly, research grants can be years in the planning and so having
a steady network and a firmly established group of international
colleagues is very helpful to sustain this kind of activity. For example, the
planning for the large collaborative grant Families and Societies, which
ran from 2013 to 2017 (€6.5 million in EU contribution; grant no.
320116) and involved many network members (and many others), began
several years earlier. Similarly, work towards the COST Action CA21150:
Parental Leave Policies and Social Sustainability grant, which runs from
2022 to 2026, began many years earlier. There are many other examples.

Anyone who has been involved in attempts to change policy, will
know that such an endeavour takes time and tenacity. As colleagues from
the network have reflected, in multiple publications, patience is necessary
(Kamerman and Moss, 2011; Moss, Duvander and Koslowski, 2019;
Doucet and Duvander, 2022). It is difficult to know when the political
time will be right, and it pays to be ready. Scholars never know when their
government might call upon them for information and direction. We
know from the experience of many network members that policymakers
do call upon you, but you have to sit and wait sometimes for decades.
Doucet and Duvander (2022) note that the pace of change with regard to
leave policies has been more of a ‘slow drip’ (Sullivan, Gershuny and
Robinson, 2018) of uneven, but gradual, incremental change. Slow
research is required to match the slow pace of change (Stengers, 2018),
while nimble responses to policymakers are also necessary. In the UK such
network activities may ultimately contribute to a REF impact case study,?
years and possibly decades to come to fruition. Again, this kind of activity
is very much sustained by long running networks which perhaps endure
longer than institutional contracts.

In summary, we highlight the value of being able to take time to
build and nurture professional relationships. Scholars benefit in multiple
ways from long-term membership of a network which is independent of
their institutional affiliation. Colleagues hugely benefit from being
employed by an organisation that does allow time and resource for such
networking activities, though in some cases, in the absence of such
support, scholars also dedicate their own time and resources to network
membership.
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Policy impact and international collaboration

One of the most satisfying moments in a leave scholar’s career must be
when their government — or another policymaking body — invites them to
participate in policymaking and accepts their recommendations for
changes to leave policies. For example, during 2017, two members of the
network (Margaret O’Brien, Olivier Thevenon) were honoured to be
invited to share their expertise in direct briefings to the EU Commissioner
leading on the 2019 Parental Leave Directive (EU 2019/1158) on work—
life balance for parents and carers. More often, policymakers and
politicians may accept the theoretical premise of the recommendation,
but then struggle to manifest it in a tangible, practical, political way.

One of the strengths of comparative work is the ability it gives any
given country to point to another and thus challenge what is ‘normal’ in
their country. Of course, all countries are different, and it is rarely the
case that simply lifting a policy design from one place and dropping it in
another will translate as hoped, but that said, core assumptions — for
example, around parenting practices — can be challenged. If, in one
country, it is unusual for children to be attending early-childhood
education and care before the age of three years (as with the case of post-
communist Hungary), but in another it is very unusual for them not to be
attending these services from the age of one year (as with the case of
Sweden), then this at least illustrates that these supposedly biologically-
determined ‘facts’ about what is good for children are rather socially and
culturally determined. This international framing of the network opens
opportunities for network members to collaborate with policymakers at
global and supranational levels. O’Brien and Uzunalioglu (2022: 67) note
that ‘while most individuals experience leave within their own country,
workplace and family, all levels of significant influence, we argue that the
supranational level, in the form of international organisations, also has
an important impact on leave policymaking’.

As well as academic collaboration, the network influences and
attracts members from international organisations such as the OECD
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) and the ILO
(International Labour Organization). Members were invited to participate
in recent centenary celebrations of 100 Years of Maternity Protection:
Transforming Leave and Care Policies for All, in 2019, that took place in
Geneva. Members have also been involved with work at the United
Nations. Similarly, in recent years, network involvement (in terms of
guest speakers and consultancy) with the European Institute for Gender
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Equality — an EU organisation which collects and analyses data on equality
between women and men — led to the 2019 Gender Equality Index having
its thematic focus (which varies every year) on work-life balance, which
included an emphasis on eligibility to parental leave (European Institute
for Gender Equality, 2019; 2020).

The ‘networking abilities’ of the network are key, since the take-up
of evidence by policymakers relies on not just the consumption of reports
or texts, but the relationships they build with researchers (Davies, Nutley
and Smith, 2000). Collaboration with the European Commission and
network members has been particularly strong. As mentioned above,
colleagues drafting the recent EU Directive involved the network in the
development phase and they are now also involved in the evaluation
phase. Colleagues are involved in such groups as European Council
working groups, to agree what should be considered as ‘parental leave’,
distinct from ‘maternity leave’ and ‘paternity leave’ for the purposes of
monitoring parental-leave take-up. The network thus draws on
international research and collaboration which in turn strengthens our
evidence base and gives credence to our international standing. No other
network can compare in this policy area, given the wide outreach and
expertise we encompass.

As well as international opportunities to connect and influence,
there are also many local opportunities. Speaking from our own
experience, we have recently been involved in such activities as being an
invited expert to a Scottish Parliament cross-party working group on
shared parenting which has led to a parliamentary motion arguing for
Scotland to ‘match’ the recent EU directive. We know that governments
contact our members when the time is right for them for reform. For
example, this has recently happened in Australia where our Australian
country team has been asked for a policy briefing paper by government
(at short notice). There will be many other national examples.

In summary, the key recommendation from the experience of
network members is that the body of regularly updated knowledge you
are able to draw upon, as a result of the sum of the comparative
collaborative work, when called upon to do so by invitations from
policymakers at all levels, is tremendously enabling and would be nigh on
impossible as an individual.
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Concluding reflections

One of the strengths of long-term research relationships within a research
unit such as TCRU is that these can extend beyond the unit to contribute
to the stability of international networks and research relationships over
long periods of time. The example of the International Network on Leave
Policies and Research, for which TCRU is more than just the UK hub given
the leadership roles in the coordinating team fulfilled by colleagues based
at TCRU, is an extraordinary tale of the potency of having a long view. The
experience of the network shows that there is a desire among researchers,
especially in newer fields, for professional and collaborative relations
with others, and that you can achieve this with a shared vision without
funding or formality, but that one possibly necessary condition is the
stability of the organisers being anchored in an institution with some
degree of permanence and which provides time and resource for such
activity. Long-term, slow research can build a tremendous body of
(regularly updated) knowledge, which includes knowing whom to ask
about a given topic, on which researchers can draw when speed — also
known as ‘tactical research’ — is of the essence. Such speedy moments are
often at the behest of policymakers — and occasionally the researcher is
then ready to support policy change according to the shared vision of the
wider group. We are greater than the sum of our parts.

Further reading

For examples of edited books in the field which are illustrative of the
international collaboration discussed in this chapter we refer the reader
to Research Handbook on Leave Policy: Parenting and social inequalities in
a global perspective (Dobroti¢, Blum and Koslowski, 2022); Parental Leave
and Beyond (Moss, Duvander and Koslowski, 2019); Comparative
Perspectives on Work-Life Balance and Gender Equality: Fathers on leave
alone (O’Brien and Wall, 2017), which is available to access free online at
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-319-42970-0; and The
Politics of Parental Leave Policies: Children, parenting, gender and the labour
market (Kamerman and Moss, 2011). The International Review of Leave
Policies and Research 2022, and all previous years back to 2005, as well as
presentations from seminars, can be found open access at https://www.
leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports. As noted in Chapter 18 in this
volume, there are few books on international collaboration in the social
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sciences and on comparative data collection and harmonisation in
general. Such expertise is more likely to be found in the appendices of
reports published by international organisations such as Eurostat, the
International Labour Organization and the World Bank.

Notes

1 For a list of the contents of all seminars and many presentations see https:/www.
leavenetwork.org/annual-seminars/ (accessed 10 January 2023).

2 The ‘REF’is an expert review of academic outputs created by university research staff in the
UK. An impact case study makes up part of this review.
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Part Il

Family life, gender and minority
communities






Introduction to Part Il
Alison Koslowski

Focusing the lens on those who are not usually so visible and putting their
voices at the centre of research, is a theme that runs through much of the
work presented in the chapters in this section of Social Research for our
Times. The focus of research ranges from family life, to gender, and to the
experience of being part of a minority community. Three main areas of
research are represented: work about young people and their wellbeing,
work about the migration and asylum experience, and work about gender
and parenting. The work presented in this section spans various disciplines
including social psychology, sociology and anthropology, reflecting the
multidisciplinary nature of the Thomas Coram Research Unit (TCRU).
The projects presented are mostly from the 2000s and 2010s (with
the exception of Chapter 13 which spans the range from the 1970s to
2022) and the shift from government-department funding for the
research to other sources is evident. Despite these changes, the
consistency of focus of work at TCRU during this period is striking and
suggests successful inter-cohort collaboration and transfer of values and
knowledge over time. This is reflected in some chapters by the co-authors
spanning multiple cohorts. The authors of the first chapter in this section,
Chapter 8, are not currently based at TCRU but provide an example of the
enduring ties that colleagues have to the unit. Peter Aggleton is a former
TCRU Director (1995 to 2007) and Elaine Chase and Ian Warwick are
colleagues based at the Institute of Education. The authors of Chapter 9
also include a former codirector (Marjorie Smith, 2007 to 2014) and two
current TCRU colleagues, Katie Quy and Lisa Fridkin. Chapter 10 is an
example of the fruits of hosting international visitors and the
collaborations that often follow. David Frost is a current TCRU colleague
who hosted Méario Tombolato in 2021 and the chapter is a collaboration
between the two of them and another colleague from Mario’s home
institution in Brazil, Isabel Gomes. Chapter 11 is written by TCRU
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colleague Michela Franceschelli. The authors of Chapter 12 are university
researchers based at TCRU (Mette Louise Berg and Eve Dickson) and
co-researchers with personal experience of the asylum system and trained
for the project from which this chapter is drawn (Faith Nyamakanga and
Nelson Gémez). Images are also provided by another research participant,
Rasha Kotaiche. This chapter exemplifies the voices of the research
participants being central to the research process. The final chapter in
Part I is an exemplar of intergenerational collaboration between
researchers, with four cohorts represented (Julia Brannen, Charlotte
Faircloth, Catherine Jones, Margaret O’Brien (former director 2015 to
2021) and Katherine Twamley).

Chapter 8 reflects on the importance of partnership and joint
working for research, policy and practice and notes how this is more likely
to happen when values are aligned between partners in government,
researchers and the community sector, as they were in the UK during the
New Labour government of the late 1990s and 2000s. Two government-
funded case studies are presented as exemplars. The first is a study of
young people seeking asylum alone (2006 to 2008) and the second
considers bullying of gender and sexuality-minority young people in
schools in the early 2000s. The chapter notes the role of values in the
questions asked by social researchers and contributes to the discussion
that those working at TCRU share and are guided by a particular set of
values in their research, not least the importance of working with research
participants (rather than research ‘on’ a topic).

Chapter 9 presents more examples of projects with young people,
with a focus on the nature of social research into the emotional wellbeing
of young people in the UK. It provides information on three case studies
of work carried out in the unit since 2008. The first was the Stress in
Children study, funded by the Department of Health (2008 to 2011), a
similar era to that of the studies described in Chapter 8. The next two
studies are both more recent and are examples of the adaptive social
research carried out by the unit during the COVID-19 pandemic. All the
studies showcase how we research children and young people’s wellbeing,
with children’s own perspectives being central to the approach.

Aswell as the methodological value of placing research participants
at the centre of work, TCRU has often contributed to theoretical
innovation which renders a clearer focus on a particular minority
community. Chapter 10 presents a good example of this as it explores
extending the well-established ‘minority-stress theory’ to include the
level of the family when researching the experiences of same-sex parents
in Brazil. Again, it is work that puts those who are the focus of the work
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at the centre of telling their story. This chapter illustrates the research
focus of TCRU scholars at the intersection of sexuality, gender,
relationships, and parenting in marginalised and diverse family contexts,
including same-sex couples and same-sex parenting families.

The following two chapters present poignant accounts of the
experience of being in limbo, that can be caused by malfunctioning
asylum systems. They both reflect on the particular form of precarity
experienced by this group of people. Chapter 11 takes an ethnographic
approach and follows the story of a young African migrant in Italy, as it
considers transitions to adulthood and lives in suspension for young
migrants. This chapter presents the theoretical innovation of the concept
of ‘waithood’. Chapter 12 works with a collaborative ethnographic
approach and follows the experiences of people in the asylum system in
the UK. This research took place during the pandemic and so also had to
adapt to the new research environment, using creative methods such as a
walkabout and capturing places through images. This is very much work
which seeks to empower, aiming for collaborative and nonextractive
relationships with the co-researchers and research participants. There is
a strong overlap between research and teaching exemplified in this
chapter, with the long-term training schedule for the co-researchers. A
shift that we see is that the researchers are no longer working with
government to improve the asylum experience (as in Chapter 8) but
rather, despite government initiatives.

Chapter 13 concludes Part II by focusing on a dimension of TCRU
research that has been present throughout the decades: enquiry into the
complexities of gender relations in caring and employment practices,
including studies of men working in childcare and other children’s
services (Chapter 4) and of leave policies (Chapter 7). This chapter
particularly considers change and continuity in men’s fathering and
employment practices. It is an example of researchers coming together
around a particular substantive area from different conceptual
backgrounds and disciplines. Here in one chapter, we have psychologists,
sociologists and anthropologists working together. It is another example
of research which is putting the lens on that which is not so visible in the
literature: which can be the case with father—child relationships. It is
taking the long view; something that can happen given the institutional
memory and continued collaboration at TCRU. The chapter also includes
an example of social research adapting to the pandemic conditions.

Thus, we can see at least three uniting themes emerge from this
section on family life, gender, and minority communities. The first is a
methodological practice rooted in shared values: that of making sure the
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voices of the research participants are central to the work. The second,
which is present in many if not all the chapters in the section, is the ability
to adapt the social research methods to the prevailing environment: in
particular to the conditions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Adapting ‘social research for our times’ has been a long running theme in
TCRU, and the COVID-19 pandemic was no exception. Many chapters in
this section provide examples of how data-collection techniques were
adapted to the evolving situation in 2020 and 2021. Work largely went
online (Chapters 9, 10, 12 and 13). There was innovation in the use of
digital applications (Chapter 13). Walkabout ‘interviews’ were introduced
(Chapter 12). This section also illustrates well how researchers have
adapted to changing political times, with the change of direction of
government policy, for example around migration.

Thirdly, the chapters exemplify that while research may be in
distinct areas, the work is underpinned by a set of values, which include
a desire for ‘practical justice’ (Aggleton, Broom and Moss, 2019; Bell,
Aggleton and Gibson, 2021) as discussed in Chapter 8. TCRU is a hub for
research about child migrants; a hub for research in gender and sexual-
minority families; and a hub for work on the role of fathers in families.
What these substantive areas share is a desire to improve the situation for
the groups (often marginalised) in a practical way, through the research,
into policy and practice.
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Young people, diversity, wellbeing
and inclusion: towards values-led
research and practice

Peter Aggleton, Elaine Chase and lan Warwick

Introduction

Throughout much of its history, work within the Thomas Coram Research
Unit (TCRU) has focused on young people, wellbeing and inclusion and,
for a time in the 1990s and 2000s, UK government policy, researchers and
the community sector were at one in actively advocating for a coherent
and joined-up approach to engaging with the difficult issues affecting
many young people’s lives. Partnership and joint working were promoted
on topics as diverse as teenage pregnancy, health and social-care provision
for unaccompanied migrants and refugees, young people’s mental health,
and work with sexuality and gender minorities.

Using two case studies informed by social research conducted
within TCRU, this chapter considers what effective support for diversity
and wellbeing might look like for marginalised and excluded young
people. It identifies structural, policy and practice-level levers for bringing
about positive change in their lives as part of a multifaceted, multilevelled
approach. The two case studies focused on here engage with services and
support for young people arriving in the UK to seek asylum alone, and
provision for gender and sexuality of diverse young people in schools and
other educational settings. Lessons are identified on how best to develop
values-driven research, policy and practice that make a positive and
tangible difference in young people’s lives.
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Understanding wellbeing among young people seeking
asylum alone in the UK

Between 2017 and 2021, the number of children and young people
arriving to claim asylum in the UK each year, without an accompanying
adult, ranged from 2,400 to around 3,760 (Refugee Council, 2022),
while an unknown number of unaccompanied children arrived without
making themselves known to authorities (Chase and Allsopp, 2020). To
be recognised as a refugee in need of international protection, children
and young people must establish a well-founded fear of persecution (in
keeping with the UN 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol). In
practice, this is difficult to do and, in most cases, unaccompanied
children and young people are given time-limited discretionary forms of
protection for the duration of their childhood. During this time, they are
typically placed under the care of local authorities who provide them
with accommodation, support services and access to education and
learning opportunities (Coram Children’s Legal Centre, 2017; Chase and
Allsopp, 2020).

As they approach ‘institutional’ adulthood (at age 18 years), many
young people face the potential of no longer being eligible for protections,
being removed from local authority care and confronting the possibility of
being forcibly removed to countries of origin. At this juncture, many avoid
the risk of return by disengaging from statutory services and living their
lives irregularly (Chase and Allsopp, 2020). These issues are exacerbated
by an immigration and asylum system which is notoriously slow in decision
making, often leaving young people in limbo and uncertainty for many
years. This has detrimental impacts on their health and wellbeing. While
many young people may experience emotional and mental-health
difficulties as a result of events prior to and during their migration to the
UK, post-migration stressors, not least the vagaries of inefficient and
ineffective asylum and immigration systems, have a detrimental impact
(Chase, Rezaie and Zada, 2019; Jolly, Singh and Lobo, 2022).

In 2006-8, TCRU led a Department of Health (DH)-funded study
into the emotional wellbeing of unaccompanied minors in the UK, that is
children and young people under the age of 18 who arrive in the country
without an accompanying adult (Chase, Knight and Statham, 2008a;
2008b). Findings from this work led to a number of recommendations
with respect to appropriate training for primary healthcare, social care
and legal practitioners, to redress some of the inadequacies in service
provision and support in relation to mental health and wellbeing as well
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as wider care and support systems which should help young people
navigate asylum systems. The research broke the mould in terms of
engaging with questions of mental health and wellbeing for members of
this population. At the time, related research drew heavily on the
disciplines of psychology and psychiatry with a focus on post-traumatic
stress, anxiety and depression. In contrast, the TCRU DH-funded study
used a largely qualitative methodology to explore in-depth and
sociologically the factors that shaped the emotional and mental health
and wellbeing of young people based on their own experiences over time.

The research employed participatory methods such as Photovoice
(Rogers, Carr and Hickman, 2018) and facilitated young people to engage
with broad questions about the factors that made them feel well and
happy and the factors which made them feel sad or had created difficulties
for them since arriving in the UK. This approach enabled us to develop
our understanding along a number of axes. For example, we were able to
develop a better chronological understanding of young people’s
experiences of mental health and emotional wellbeing, including being
able to distinguish more clearly between pre- and peri-migration stressors
and significant post-migration events. The latter include extended
liminality and uncertainty in relation to legal status and related social-
care support, along with concerns related to the transition to institutional
adulthood (at 18 years) for many young people and the associated loss of
opportunities such as access to education, housing and other services,
alongside well-founded fears of forced removal to countries of origin.

This work also highlighted a number of other issues where there was
a need for further evidence and research. These included understanding
the contested spaces of care and immigration control which shape
professional practice and responses to young people, as well as the
misnomers and misunderstandings associated with the term
‘unaccompanied’, which tends to individualise and decontextualise young
people’s experiences, ignoring transnational and local connections to
family and community, and the responsibilities young people carry to
support others throughout their processes of migration. The research also
revealed how, despite past traumas and distress associated with events
prior to migrating and during the journey, young people associated feelings
of wellbeing with a sense of ontological security and the possibility of
carving out a viable future for themselves in the UK or elsewhere.

The DH-funded study provided the basis for an ongoing programme
of research which has made substantial empirical, methodological and
theoretical contributions to our understanding of the lives and
experiences of children and young people migrating alone to the UK. The
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interdisciplinary aspects of the work have broadened over time and current
work involves scholarship combining the disciplines of law, human rights,
sociology, psychology and political science, as well as anthropology,
education, migration studies and international development. More broadly,
the work harnessed research funding and policy impetus to build synergy
across different meta-disciplines such as between health sciences and the
law, and between the social sciences and the arts and humanities.

Methodologically, the participatory approach used in the initial
research laid the foundations for a series of projects which helped shift
the parameters of how research is now conducted in the field. For
example, the later ESRC-funded® project, Becoming Adult, which was
conducted between 2014-17, picked up the issues of post-18 transitions
for migrant young people and explored the wellbeing outcomes of
unaccompanied children and young people making the transition to
adulthood within immigration governance systems in the UK and
Italy. The emphasis in this study lay in repoliticising ideas of wellbeing
and demonstrating how, in many cases, the immigration governance
systems and the limiting social-care regimes and structures encountered
by young people during their migratory experiences could be more
detrimental to their health and wellbeing than the factors that had driven
them to migrate in the first place (Chase and Allsopp, 2020).

The later ESRC-funded Children Caring on the Move project
adopted a similar peer-led research approach to investigate separated
child migrants’ experiences of care and caring for others as they navigated
the complexities of the immigration-welfare nexus in England
(co-investigators Rosen and Chase). Yet another ESRC-funded project,
Lives on Hold our Stories Told, is, at the time of writing, using a similar
peer-led research approach to explore the impacts of COVID-19 on access
to legal advice and social-care support in England for unaccompanied
young people seeking asylum. By engaging young people directly in the
design of each study from the start, and by working in close collaboration
with civil-society organisations, these efforts help shift some of the power
dynamics with respect to agenda-setting in research and make sure that
evidence gathering relates to the priorities of young people’s lives and the
organisations that work with them.

Collectively, this body of work has highlighted the disconnect
between policy relating to the governance of child and youth migration
and the realities of many young people’s lives. It has consistently
highlighted inadequacies of care and protection for young people seeking
asylum alone and the devastating impact this deficit can have on mental
health and wellbeing. The work has also pioneered innovations in terms
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of methodology — with a focus on peer-led research and on working with
civil-society organisations to help inform policy and build the evidence
base for joint action. This, in turn, has positioned the work strategically
in relation to advocacy and policy change.

As we look forward towards what more needs to be done to
understand the challenges facing young people seeking asylum and what
forward-looking policy and practice responses might look like, we are
acutely aware of the shifting policy landscape. The overriding challenge
remains how best to help shape and inform highly politicised and
constantly changing policies on immigration governance by
demonstrating their direct impact on young people’s lives and how they
limit young people’s access to health, welfare, education and other
services. The so-called ‘hostile’ environment in the UK, typified by the
Nationality and Borders Act 2022, constitutes purposefully designed
immigration policies which make it extremely difficult for people arriving
in the UK to access housing, healthcare, education and work. It
underscores the importance of widening partnerships with civil-society
organisations, progressive policy actors and caring practitioners, to better
evidence the impact of specific policies and advocate for changes which
are more conducive to the wellbeing of unaccompanied young people
seeking asylum in the UK and beyond.

Importantly, the research described raises key questions for policy
and practice in relation to care, revealing conflicts in the positionality of
social care, health and other practitioners and the tensions between their
professional codes of practice and the roles they are expected to assume in
immigration governance. It also problematises ideas about who provides
and practises care, shifting away from ideas concerning the unidirectionality
of care of, and towards, children and young people by adults, recognising
instead the complex ways in which migrant children and young people
provide care to each other and to others, particularly in the face of the
injustices they face in an increasingly hostile immigration landscape.

Gender and sexuality diverse young people: tackling
bullying through schools

We turn now to a second example of policy and practice-relevant research
conducted by TCRU and its focus on bullying in schools. While there have
been changes in the UK over the last twenty years in policy and government
guidance related to gender and sexuality (Hankivsky, De Merich and
Christoffersen, 2019; Mukoro, 2021), gender and sexuality diverse young
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people continue to experience bullying, in addition to having their views
and experiences marginalised and disregarded in schools (Harris, Wilson-
Daily and Fuller, 2021; Moyano and del Mar Sanchez-Fuentes, 2020).
Focusing on England, since September 2020, all secondary schools have
been required to teach Relationships and Sex Education (RSE), and all
primary schools have been required to teach Relationships Education
(RE). However, there remains concern about the high rates of bullying
experienced by LGBTQ? young people as well as the lack of inclusive
curricula in primary and secondary schools (Carlile, 2020; Atkinson,
2021; Epps, Markowski and Cleaver, 2021; Stonewall, 2022a; 2022b).

Early work, focusing on what we then termed homophobic bullying
towards young lesbians and young gay men, and conducted at the then
Institute of Education, University of London, documented how workers in
schools often ‘played it safe’ when it came to tackling homophobic
bullying. While being aware of such bullying, teachers were often
confused, unable or unwilling to address the needs of lesbian and gay
pupils (Warwick, Aggleton and Douglas, 2001). Notwithstanding this,
some schools were ahead of others in tackling homophobia, often
achieving this through collaborations with external professionals
(Douglas et al., 2001). A number of such schools took part in a study
which led to the development of the best practice guide Safe for All
(Warwick and Douglas, 2001). Study findings were framed around the
value of adopting a ‘whole school approach’, which recognises interacting
elements (including national and school policies, community
partnerships, curricula and school ethos) that influence life in a school.

Published in 2004, a TCRU review for the then Department of
Education and Skills (DfES) in England sought to identify the extent and
impact of homophobic bullying in schools, how homophobia and sexual
orientation were addressed within classrooms and across schools, and in
what ways, if any, issues of equity and diversity in relation to sexual
orientation were engaged with in the school workforce (Warwick et al.,
2004). The review identified diverse forms of homophobic bullying (such
as verbal, physical, harassment, being ignored), the challenges of
recording the extent to which it occurred (routinely identified in studies
from Australia, the UK and USA as affecting between 30 and 50 per cent
of lesbian, gay and bisexual young people), and the impact of such
bullying on the emotional, physical and educational wellbeing of young
people, including their absence from school.

While there was clear evidence of some schools acknowledging and
responding to homophobia, some of the respondents interviewed noted a
general lack of commitment to doing so, outlining inconsistencies within
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and across schools, with ‘inaction’ being viewed as tacit approval of
homophobia. One reason for inaction was said to relate to the legacy of
Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act (legislation which applied
to local authorities) which, while not directly applicable to schools, had
created an ethos of ‘confusion, fear and inertia, limiting professionals’
ability or willingness to address homophobic bullying’ (Warwick et al.,
2004: 16). Given this situation, the review drew attention to a range of
then current government policies, programmes and areas of work through
which homophobic bullying could be addressed. These included the DfES
Every Child Matters strategy, the Make a Difference campaign, the
Behaviour Improvement Programme, the Don’t Suffer in Silence anti-
bullying resource, the National Healthy School Standard, and the National
Strategies for Key Stage Three and primary schools. Together, these
initiatives sought to advance school improvement by reducing violence
and improving behaviour, and promoting children’s and young people’s
wellbeing in general — actions which could be leveraged to respond to and
prevent homophobic bullying. A later study in three secondary schools in
London noted the ways in which concerns to promote equal opportunities
and diversity more generally engaged with these policies to tackle not only
homophobic bullying, but also racism and other forms of harassment and
discrimination (Warwick and Aggleton, 2014).

Informed by this and related work, in 2018 the government in
England launched a £2.6 million initiative to provide resources to support
teachers to work on LGBTQ issues, to ensure all pupils feel accepted and
included, with over £1 million of this money being pledged towards
combatting homophobic bullying in schools. More recently, however, the
same Conservative government refused to renew funding for this
initiative, which had allowed schools to provide training and workshops
to combat anti-LGBTQ bullying. This, together with increasing evidence
of continued harassment and bullying towards gender and sexuality
diverse students, signals the need for continued vigilance in relation to
school and government policy and practice in what is, for some it would
appear to be, an easily forgotten-about field.

Promoting inclusion and respect with regard to sexuality and gender
diversity in schools requires vigilance to keep pace with rapidly occurring
changes on the ground. The last few years have seen a growth of ‘new’
sex, gender and sexuality identities (Cover, 2018). The glossary to the
latest Stonewall® toolkit for preventing and tackling homophobic,
biphobic and transphobic bullying in secondary schools contains terms
such as: ace, cisgender, demisexual, aromantic, intersex, LGBTQ,
nonbinary, questioning, romantic orientation, sexual orientation and
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trans, as some of the more common descriptors (of the self and of others)
that teachers may meet in the course of their everyday work (Stonewall,
2022b). Such terms mark the emergence of new ways of thinking about
(and living) gender and sexuality, new ways of thinking about and
identifying oneself, new forms of discrimination and new challenges and
opportunities for school policy, curricula and professional practice.

In ongoing work we are looking to existing policy levers to prevent
and tackle homophobia in schools — there is no need to build everything
anew. Opportunities to do good can be found in several pieces of national
legislation usefully summarised in the document Preventing and Tackling
Bullying: Advice for headteachers, staff and governing bodies (Department
for Education, 2017). For example:

Section 89 of the Education and Inspections Act 2006 provides that
maintained schools must have measures to encourage good
behaviour and prevent all forms of bullying amongst pupils. These
measures should be part of the school’s behaviour policy which
must be communicated to all pupils, school staff and parents
(Department for Education, 2017: 5).

And:

Akey provision in the Equality Act 2010 is the Public Sector Equality
Duty (PSED), which came into force on 5 April 2011 and covers age,
disability, gender reassignment, pregnancy and maternity, race,
religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation. The Duty requires
public bodies to have due regard to the need to:

. eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment, victimisation
and any other conduct prohibited by the Act

. advance equality of opportunity between people who share a
protected characteristic and people who do not share it

. foster good relations between people who share a protected
characteristic and people who do not share it.

Maintained schools and Academies are required to comply with the
PSED. In addition, Part 6 of the Act makes it unlawful for the
responsible body of a school to discriminate against, harass or
victimise a pupil or potential pupil in relation to admissions, the way
it provides education for pupils, provision of pupil access to any
benefit, facility or service, or by excluding a pupil or subjecting them
to any other detriment (Department for Education, 2017: 5).
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And:

When there is ‘reasonable cause to suspect that a child is suffering,
or is likely to suffer, significant harm’ a bullying incident should be
addressed as a child protection concern under the Children Act
1989 (Department for Education, 2017: 6).

The Advice notes that schools which are successful in this area are those
that provide teachers with good-quality staff training:

Schools can invest in specialised skills to help their staff understand
the needs of their pupils, including those with special educational
needs and/or disability (SEND) and lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender (LGB&T) pupils (Department for Education, 2017: 11).

Alongside the above statements there is guidance and resources to
support schools in their work. Some of the guidance engages with
intersectionality, drawing attention to the special circumstances of
LGBTQ people of colour, of faith, and those who are disabled. Addressing
the homophobic and transphobic bullying of such young people, it is said,
must be an integral part of school policies and actions to prevent and
respond to bullying and violence more generally (see, for example,
Stonewall, 2022a; 2022b). This positioning of homo, trans- and biphobic
bullying within a broader context can also be found in calls to address
violence and promote wellbeing as part of a ‘whole school approach’ —
through school policy, through school leadership and community
partnerships, as part of the curriculum, in physical and social-emotional
settings, and through linked health services (World Health Organization,
2021). As an increasing number of studies have noted, violence against
gender and sexuality diverse students is not best dealt with through
stand-alone programmes, but rather by the creation of a supportive
school environment for all (Formby, 2015; Dominguez-Martinez and
Robles, 2019; Atkinson, 2021; Ferfolja and Ullman, 2021; Harris, Wilson-
Daily and Fuller, 2021; 2022).

The UK Government’s White Paper, Opportunity for All: Strong
schools with great teachers for your child shows recognition of this. Its
ambition, ‘to support children to achieve their potential wherever they
live and whatever their background’, calls for a ‘wider vision of giving
everyone the opportunity to flourish’ (HM Government, 2022: 10). By
2030, all children should be taught ‘in calm, orderly, safe and supportive

YOUNG PEOPLE, DIVERSITY, WELLBEING AND INCLUSION

151



152

schools with high levels of attendance’ (HM Government, 2022: 24).
Regarding extracurricular activities, the document states that:

As part of a richer school week, all children should be entitled to
take part in sport, music and cultural opportunities. These
opportunities are an essential part of a broad and ambitious
curriculum, and support children’s health, wellbeing and wider
development (HM Government, 2022: 29).

While it might be hoped that reference to ‘all’ within this statement
includes concern for the wellbeing of sexuality and gender diverse
students, policy and strategy documents can often be non-specific about
who is included in the statements they contain. This is certainly true for
other seemingly positive statements of intent, including the internationally
agreed Sustainable Development Goals, which likewise make no reference
whatsoever to gender or sexuality diversity (Aggleton, Sciortino and
Newman, in press).

Recognition of the value of engaging with diversity among young
people is also present in the Teachers’ Standards (Department for
Education, 2021) (which, in England, define a minimum level of conduct
and practice for teachers and trainees to achieve qualified teacher status)
and these offer an additional lever for good practice. The standards state
that teachers should establish a safe educational environment and
promote courteous behaviour during classes as well as in school more
generally. Teachers require an understanding of the needs of all pupils
and the range of factors that can inhibit their learning and social, physical
and emotional development — and adapt the support they provide.
Working to these Standards not only requires action to tackle homophobic,
biphobic and transphobic bullying, but also makes teachers accountable
for supporting, inspiring and motivating all pupils regardless of their
gender and sexuality.

Given that there is no specific mention of gender and sexual diversity
in Opportunity for All or in the Teachers’ Standards, it is, we argue, time to
be more specific about these issues. A key stimulus for this lies in evidence
concerning children’s and young people’s own experiences of gender and
sexuality. As indicated earlier, there is clear evidence of a rapid growth in
new gender and sexuality identities among young people. A list of over 245
genders now appears on the internet (Gender Wiki, n.d.), along with a
somewhat smaller (but constantly expanding) list of sexualities (Sexuality
Wiki, n.d.). It is important to recognise that these diverse identifications are
not ‘epiphenomena’, but descriptors increasingly used by adults as well,
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revealing a major shift in understandings of gender, sex and sexuality in the
twenty-first century.

What then are the implications of these developments, for research,
policy and practice? Without new empirical or policy-related enquiry of
the type undertaken earlier, the response must be provisional. What is
clear, however, is that tackling discrimination in school, on the grounds
of gender and sexuality, requires engagement with a bigger picture — in
this case, ongoing transformations in gender, sex and sexuality in the
wider society. At the institutional level, tackling discrimination requires
the use of a whole-school or whole-college/university approach in which
contemporary challenges to the binaries of female/male and homo/
heterosexuality are recognised, and their intersectionality with other
social structures (of race, ethnicity, disability) validated. More specifically,
enabling young people to build empathy and understanding related to
sexuality- and gender-diversity, and providing them with the means to
challenge bullying when it happens, can help schools become safer
environments for all young people (Rivers, 2021).

Within and beyond schools, action continues to be needed more
generally to address the root causes of exclusion in respect of gender, sex
and sexuality. These are deeply rooted in popular politics, patriarchy and
the economy — all of which have a role to play in creating discrimination
and exclusion, ultimately denying equality and justice to a growing
number of people not only in the UK but also in other parts of the world
(Sciortino, 2020; Aggleton et al., in press).

Towards values-led practice, research and policy

Taken together, the two case studies described above point to some of the
seminal work developed at TCRU over past decades. While the focus of
each of them is distinct, both are underpinned by a set of values that
remains true of much of the unit’s work today. Good-quality policy-related
research cannot be value free, and values are of immense significance
when it comes to promoting the recognition and inclusion of marginalised
and excluded groups including young people. So, what then do we see as
some of the core values and how have they been operationalised in
TCRU’s and our own work?

The first of them relates to the desire for social justice and what,
more recently, has come to be known as ‘practical justice’ (Aggleton,
Broom and Moss, 2019; Bell, Aggleton and Gibson, 2021). Aligned with
the idea of real utopias (Olin Wright, 2010), practical justice is concerned
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with how we move from theories of justice and what ‘should” happen in
order to uphold justice and fairness, as defined by rights and justice
frameworks, towards what needs to happen in policy and practice in
order to bring change in the real world. Within the context of our own
work at TCRU and beyond, the pursuit of practical justice has been
concerned with the mechanisms required to address, and redress, deeply-
embedded inequalities and inequities in the systems and structures that
undermine the wellbeing of children and young people.

A second value links to the importance of building inclusive
partnerships in research to uphold a commitment to fairness and equality.
Beyond academic rigour, meaningful alliances are required with
policymakers at community and grassroots levels, civil-society
organisations and movements for social change, and caring practitioners.
Only this way can research facilitate the creation of the multifaceted and
multi-level actions, programmes and interventions that have the best
chance of bringing about systemic change towards equality. Such a
values-driven commitment to partnership building or allyship has figured
strongly in our own and much of TCRU’s work.

A third value, equity, speaks to the importance of improving the
situation of people most likely to face marginalisation and discrimination
by centring their voices and experiences within the evidence base for
shifts in policy and practice. Doing so successfully requires inclusive
forms of research engagement, ranging from the use of participatory
methods to peer-led research in which the power relations within research
are unsettled in ways that enable young people to exert influence over
research agendas and the way in which research is conducted. Such
approaches help keep research connected to the priorities of people’s lives
and illuminate aspects of their experience which otherwise may remain
ignored (Bell, Aggleton and Gibson, 2021).

A fourth value relates to engaging with complexity rather than
aiming for reductionist ‘quick-fix’ solutions to social problems. Complexity,
here, is about developing insights into people’s lives as part of historically
grounded multilayered and interactive systems. Understanding the ways
in which key historical forces and ongoing social structures shape and
become shaped by individual and collective biographies can help identify
how change might best be brought about through action at the structural,
organisational, collective and personal levels. This may bring about
change in relation to institutional ethos, educational environments,
curricula, pedagogies and policies that are conducive to promoting justice,
inclusion and the wellbeing of all young people and staff. This speaks once
more to the value of working in partnership and to addressing equality and
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diversity in ways that promote inclusivity, irrespective of gender and
sexuality, race and ethnicity, and disability — among other characteristics.

A fifth value stresses the importance of engaging with the ongoing
temporalities of people’s lives and the imperative of staying up-to-date,
not only with relevant policy and legislation but also shifting realities in
children’s and young people’s circumstances. With respect to young
people seeking asylum, this requires us to stay abreast of rapidly changing
immigration and social-care systems of governance which directly impact
on young people and, in turn, shape their own responses to such controls.
These systems have been shown to fundamentally determine the sorts of
risks to their health and wellbeing that young people may be willing to
take, often resulting in harmful consequences, whether or not these are
intended (Chase, 2020; Chase and Allsopp, 2020). In the case of gender
and sexuality diversity, being up-to-date means being aware of ‘new’ and
emerging identities and the opportunities these create for promoting
young people’s health and wellbeing, not only in schools, colleges and
other formal educational settings, but also within the broader contexts of
collective and community life.

Our work with young people has consistently sought to embed the
principles of practical justice, meaningful and inclusive partnerships,
equity, engaging with multilevel complexity and attention to shifting and
changing real-world contexts. Throughout we have been transparent in
our own positionality as researchers, making it clear that our work is
underpinned by these values. As such we are explicitly not ‘neutral’ but
seek to actively engage with the power structures that create and
reproduce different forms of marginalisation and which require radical
systemic legislative and policy change. Research with young people
seeking asylum has served to unsettle the language and associations used
to describe and refer to this area of social care and immigration
governance. It has enabled us to push back against, for example, reductive
descriptions of children and young people as ‘unaccompanied’,
recognising that young people’s ties and connections transnationally and
within host countries and societies are expansive and often involve social
and financial remittances which sustain communities across the globe. It
has also helped problematise the narrow criteria against which claims for
asylum can be made, recognising the multiple and interconnected drivers
of migration linked to war, conflict, poverty, food insecurity, climate
injustices and interfamily conflict, combined with aspirations for better
and more viable futures for young people themselves and others.

Moving away from ‘crisis’ notions of migration and movement (Rosen
et al., 2023), the research we have led asks bigger policy questions of how
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the UK as a receiving country can better cater for the international
movement of young people as an integral feature of globalisation. With
respect to work with gender and sexuality diverse young people, work has
highlighted the need to centre young people’s voices in research and policy
development, leverage existing policy frameworks to full advantage as well
as develop new ones, and for professionals to work together to recognise
and engage with the different forms of violence faced by young people.

Concluding reflections

The values outlined above signal the importance of researchers critically
engaging with, and shaping, how polices relating to young people at risk
of marginalisation are designed and implemented. Nevertheless, there
remain questions about how best to bring such values to life.

For example, how can we ensure that principles of inclusion, dignity,
equality and social justice are embedded in the research we undertake and
constitute the intended outcomes of subsequent policy frameworks?
While, in theory, adherence to these principles in research may be largely
uncontested, how can we remain true to them in the process by which
policy is developed? If for example we frame all young people as
‘problematic’, troubled and as somehow requiring ‘fixing’, a tendency
implicit in much recent policy relating to young people and health, surely
we fall at the first hurdle — namely, that of respect for autonomy and
human dignity? Alternatively, if we design policies that speak only to the
needs of some young people while missing out others, do we fail on two
other counts — those of inclusion and equality? And if we implement
policies in ways that inadvertently exacerbate the difficulties young people
face, or cause one group of young people to be set up against another in
society, does this not compromise our commitment to social justice?

In this chapter we can only make a start on what we understand as
a values-led approach to research, to informing policy and programme
development, and to practice with young people at risk of marginalisation
and exclusion. The challenges that remain lie in determining what ‘doing
good’ might mean in the contexts that matter most to particular
constituencies of young people, as well as in working out, in partnership,
how best to achieve beneficial goals.
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Further reading

The book Youth Migration and the Politics of Wellbeing: Stories of life in
transition (Chase and Allsopp, 2020) examines a range of factors affecting
the health and wellbeing of young people as they transition to adulthood
within broader contexts of prolonged and politically induced uncertainty.
The life experiences of over one hundred unaccompanied young migrants
— primarily from Afghanistan, Albania and Eritrea — are explored, drawing
on unique longitudinal data. The authors highlight the challenges faced
by young people and their responses to these as they seek safe and secure
futures — and demonstrate the urgent need for policy reform.

Issues related to genders and sexualities can be presented using
complex and perhaps confusing language. The three easy-to-read Graphic
Guides (Barker and Scheele, 2016, 2019 and 2021) bring to life something
of the breadth and depth of scholarship across the fields of gender,
sexuality and queer studies — and do so in an accessible form; readers can
quickly identify key issues in which they are interested and follow up any
areas of interest by way of the resource sections. Finally, the two-volume
Wiley Blackwell Handbook of Bullying: A comprehensive and international
review of research and intervention (Smith and O’Higgins Norman, 2021)
includes a wide range of research on bullying and covers a variety of
settings — including schools, workplaces and social media — across
low-, middle- and high-income country contexts.

Notes

1 The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), formerly the Social Science Research
Council, is part of UK Research and Innovation.

2 Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer.

3 Stonewall is a lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender rights charity in the United Kingdom.
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Children and young people
navigating a complex world:
coping, motivation and resilience

Katie Quy, Lisa Fridkin and Marjorie Smith

Introduction

Children and families have been central to research at the Thomas Coram
Research Unit (TCRU) since the unit’s inception in 1973. A major tranche of
our work has been concerned with understanding the factors that facilitate
the health and wellbeing of children, young people and their families, and
inform the development of related services. This has meant that the unit’s
research has had a key relevance to social policy and to society.

In this chapter, we explore the nature of social research into the
emotional wellbeing of children and young people in the UK, drawing on
three research studies carried out at TCRU since 2008. We first describe
the Stress in Children study, a large-scale Department of Health-funded
study investigating the prevalence and patterning of somatic symptoms
and anxiety in a community sample of children aged between seven and
eleven years, and the association of these with events or activities that are
stressful for children. We then turn to more recent studies conducted
during the COVID-19 pandemic. We trace the changing nature of stressors
through studies exploring the wellbeing and coping of children and
families during COVID-19. A third study explores the experiences of
young people studying at university during the shift to online learning.
Finally, we highlight the most important themes running through the
research examined and look ahead to next steps.
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All children and young people today are navigating a fast-changing
world, facing an ever-expanding range of stressors, including increasing
concerns about our impact on the environment and climate change,
inequalities of income, opportunity, race, poverty and identity (Hickman
etal., 2021). Such issues are typically exacerbated for vulnerable groups,
and subject to global variation. It is therefore key to identify ways to
support children, young people and their families and thus safeguard
wellbeing and mental health. Our research is carried out with this aim
central to its focus.

Conceptualising children’s wellbeing

While there remains considerable debate about what constitutes
individual wellbeing, the construct may be best conceptualised in terms
of quality of life (Rees et al., 2010). Measurement of wellbeing
encompasses two main types of indicators: objective indicators, such as
health and economic status and educational resources, and subjective
measures such as happiness, perceived life satisfaction and sense of
belonging and purpose (Statham and Chase, 2010; Westerhof and Keyes,
2010; The Children’s Society, 2020). It is important here to separate the
concept of wellbeing from that of mental ill health. Evidence suggests that
while there is some relationship between the two, it is a relatively weak
one (Patalay and Fitzsimons, 2016). Wellbeing is more than just the
absence of mental disorder or ill health, and can remain resilient even
during experiences of mental distress (Weich et al., 2011). It is a sense of
‘doing ok’, managing life and sense of self, and being able to get on with
day-to-day activities. Subjective wellbeing has both hedonic and
eudaimonic components, the former referring to affective (happiness)
and cognitive (satisfaction) aspects of wellbeing, and the latter referring
to psychological aspects, which focuses on meaning, personal
development and sense of purpose (Ryan and Deci, 2001). The research
discussed in this chapter focuses primarily on the individual’s own views
and perceptions, and so is concerned with subjective wellbeing.
Children’s wellbeing may be conceptualised in a similar way to that
of adults, although the determinants of wellbeing may vary considerably
from those of adults. McAuley and Rose (2010) identify four major
influences on the concept of childhood wellbeing — children’s rights (such
as being listened to and heard), sociological influences (being allowed to
be children - the distinction between wellbeing and ‘well-becoming’),
ecological factors (relationships, contexts and networks) and happiness,
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mapping approximately onto the hedonic and eudaimonic components
discussed above. In recent years there has also been a major shift in how
we research children’s wellbeing, with children’s own perspectives, rather
than the reports of adults, considered the ‘gold-standard’ (Children’s
Society, 2020).

Challenges to children’s wellbeing

Factors that can support or disrupt our wellbeing are often presented
through socio-ecological models such as Bronfenbrenner (1994) where
our development and wellbeing are inextricably linked to the world
around us. Children’s lives are embedded in wider contextual factors such
as family, community, cultural routines, as well as the wider sociocultural
system. These factors together contribute to both the probability that we
might be exposed to adverse events and also the likelihood of processes
that mitigate (or not) the impact of adverse events. A number of factors
are known to exacerbate the impact of risk factors in children. These
include critical periods, such as adolescence; individual vulnerability as
a result of other social and emotional difficulties; the nature of the
parent—child dyad, such as high parent—child conflict or low parent—child
warmth, and the parent’s own ability to manage distress or adversity
(Belsky and Jaffee, 2015; Masten, 2018).

While stress is widely understood to have potentially damaging
effects, there is some evidence that the factors often identified as giving rise
to stress, typically described as adverse life events, are increasing in terms
of both the number and reach of stressors (Collishaw, 2015). The largely
domestic and local factors that have been recognised historically as leading
to stress in children, such as domestic violence or frequent house moves,
which would impact discrete groups, are now broadened and extended to
awider population due to the addition of more widespread anxieties about
issues such as the ecological crises, food poverty, and health crisis (Marmot
et al., 2020). The stripping away over time of protective factors, such as
contact with extended family or access to green space, or more stark
impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic, increasing social isolation and
removing the central support of friendships and school communities,
further increases vulnerability (see, for example, Daly and Allen, 2018).

Whilst challenges are inevitable, and effects of adversity can build
over time to negatively impact wellbeing, the ability to successfully
manage challenges can contribute to positive wellbeing and mental
health (Masten, 2014). Individuals have the ability to exercise self-control
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through emotion-regulation and self-efficacy, to develop problem-solving
skills, and these modulate our response to a situation. Detrimental effects
to wellbeing are therefore aligned with how these factors are balanced.
Although theoretical models informing research on wellbeing have
evolved over time, the developing understanding of factors that pose risks
to children, as well as those that support healthy development, and the
ability to successfully navigate adversity have been central to TCRU research.

The Stress in Children study

The Stress in Children study (2008-11) was conducted when
programmes such as the Healthy Schools programme were being
developed, and initiatives such as Social and Emotional Aspects of
Learning (Primary SEAL) were being implemented in primary schools
in England. The research was important in assessing emotional health
and wellbeing in children, including the scale and extent of the
challenges to children’s wellbeing. Better information on the
psychosocial or school factors that contribute to somatic (bodily) or
anxiety symptoms in children is a first step towards intervening more
effectively to help children to cope with stresses.

Previously, most attention to children’s behaviour in schools was
focused on conduct disorders and other behaviours disruptive to the
classroom or school environment. Little attention was paid to
nondisruptive children, who were instead experiencing internalising
symptoms such as anxiety. This was perhaps not surprising as such
children are often reported by parents or teachers to be conscientious,
sensitive, ‘good’ children, who are keen to succeed at school (Garralda,
1999). Nonetheless, there was evidence that increasing numbers of
children were reporting that they felt stressed (Fearon and Hotopf, 2001).
A contemporaneous report (Primary Review, 2007) identified deep
concern among community representatives, including parents and
children themselves, about the ‘pervasive anxiety’ characterising
children’s lives. Some of this was attributed to stress caused by the
national programme of intensive testing for children aged seven and
eleven years, however, as identified earlier, concerns about the wider
world, including safety and the fear of violence, terrorism, climate
change, pollution and poverty, were also contributory factors. In a study
of teenage children, exams were the most frequently cited cause of stress,
but relationships, self-image, parental pressure, peer pressure and
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bullying were reported by more than half the teenagers (Williams and
Pow, 2007).

The Stress in Children study sought to address this gap in knowledge
by addressing four key questions:

. What is the prevalence and patterning of somatic and anxiety
symptoms in children aged 7-11 years?

. How are these symptoms associated with events or activities that
are stressful for children?

e What coping strategies do children employ to manage stress?

J How are these strategies associated with symptoms?

The methodology involved a community sample, with a two-stage design.
The larger first stage utilised standardised quantitative measures,
administered to class groups in schools (N = 2566, 15 schools), with
children’s caretaking parents (N = 1358, 53 per cent of parents)
completing parallel questionnaires at home. The purpose of this stage was
to establish the prevalence and patterning of symptoms of anxiety and
somatisation in children, and their association with each other, and
investigate the strategies children use for coping.

This was followed by a more focused and in-depth second stage,
involving a smaller subgroup of children and their parents (N = 144)
purposively selected from the first stage, based on children’s reports of
their symptoms. Semi-structured interviews were conducted separately
at home with children and their care-taking parents (largely mothers)
and obtained a mix of qualitative and quantitative information, including
eight-day symptom and event diaries completed by children, in which
children reported daily on their feelings, and any significant events at
home or school. The main purposes of this stage were to identify family
or school factors associated with higher levels of anxiety or somatic
symptoms in children. This approach enabled questionnaire data to be
linked to the more detailed and focused information from the interviews,
as well as enabling coordination and comparison of maternal and
children’s reports of symptoms and aspects of family functioning. A
decision was taken in the design of this study to treat children’s accounts
as the ‘gold standard’ in terms of information on their internal state. As
well as the common-sense reason for supposing that children will be the
most accurate informants on their own ‘inner state’, including feelings of
anxiety and somatic symptoms, the rationale for this decision was based
on previous research findings showing that correlations between parents’
and children’s accounts of children’s internalising symptoms were usually
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only modest (Achenbach, McConaughy and Howell, 1987; Nauta et al.,
2004) — and this was confirmed in this research.

This research identified that, despite the burgeoning number of
initiatives in schools focusing on emotional health and wellbeing, for
many primary-aged children there was still a considerable burden of
‘pervasive anxiety’ in their daily lives. This finding was also reflected in
other areas of functioning: children reporting high levels of anxiety
symptoms were also likely to have raised levels of functional somatic
symptoms — that is, unexplained physical symptoms — and vice versa.
They were also more likely to report higher levels of physical symptoms,
such as colds and coughs, as well as greater vulnerability to stressors and
lower levels of wellbeing.

From the age of seven years — the youngest children involved in the
research — gendered differences in anxiety and somatic symptoms were
evident, with girls reporting higher levels of symptoms of anxiety than
boys, providing evidence that the precursors of the noted differences in
prevalence of emotional and mental health disorders were apparent early
in childhood. The study also offered new evidence of gendered differences
in children’s response to daily stressors, with girls reporting higher levels
of stress than boys, particularly so in relation to the social stress of friends
or other children.

The study also provided robust evidence that patterns of coping that
involved rumination (difficulty stopping thinking about a problem) and
perseveration (persistence of negative feelings) in the face of difficulties
were particularly associated with higher levels of both anxiety and
somatic symptoms — with both these coping responses more common in
girls than in boys. These specific and gendered patterns of children’s
coping responses were also evident and established in children as young
as seven years of age.

One of the more subtle and complex findings relates to the role of
different reporters in relation to children’s symptomatology and their
interpretation. While the rather low correlation between carers’ and
children’s reports of children’s symptoms was not unexpected and was
consistent with previous findings, this indicated the possibility that carers
were not always fully attuned to their children’s emotional health and
wellbeing, and may not report on the same aspects of anxiety as children.
This interpretation was supported by the considerable number of children
who reported not, or not always, telling their primary carer about things
that were worrying them.

One explanation, in relation to symptoms of anxiety at least, relates
to the nature of what is being assessed in children and their parents. It

SOCIAL RESEARCH FOR OUR TIMES



may be that in their questionnaire responses, children were reporting
predominantly on ‘state’ anxiety — the instructions were to report on
anxiety symptoms in the previous two weeks — while parents (with the
same instructions) were reporting more on the child’s ‘trait’ anxiety. This
would provide at least a partial explanation for the low level of association
between mothers’ and children’s reports of children’s symptoms. It would
also provide a plausible explanation for the variables that were found to
be associated with children’s reports of their symptoms — which were
mostly variables relating to the ‘here and now’, and school-based factors,
such as friendships, bullying and school refusal — but also sibling relations.
We suggested that children’s own reports of their symptomatology should
be given primacy over parents’ reports in assessing the severity of
symptoms and resulting functional disability, but that note should be
taken of parents’ response to, and interpretation of, the child’s symptoms
in order to address and manage them effectively.

A further possible implication is that parents’ response to children’s
anxiety or complaints of somatic symptoms is important in determining
their course and outcome. For example, anxious parents who effectively
reinforce children’s symptoms may actually serve to exacerbate rather
than reduce children’s symptoms. On the other hand, parents who focus
on helping children to develop effective coping strategies, and support
their children in managing their anxieties while keeping them actively
involved in normal activities, are likely to reduce their children’s anxiety
and somatic symptoms over time.

Overall, the Stress in Children study highlighted some important
issues which continue to resonate today. While emotional health and
wellbeing was increasingly becoming an active focus of health initiatives
for children at the time, findings from this research suggested that many
children were experiencing a significant weight of worry and anxiety
which permeated their daily lives and was often overlooked. This was
particularly evident for children reporting functional somatic symptoms
without apparent physical cause. The robust association between such
symptoms and other symptoms of anxiety suggests that somatic symptoms
in children should be taken seriously as an indication of distress and of
children ‘talking with their bodies’ (as it has been described), to say that
all is not well. This study also supported the importance of listening to
children’s own reports of their wellbeing, and work to support them to
achieve the best emotional outcomes, a common theme in research
carried out by TCRU.
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Contemporary wellbeing: the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic

We turn now to TCRU’s recent work in this area, focusing on two studies
examining the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The first, conducted in
2020 focuses on primary school age children and their parents and carers.
This study set out to understand child and parent perspectives on coping
and wellbeing in relation to the pandemic, with quantitative survey data
collected at two timepoints. In the second study, we investigated the
undergraduate student experience during the academic year 2020-1,
when courses were taught online and ‘lockdowns’ were normalised. The
focus here was to understand better the variations over time and
interactions between academic stress, coping and motivation and learning,
and how these might impact different groups. These studies draw attention
to the continuing value and relevance of understanding the effect of
factors that trigger uncertainty, their potential effects, and how wellbeing
and mental health for children and young people can be supported.

Coping and wellbeing in families during the COVID-19
pandemic

The Stress in Children study demonstrated that internalising symptoms
were common in childhood, confirming concerns about rising levels of
anxiety in children and young people. Research also highlights a growing
range of stressors facing children and young people (Hickman et al.,
2021). Added to these, and more recently, a global threat to wellbeing
experienced by all children and young people has been the COVID-19
health crisis. During the pandemic, children and families experienced
unprecedented levels of stress and associated risk (for example,
Gadermann et al., 2021). The pandemic, particularly in the early months,
was a time of enormous uncertainty as schools and workplaces were
forced to close and parents and children had to navigate new ways of
learning and working. For children and young people, the security of
daily routines and regular activity were suddenly lost, along with face-to-
face contacts with classmates and friends. Additionally, there was
increased anxiety around health and the safety of key workers. Even after
children were allowed back to school there was a need to adapt to
changing rules around contact and mask wearing. In such circumstances
wellbeing is closely tied to a capacity to manage in the face of adversity,
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and in times of such an emergency, children’s wellbeing will be
inextricably linked to the wellbeing of their primary carers.

To investigate potential impacts of the pandemic on wellbeing, we
undertook a small-scale study designed to capture perspectives of
children and families. We sought to address four key questions:

. What coping strategies are being used by children aged 7-11 years
to manage worries during the COVID-19 crisis?

. What coping strategies are being used by parents to manage worries
during the COVID-19 crisis?

J What are children’s perspectives on their anxiety and wellbeing
during this time?

. What are parents’ perspectives on children’s wellbeing and coping
during this time?

Data were collected during the first UK-wide lockdown (May 2020) using
online questionnaires completed at home by children aged 7 to 11 years
and their families (child N = 100, parent N = 143). Families were
recruited via schools in London and neighbouring Essex and Hertfordshire.
For the purposes of this chapter, we focus on data collected from children.

Findings reflected those in previous studies, in that girls reported
significantly higher levels of anxiety than boys, and they were significantly
more likely to endorse maladaptive coping strategies, such as
preoccupation with problems and persistence of negative feelings. There
were no significant differences between boys and girls on measures of
subjective wellbeing or use of adaptive coping. Higher levels of anxiety
were associated with increased use of maladaptive coping strategies and
decreased use of adaptive strategies. Interestingly, levels of anxiety in this
sample were lower than those found in the Stress in Children study (16
per cent lower on average).

Individual strategies reported by children were differentially
associated with emotional outcomes and wellbeing. Feeling able to
improve a situation, constructive problem solving, belief in ability to
regulate emotions, and seeing the positives, were all associated with both
significantly lower anxiety and higher life-satisfaction and overall
subjective wellbeing. In contrast, perseverance of negative affect and
feeling helpless were significantly associated with higher anxiety, and
lower life-satisfaction and overall subjective wellbeing.

Other strategies such as rumination and inability to identify sources
of upset were significantly associated with higher anxiety but were not
associated with overall life satisfaction and subjective wellbeing. Getting
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angry in response to worries and avoidant thinking were unrelated to
level of anxiety, life satisfaction or subjective wellbeing.

Children were also asked about sources of worry. While some reported
worries related to the pandemic, such as not seeing friends, concerns about
family members falling ill, and germs and COVID itself, others reported
concerns about friendships, strangers, and parental disharmony.

In terms of wellbeing, children reported being relatively happy with
all elements of their lives as measured by the Good Childhood Index (Rees et
al., 2010), scoring on average 8.2 out of 10. On individual dimensions, less
than 2 per cent scored below the midpoint on satisfaction with their home
and possessions, 4 per cent on happiness with friends, family relationships,
the way they spent their time, and health, and 7 per cent on satisfaction with
choice in life and their future. Just over 8 per cent scored below the midpoint
on satisfaction with their appearance and with their school.

In terms of life satisfaction, children were somewhat ambivalent.
Around half, 46 per cent, agreed their life was going well, 44 per cent felt
their life was just right, 50 per cent felt they had a good life, and 44 per
cent reported having what they wanted in life. Nonetheless, 72 per cent
did not wish to have a different kind of life. Overall, 11.5 per cent of
children scored below the midpoint on life satisfaction, and were deemed
to have low wellbeing, in line with findings from the 2021 Good Childhood
Report and considerably lower than the 18 per cent reported in 2020
(Children’s Society, 2020; 2021).

Overall, these findings suggest that children, in this sample at least,
were managing to cope fairly well with the early impacts of the pandemic,
and they were not reporting any unexpectedly high levels of anxiety or
maladaptive coping, or negative impacts on life satisfaction or subjective
wellbeing. This evidence of resilience, at least in the short term, reflects
findings reported in the 2020 Department for Education State of the
Nation report (Department for Education, 2020). It is possible that
children in the age group are, to some extent, protected from some of the
immediate impacts of the pandemic based on their age and position in
society. Nonetheless, the findings reported here suggest that there
continues to be a significant level of anxiety permeating children’s lives,
as there was pre-pandemic.
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Coping, anxiety, learning and motivation:
the CALM study

Impacts of stress and coping during the pandemic were also investigated in a
population of young adults attending Higher Education (HE) colleges in the
UK (see figure 9.1 for a breakdown of survey participants). As in primary and
secondary schools, the pandemic had a sharp impact on these HE institutions,
forcing the abrupt closure and consequent sudden and immediate switch to
100 per cent online teaching and learning for many courses. As campuses
closed, travel became increasingly difficult and normal day-to-day operations
shut down, students were faced with very real and immediate challenges in
both their personal and academic life as they made decisions about whether
or not to return home — when, for many, home is overseas. In university life,
the impact was felt not only in how teaching was organised and delivered
but also in the student experience as a whole. Students were pushed into
a situation characterised by its uncertainty and loss of expected structure
and direct support from peers, academic and professional staff and services
(Plakhotnik et al., 2021).

As a result, many students were studying from their family home, in
different towns and countries, and often in less-than-ideal situations,
with limited access to technology, sharing bedrooms with siblings and
having to help with household chores. For international cohorts, these
students also suddenly lost the contextual props that support negotiating
study and understanding of cultural difference in a second language,
alongside opportunities to extend their language skills. Students were
required to maintain their own motivation to engage with recorded
lectures and seminars, and to pose questions in a formal way through
‘drop ins’, fora or scheduled appointments.

Teier o owsesaa [ Wemest
student status

T, estnemiyzs [ Graduteparen 62|
Graduate parent(s)

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

Figure 9.1 Characteristics of CALM survey sample (%). Source: Authors.
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We already know that uncertainty has detrimental effect on coping
(Taha et al., 2014), and on outcomes such as anxiety levels and academic
performance (Masten, 2014), and the relationship between academic
motivation and performance is also widely documented (Deci and Ryan,
1985). Furthermore, motivation is an indicator of eudaimonic wellbeing
(Ryan and Deci, 2001) and is vulnerable to a range of factors linked to
anxiety, learning and academic performance (for example, Pekrun et al.,
2017). Students in HE have been identified as a vulnerable group in terms
of mental health and wellbeing (Denovan and Macaskill, 2017) and as
discussed earlier, impacts of adverse events have a cumulative effect.
Likewise, the wellbeing of specific groups is also disproportionately
affected by uncertainty, and so prevailing inequalities for those from lower
socio-economic backgrounds, minority ethnic groups, women and first-in-
family students might be anticipated to be more affected. Therefore, it was
to be expected that research highlighted that the pandemic was challenging
in myriad ways for university students and posed a threat to both a positive
learning experience and student wellbeing.

We sought to address two key questions:

1. How do young adult undergraduate students (aged 18 to 23 years)
perceive their coping, learning strategies, academic motivation and
academic stress across different phases of the academic year?

2.  How did online learning affect certain student groups, specifically
year of study and those first-in-family to attend university?

In line with TCRU tradition, we placed high importance on the participant
voice to help us grasp a more detailed perspective of this experience and
this was reflected in our methodology.

Using a repeated cross-sectional design we collected three waves
of data from our sample of 177 students attending a single, well-
resourced, UK HE institution, via online surveys across the academic
year 2020/21. These surveys used adapted versions of established
measures (see Table 9.1).

Open-ended questions offered participants an opportunity to
share supplementary information related to the student experience of
online study against the backdrop of the pandemic. Additionally, the
online focus groups (between survey waves two and three) allowed us
to explore quantitative findings and understand the student
perspective.
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Variables

Measure

Subscales

Academic stress

Perception of Academic
Stress Scale (Bedewy
and Gabriel, 2015)

e self-perceptions
» workload-related
stress

* performance-related

stress
Coping Profile of Coping e adaptive and
Dimensions in Children maladaptive coping
(Quy et al., 2019)
Academic Motivated Strategies e intrinsic and
motivation and for Learning extrinsic goal
learning strategies | Questionnaire (Pintrich orientation

etal., 1991) ¢ self-efficacy

¢ self-regulation

* organisation

¢ help-seeking
behaviours

Table 9.1 Measures used in the CALM study.

Findings identified several areas important to our understanding of
the undergraduate learning experience: how stress, motivation and
coping are affected in times of high uncertainty, and which groups may
be most vulnerable to negative effects. Firstly, the second wave data
(February 2021) signalled that this point in the academic year presented
a crunch point for the students, with statistically significant higher levels
of reported stress and lower levels of intrinsic motivation. This is an
important finding in an educational context where intrinsic motivation is
a consistent predictor of academic performance and is closely aligned
with levels of effort and engagement based on internally driven interest.
Significantly, intrinsic motivation did not recover for students who were
first-in-family to attend university. It was also found that this group was
statistically more likely to rely on maladaptive coping strategies, such as
perseveration and rumination. Performance stress was significantly
higher for year-one students, highlighting the additional pressure for new
starters. As the pandemic wore on and coping strategies became more
difficult to maintain, engagement often dipped sharply and students
found it much more difficult to keep up with the demands of study and
assessments.

Our qualitative data corroborated the finding that students became
fatigued by the situation and increasingly stressed as the academic year
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continued. They struggled to maintain their motivation once the novelty
of the online environment wore off and the challenges of that environment
set in, as this student’s comment from wave-two survey data illustrates:

The first term of online teaching was interesting, like an adventure.
Now I'm in a slump. The most difficult part is reading, because it
takes so much motivation and sustained focus. This makes me feel
like 'm building up a backlog, because I know I will eventually have
to read for assessments.

There was evidence that stress was exacerbated by the social isolation of
students, and the fact that they were often unable to avail of ‘traditional’
coping strategies to ameliorate stress, such as spending time with friends,
study support with peers, direct contact with faculty and availability of
student support.

I felt like I had no reference like, am I going the right way? Is this
what is expected from me?’ (Student A, Focus Group 1).

‘Because of like everything being online, when say something stressful
happens, it feels like it can like take over your whole life because your
life is like stunted at the moment’ (Student B, Focus Group 2).

Students overwhelmingly voiced their feelings around waning motivation,
struggles to engage online and keep up with workload. They felt keenly
the loss of the academic environment and struggled with the disconnection
from peers, tutors and university life. International students spoke to us
about the effort to overcome language barriers and many students shared
their poor mental health due to anxiety related to work, progress,
finances, health and future prospects.

‘It just feels like university is supposed to be this process where you
kind of grow into yourself and you, like a lot of self growth and
development, and like, experiences and social experiences,
especially, um and it just feels like that’s been put on pause and like
me as a person has been put on pause’ (Student C, Focus Group 2).

‘I think, for me, it was a lot of sort of in the beginning, I felt like I
could do things, but then, if I missed one thing, suddenly, I started
missing others and it and it just became much more difficult to, to
go, to keep up to feel like you are able to handle everything’ (Student
D, Focus Group 2).
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Our findings identify a need to support student wellbeing generally, and
also signify that some groups, such as those that are first-in-family to
attend university, may need more targeted support to manage adverse
events. The importance of adopting positive coping strategies is clear and
there are indications that this may also help to buoy self-efficacy and
personal growth which are key to wellbeing.

Overall, this study provided some key insights into the student
experience during COVID-19, and particularly the varying impact that
the shift to online learning had for different groups of students. The
research also highlighted some of the challenges of working during a
pandemic, as many of the issues of isolation and disconnect reported by
students were mirrored in the research process itself, as we navigated the
obstacles and invention of research at a distance.

Concluding reflections

We have used the studies outlined in this chapter to review some of the
research into the wellbeing of children, young people and families,
conducted in TCRU over the years. We have highlighted the impact of
stress and anxiety on coping strategies and how these can potentially
affect outcomes. Moreover, we draw attention to the changing and
broadening nature of stressors and anxieties that children and young
people face, and note a shift from the domestic and local potential
stressors of 50 years ago to the broader and more complex potential
stressors of today. One important outcome now is to address how we can
ensure children and young people are growing up with the tools to
manage these challenges, and to foster resilience that supports positive
outcomes. We suggest that interventions designed to support both
motivation and adaptive coping will be beneficial in helping children
and young people achieve this. We also highlight that the inclusion of
the voice and participation of children and young people is central to
understanding their experience and perspective, and therefore also
central to understanding what is needed in terms of intervention. Such
participation was a pioneering methodological innovation when it was
first introduced, and we recognise its continuing contribution and value
to current research in the studies discussed here, a theme echoed in
much of the work done within TCRU.

Translating these findings into policy and practice is challenging.
While supporting wellbeing at the individual level can be valuable, as
in current initiatives such as the Better Health — Every Mind Matters
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campaign (2020), there is as yet limited evidence for the efficacy of such
universal interventions (Public Health England, 2019). To fully tackle
threats to wellbeing, we advocate an approach that takes into account
societal and structural factors along with individual ones, as well as
responsibility for addressing social problems (Price, 2017).

Looking ahead, we will continue to explore the experiences of
children and young people in these contexts to ensure that
recommendations reflect need. The pace of current, global instability
shows no sign of slowing, and it may be of particular importance therefore
to pay attention to those from already vulnerable groups who may
otherwise be overwhelmed. This also takes into account the necessity to
keep in mind differences between immediate and long-term impacts and
the significance of cumulative effects. We anticipate that through
understanding these processes, research will necessarily focus on
supporting resilience in the face of the inevitable challenges ahead.

Further reading

To further explore progress in addressing health inequalities in the UK,
we recommend a report commissioned by the Health Foundation, Health
Equity in England: The Marmot Review 10 years on. It is available at
https://health.org.uk/publications/reports/the-marmot-review-10-
years-on. For a UK perspective on international evidence for the impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental health and wellbeing of children
and young people, see the article ‘The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on the mental health and well-being of children and young people’
(Cowie and Myers, Children and Society, 2021), which draws on both
international evidence and reports from UK charities.
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Minority stress in same-sex-parented
families: extending minority-stress
theory to the family level

Mario A. Tombolato, Isabel C. Gomes
and David M. Frost

Introduction

Research on same-sex couples and same-sex-parented families consistently
points to their continued experience of stigma, prejudice and discrimination,
despite recent improvements in the social and policy climates of many
countries. Building on the central focus of the Thomas Coram Research
Unit (TCRU) on the wellbeing of young people and families, this area of
work has become an important part of research at TCRU in recent years.
Specifically, over the past two decades, TCRU scholars have been a leading
force in research at the intersection of sexuality, gender, relationships and
parenting in marginalised and diverse family contexts, including same-sex
couples and same-sex-parented families (see, for example, Warwick,
Aggleton and Chase, 2004; Chase et al., 2006; LeBlanc, Frost and Wight,
2015; Frost, 2020; Frost, Fingerhut and Meyer, 2022; Zadeh, Imrie and
Golombok, 2021). Minority-stress theory is the predominant model in the
social sciences used to guide research into the implications of stigma for the
wellbeing of sexual-minority and gender-minority individuals. Couple-
level minority-stress (CLMS) theory was developed to explain the impact
of stigma on the wellbeing of same-sex couples. However, the theory does
not account for the experiences of stigma within same-sex-parented
families and its implications for the wellbeing of parents and children.
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This chapter extends CLMS theory to the family level. Drawing on
data from a qualitative longitudinal study of Brazilian same-sex couples
and their children, we illustrate CLMS experiences and processes in how
the wellbeing of families is shaped by cultural, social and economic
factors, as well as by the particularities of the historic moment in which
they are inserted. Specifically, this work is linked to the international
collaboration between TCRU and University of Sdo Paulo, Brazil, through
research visits hosted by TCRU. We illustrate the role of increased visibility
of same-sex-parented families in Brazil — a recent social reality permeated
by controversy — which creates unique family-level experiences of
minority stress related to prejudice and discrimination. The new familial
minority-stress theory offered in this chapter is a useful tool to generate
new research questions and guide further research in social-scientific
investigations into the legitimation and acceptance of the plurality of
family forms existing in the context of rapid social and policy change.'

Same-sex couples and their children

Changes in the configuration of family structure and functioning
throughout history have continually expanded the meaning of family as
a social institution (Aries, 1965; Lévi-Strauss, 1969). The emergence of
multiple and varied family arrangements should not be understood,
necessarily, as resulting from a crisis in the family as a social institution,
but rather as reflections of the recurrent changes that drive society and
modify the conceptions of dominant values and the way in which family
life is experienced and understood (Roudinesco, 2003; Golombok, 2022).
From this perspective, the family pluralism that characterises the present
day can be understood as ‘the result of a profound transformation of
gender relations and the emergence of a new balance between individual
autonomy and family belonging’ (Peixoto, 2007: 12). Thus, the definition
of family is not something that is ‘naturally’ predetermined, but rather it
is determined by sociocultural, political and economic aspects of a time,
which impose variations in its dynamics and structure (Badinter, 1981;
Singly, 2007).

We are witnessing the emergence of several family forms that
distance themselves from the ‘traditional’ model — usually defined by the
monogamous marriage between cisgender and heterosexual individuals
with biological children. One such new family form is characterised by
same-sex couples and their children (Costa, Pereira and Leal, 2012;
Gomes, 2018). The beginning of the scientific literature on lesbian and
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gay parenting dates back to the mid-1970s (Golombok, Spencer and
Rutter, 1983; Gato and Fontaine, 2014). Studies conducted in a range of
different contexts have shown that families formed by same-sex couples
and their children share features and functions with any other type of
family arrangement, such as: care, responsibility and challenges in child
rearing; the planning of budget and daily routines; leisure time, among
others (Gato, 2014; Goldberg and Gartrell, 2014; Rosa et al., 2016;
Golombok, 2022).

Golombok (2022) argues that if the child has a father or a mother,
or both, if they recognise themselves as men and/or women, if the spouses
are of the same or opposite sex, if the child was conceived naturally or
through assisted human reproduction, these characteristics are less
relevant to the child than the quality of the family relationship and the
support received from the society in which they live. In a complementary
way, Crouch, McNair and Waters (2016) reveal that family stability,
quality of the (marital) relationship, family income and region of
residence are important factors for the health and wellbeing of children,
regardless of the sexual orientations of parental couples. Research carried
out in several countries shows that children of heterosexual and same-sex
couples do not have significant differences in terms of cognitive
development, gender roles, gender identity, psychological wellbeing or
sexual preferences. In this sense, regarding the parent—child relationship,
same-sex couples showed better relationships with their children when
compared to heterosexual couples (Crowl, Ahn and Baker, 2008; Fedewa,
Black and Ahn, 2015; Golombok, 2022).

Same-sex-parented families and their children in Brazil

In May 2011, the Brazilian Supreme Court declared the recognition of the
civil partnership for same-sex couples, thus legally legitimising them as a
family entity in Brazilian society. Two years after this event, in May 2013,
during the 169th plenary session of the National Council of Justice, the
resolution enabling the celebration of civil marriage, or the conversion of
a stable union into marriage for same-sex couples, was approved
(Conselho Nacional de Justica, 2013). Therefore, this contemporary
interpretation of the current legislation of the Brazilian Constitution
allows same-sex couples the possibility of civil marriage, safeguarding
their human, civil, social and political rights (Tombolato, 2019). Such
facts consolidate a milestone in the achievement of the rights of the
LGBTQIA+? population. In the daily lives of these couples and families, it
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means a legal support that can contribute both to changes in the view of
these families’ configurations, and to curb prejudice, discrimination and
violence (Tombolato et al., 2018). Brazilian legislation, in this regard,
met the need to adapt to changes in society, considering the dynamic and
complex dimension of social and family relationships.

Most studies in Brazil that deal with families formed by same-sex
couples follow a qualitative approach and started around the 2000s
(Tarnovski, 2002; Uziel, 2002; Santos, 2004). Many authors regard these
families as a recent occurrence in the Brazilian scene, and argue that their
members are often faced with manifestations of discrimination and
prejudice in a range of social contexts — schools, churches, and workplaces
(Lira, Morais and Boris, 2016; Tombolato et al., 2018; Tombolato, Maia
and Santos, 2019). These characteristics affect, for instance, the aura of
invisibility that still looms over same-sex-parented families.

The literature review carried out by Silva, Sousa and Fernandes-Eloi
(2017) reveals that empirical research on same-sex couples in the
Brazilian context is still scarce, with few references in the national context
to guide and steer, for example, preventive and/or intervention
programmes. This has also hindered the development of specific public
policies focused on understanding and addressing the social factors that
contribute to the wellbeing of same-sex couples and their children in
Brazil. More research is needed also to build knowledge of same-sex-
parented families within wider education in psychology and related
areas, which in turn will improve the training of professionals in
healthcare, education, law and other fields (Oliveira, 2011; Machin,
2016). Based on the prerogatives of a plural society that respects
differences, the dissemination of scientific research in this area should be
conducive to new ways of thinking that can change prejudicial and
marginalising attitudes toward diverse family forms. Among the many
issues considered to discriminate against the legitimacy of new family
forms, in Brazil there is still prejudice against and social stigmatisation of
non-heterosexual sexual orientations (Grossi, Uziel and Mello, 2007;
Tombolato et al., 2018; Tombolato, 2019; Ribeiro and Granato, 2021). As
same-sex couples and their families gain rights and visibility, they
consequently experience stressors that have yet to be conceptualised.

In June 2019, the Brazilian Supreme Court established that
homophobia and transphobia belong to the article of law that criminalises
racism. The data from this process showed that the LGBTQIA+ population
is vulnerable and exposed to hateful acts without effective protection
from the state. Thus, homophobic and transphobic conduct can be
equated with crimes of racism, considering the fundamental rights and
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guarantees of victims and accused persons, as well as the constitutionally
provided legislative process for the establishment of new criminal
offences. Despite this advance in the Brazilian legal field, in social reality,
ideological and prejudiced practices persist (Tombolato, 2019).

The Global Dialogues for Sexual Health and Well-Being, developed
in collaboration with TCRU (Ford Foundation, 2009), aimed to provide
greater visibility, depth and legitimacy to work in the field of sexuality.
The report already pointed out the difficulties and challenges of working
in this area — despite some advances in the legislation of some nations, the
potency of certain conservative political and religious ideals persists in
different contexts. As the report suggests, for the consolidation of a more
plural society where human rights fully prevail, one of the ways is to build
a solid base of knowledge — research and publications, fostering and
expanding partnerships between research and society, both nationally
and internationally.

Research is needed in the Brazilian context, which identifies the stress
experiences of same-sex families and their children, in order to understand
how social stigma affects the health and wellbeing of diverse family forms,
and how they cope with these social stressors (Frost et al., 2017).

Minority-stress theory: individual and couple levels

Meyer’s (2003) minority-stress framework illustrates the ways in which
sexual-minority individuals experience social stress, stemming from their
disadvantaged and stigmatised status in society relative to heterosexuals.
Specifically, the minority-stress framework identifies how stressors in the
form of prejudice, discrimination, expectation of rejection, concealment
and internalised homophobia represent a unique and additive stress
burden, which places sexual-minority individuals at greater risk for
negative mental-health outcomes, relative to their heterosexual peers,
who do not experience these forms of minority stress. Since its publication,
the minority-stress framework has become one of the most cited
frameworks for the study of sexual-minority health and wellbeing (for
example, Hoy-Ellis, 2021).

Researchers have since noted how the framework could be
expanded, to understand how same-sex couples experience minority
stress and its impact on their mental health and relational wellbeing.
Specifically, the couple-level minority-stress theory (LeBlanc, Frost and
Wight, 2015) notes how same-sex couples experience unique forms of
minority stress that cannot be reduced to their experiences as
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sexual-minority individuals. For example, same-sex couples experience
minority stress related to limitations to their participation in their families
of origin (Frost et al., 2017). A married gay man may be invited to attend
a family Christmas gathering, but only if he comes alone, without his
husband. This man does not experience limitations to participation in this
family event because of his individual sexual-orientation identity, but
rather because of his relationship status as a partner in a same-sex couple.

Research shows that there is a unique burden of couple-level minority
stress on mental health for members of same-sex couples, above and
beyond the impact of the minority stress they experience as individuals
(LeBlanc and Frost, 2020). However, just as sexual-minority individuals
can be resilient in the face of individual-level minority stress, same-sex
couples might engage couple-level resilience resources and coping
strategies to resist the negative impact of couple-level minority stress on
their health and relationships (Stewart, Frost and LeBlanc, 2019).

Developing a family-level minority-stress theory:
theoretical-methodological trajectory

Although the couple-level minority-stress model has informed research
and policy focused on better understanding the social factors that shape
the wellbeing of same-sex couples (for example, LeBlanc and Frost, 2020),
the experiences of minority stress within the context of same-sex-parented
families remain under-theorised and in need of a guiding framework.
When people become part of a same-sex couple, they become vulnerable
to unique minority stressors at the couple level that are not reducible to
their experiences as sexual-minority individuals (Frost et al., 2017). When
same-sex couples become parents, their experiences of minority stress are
not reducible to the individual or couple levels and require attention to
stress experiences within the broader context of the family, including
relational experiences of stress shared between parents and children. In
other words, when same-sex couples have children, forming a family, they
become vulnerable to unique minority stressors at the family level that are
distinct from their experiences as individuals and as same-sex couples.
Namely, family-level minority stressors may be experienced by individual
members, jointly by couples or families as a result of the stigmatised status
of their sexual orientations and/or family relationships.

In our attempts to develop a family-level minority-stress framework
to guide future research on same-sex-parented families in Brazil, we
adapted the previously described couple-level minority-stress framework
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(Frost et al., 2017) through an ongoing longitudinal qualitative study of
same-sex parents and their children in Brazil.

The longitudinal qualitative character of the data in this chapter
comes from two distinct moments of data collection. First, the data
collected in 2016 with four families formed by gay and lesbian couples
and their children, resulted in a doctoral thesis (Tombolato, 2019). The
interviews were conducted personally by the researcher, in the cities that
each of the families inhabited.

As previously mentioned, families formed by same-sex couples and
their children are a recent phenomenon in Brazilian society. The members
of these families often live with experiences of discrimination and
prejudice across varied social contexts. Among these and other factors,
the researchers highlight the complexity of locating and contacting this
segment of the population. Thus, sampling and recruitment for the
present study relied on searches on the internet, contact through other
researchers who work with the subject, and dissemination through the
researchers’ social network. In this sense, contact with families did not
take place within the scope of institutions or organisations through which
they could maintain a direct connection (such as schools or hospitals).

Eleven families that met the criteria for selection and inclusion of
participants in this study were located and contacted. It is important, in
this regard, to recognise some adversities encountered when willing to
investigate a phenomenon that is still infrequent and yet visible in
Brazilian society: locating, contacting, receiving acceptance from the
participants (unanimous agreement of family members), and collecting
data. Therefore, of the 11 potential families that the researcher contacted,
four actually participated in the study. They come from the states of Sdo
Paulo, Minas Gerais and Rio de Janeiro, which belong to the Southeast
Region of Brazil.

In the second wave of data collection, the same four families were
interviewed in 2021, in line with the objective that refers to the study of
family dynamics and changes over time in the lives of same-sex couples
and their children. At this time, the interviews were conducted virtually,
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Data collection was carried out with
the presence and joint participation of family members. An online
meeting was held with each of the four families and the researcher
interviewed couples and their children simultaneously.

For data collection, these techniques were applied: (1) participant
identification form, to obtain general data on participants, such as age,
gender, education level, professional activity and family income; and (2)
semi-structured interview, covering topics such as the family and its
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dynamics (marital, parental and filial), families of origin, experiences
after the first data collection (in 2016) and about the COVID-19 pandemic.

To carry out the analysis of the results, the data were first transcribed
in Brazilian Portuguese. Next, researchers identified reports of
experiences of minority stress within the context of same-sex-parented
families as the primary unit of analysis. These quotations were then
translated into English and subjected to thematic analysis (Braun and
Clarke, 2006). Our approach to analysis involved both deductive and
inductive elements. We started with previous iterations of the minority-
stress model, as described above (Meyer, 2003; Frost et al., 2017), but
allowed for the identification of elements of the minority-stress
experiences of parents and children to emerge from the analysis, that
were not accounted for in previous articulations of the theory. The
analysis identified 11 concepts, which were extended to family level in
participants’ narratives of their lived experiences:

fears of rejection, devaluation and discrimination;
experiences of rejection, devaluation and discrimination;
internalised stigma;

coming out as a same-sex couple/family;

seeking safety and community;

not being perceived as a couple/family;

having children or not;

navigating benefits for same-sex couples;

limitations to participation in family;

managing stereotypes of what same-sex couples/families are like;
11. feeling public scrutiny.

VXN hA W=

—
e

In addition to these forms of minority stress, our analysis also focused on
resilience.

In the remainder of this chapter, we present an abbreviated account
of these findings, along with participants’ narratives, as an illustration of
the utility of a family-level minority-stress framework for understanding
the experiences of same-sex-parented families in Brazil. Specifically, we
focus on concepts 2 and 11 from the list above (experiences of rejection,
devaluation and discrimination; feeling public scrutiny) and also on
resilience. Participants often discussed these themes in ways that
illustrated their intertwined and mutually constitutive nature in lived
experiences, and thus we do not separate these themes.
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Experiences of family-level minority stress within
same-sex-parented families in Brazil

Considering the members of the couples are lesbian women and gay men,
they commented on the difficulties of acceptance by their families of
origin. Participants reported experiences of suffering and difficulties
arising from the fact that their families of origin did not accept them
because they were lesbian/gay and because they were members of a
same-sex-parented family. Currently, after years of living together as
stable couples, most family members accept them. In other words, the
intolerance and discrimination faced within the families of origin, caused
by the non-acceptance of sexual orientation, has been modified over time,
due to the fact that these men who love other men and these women who
love other women have established themselves as socially competent
families: ‘Having a child is seen as an important step in the recognition
and affirmation of the built family, including enabling a (re)approximation
with their families of origin, when the discovery of sexuality would have
caused distances’ (Machin, 2016: 358).

Thus, as an example of the concept of ‘experiences of rejection,
devaluation and discrimination’, it can be observed when Bogart, a father,
reports on the prejudice the family experienced in relation to his partner’s
family of origin: ‘Tt was a lot of rejection, I even heard from Paulo’s brother
that it [a gay relationship] was shameful. Nowadays his brother welcomes
me at home’. Paulo then comments: ‘We had been together for almost five
years that she [Paulo’s mother] started to accept me, little by little my
sisters; some who accepted us were already showing that, and she [Paulo’s
mother] began to understand. I was letting Rodrigo [their son] approach
her’. Bogart had already adopted Rodrigo when he met Paulo. From the
beginning of the couple’s relationship, the three already lived together as
a family. Paulo’s mother took years to accept Bogart and Rodrigo as
Paulo’s new family.

In this way, the couples in the present study recognise that they
have achieved social legitimacy by performing the parental role and
making it visible through their public exposure of the role. However, the
participants also mention that certain people from their respective
families of origin are still reluctant to accept them because they are same-
sex parents, even though they are married and live in a nuclear-family
configuration, maintained by a way of life based on conservative value
standards. The study conducted by Santos and Bruns (2006) showed that
prejudice in families of origin tends to be minimised with the experience
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of living closely with families that differ from the heteronormative
pattern. Results from other studies indicate that ‘among the problems
faced by homosexual couples is the difficulty of family acceptance, as they
do not have normative rituals, as well as marriage’ (Rodrigues and
Carmo, 2013: 19). However, the present study demonstrates data that
contradict this finding, since the interviewed couples, even being under
the respectability of the institution of marriage, continue to face prejudice
from some family members due to their same-sex-parented families.

Accordingly, the experiences of prejudice from society and families
of origin are, in different ways, part of the daily life of these families of
same-sex couples and their children. Participants experienced situations
of prejudice and discrimination in the work environment, as well as with
family and friends, at school and on social media. So, another example of
the concept of ‘experiences of rejection, devaluation and discrimination’,
can be considered when Gabriela, a daughter of a lesbian couple,
comments on the harassment and discrimination she experienced at
school: ‘They [classmates] still made fun of me, “Oh, Gabriela ... you
bitch, the daughter of a dyke”. Ijoined in the fun, because if I got nervous,
itwas worse ... There were days when I couldn’t study, I was shaking from
crying so much. There were times when I even had to go home. But there
were always people supporting me’. That is, Gabriela was the target of
discrimination not because of her individual characteristics, but because
her mothers are lesbians.

These situations were also configured in different ways, from direct
discriminatory actions through acts of psychological and moral violence,
as mentioned by Gabriela in the context of her relationship with
schoolmates, to actions understood as veiled, in which discrimination
and/or prejudice appeared in a subtle way, as, for example, in the
expression of disapproving looks. An example of the concept of ‘feeling
public scrutiny’ can be seen when Gabriela says: ‘Prejudice is everywhere.
Like, if I'm going to a party with my mom. Then people stop, stare, you
know? And start talking to each other. Then I get a little embarrassed, I
don’t leave the venue’. This situation experienced by Gabriela is
understood as stress at the family level. She felt public scrutiny once
people knew she is the daughter of lesbians. Once again, Gabriela was a
victim of prejudice for living in a family of lesbian mothers.

Another two examples of the concept of ‘experiences of rejection,
devaluation and discrimination’ can be seen when Tulipa says: ‘my son
couldn’t play with the neighbours, because he was the son of two women
... When my son went outside to play, everyone collected their children ...
he was physically attacked by the children of the neighbourhood’. Américo,
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Tulipa’s wife, describes that a child held Torquato (her son) while another
child beat him. Thus, according to Tulipa’s view: ‘the child had no evil,
who taught this to the children? The families, the parents’. In interviews
with the social worker for the adoption process, Claudio reports: ‘she
asked: “but how is it going to be? Aren’t you afraid of the child seeing that
you’re homosexual, and the child, suddenly, suffering some retaliation at
school?”, and I said to her, “I don’t know how it’s going to be””.

These data confirm the results of previous research (Tombolato et
al., 2018), in which it was found that the prejudices experienced by the
participants were directed to their ways of living, as out same-sex-
parented families, challenging social conventions and gender stereotypes.
Manifestations of prejudice and intolerance, in different forms and
shades, were identified in the daily lives of the families.

Family narratives also illustrated resilience in the face of minority
stress, operating at the family level in their lived experiences of the
Brazilian context. These forms of resilience can be understood in light of
Corrigan and Matthews’ (2003) three ways to transform public stigma
(that is, an objective characteristic that receives a negative social
valuation): protest, education and contact. Briefly, the protests highlight
the injustice of a specific stigma, pointing out, through the bias of
morality, that people change their conceptions about the phenomenon in
question. Education, in turn, focuses on replacing myths and beliefs with
facts that contradict them. This type of strategy can lead to little change.
Contact has been studied as the best way to change stereotypes and
prejudices. Contact effects are understood in terms of familiarity, that is,
the change in attitudes results from contact that is maintained over time
and is related to a change in behaviour. For example, contact between
gays and heterosexuals has lessened stigmatising attitudes about gays
among heterosexual people. Thus, ‘coming out’ (coming out lesbian/gay
socially) is seen as an essential way to facilitate visibility and contact and
has significant value in the process to reduce the stigma experienced by
gays and lesbians. An example of the concept of ‘resilience’ can be seen
when Tulipa recommends: ‘you have to act against prejudice, not fighting,
you know?’ Thus, according to Américo, it is like this: ‘the person begins
to know you’, and ‘you showing that you are not different, that you are not
amysterious creature’. The couple reports that the fight against prejudice
is a process. They have to constantly demonstrate to society that they are
not abnormal. ‘Although’ they are lesbians, they are legally married, they
have given birth to a child by artificial insemination and have raised him
‘normally’. The family is adapted to social values.
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On the other hand, the families mentioned that there was support
from the school, as an institution, through staff and teachers with a more
welcoming, tolerant and inclusive attitude towards their same-sex-
parented families. In other words, the participants understand the school
institution as a source of support and therefore acting as a resilience
resource. Nevertheless, in a study conducted in the United States in order
to analyse children’s behavioural adaptation and their school experiences,
data were collected from 96 gay fathers and lesbian mothers, their 50
adopted children, and 48 teachers. The results revealed that although
there is support from the school around families, children of lesbians and
gays may experience specific difficulties in the school context, arising
from their family structures (Farr, Oakley and Ollen, 2016). Tannuri
(2017) indicates that in the school environment there are tensions
between acceptance and discrimination in relation to families of same-sex
couples, which can originate from a variety of actors within the
educational environment (staff, teachers and students). This shows how
much prejudice is still in force in the collective environment, including in
institutions that should be at the forefront of social criticism, questioning
gender and sexual-orientation codes and stereotypes, and dictating more
flexible and plural norms.

Another example of the family-level-resilience concept can be
considered when Tulipa comments:

‘since he was a little boy, having to keep explaining that we were
different than people, than society in general, we had a family, we
had a slightly, a little different background, but that there were
other families in the same situation as us. So, having to have this
complicity with him since he was very young, so there’s this
relationship, you know? Of complicity, of talking about everything.’

When considering that her son could face social challenges because he
was a member of a same-sex family, Tulipa had to explain to him that their
way of being a family was different from most families. However, the
participant also told her son that there were other families just like them.
Due to the need to have to talk openly since the child was little, the family
developed a great complicity between the members.
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Concluding reflections

Minority-stress theory argues that sexual-minority people experience
specific stressors due to their stigmatised status, on top of the everyday
stressors that people experience, regardless of their sexual orientation.
Health inequalities can be explained in large part by stressors induced by
heterosexist and homophobic culture, which often results in chronic
experiences of harassment, maltreatment, discrimination and
victimisation. Considering that same-sex relationships and, consequently,
their families, are devalued and called into question by society, they may
face challenges and difficulties individually or jointly (couple and family)
because their ways of living are stigmatised.

Research in Brazil has demonstrated that same-sex-parented
families are faced with difficulty and prejudice in various contexts,
differently from families parented by cisgender and heterosexual
individuals. Focusing on the Brazilian context, this chapter identified the
minority-stress experiences of same-sex families and their children, and
sheds light on how social stigma may shape their lived experiences, social
relationships and wellbeing. This study also provides an illustration of
how same-sex-parented families attempt to exercise resilience in the face
of these social stressors.

In doing so, the chapter offers some initial insight into the family-
level experiences of minority stress, thereby offering an extension of the
minority-stress model to the family level. We suggest the need for a new
familial minority-stress theory, as illustrated by the lived experiences
shared in the chapter, which has the potential to serve as a useful tool to
generate new research questions, and to encourage and guide the
development of research on same-sex-parented families and their
wellbeing. As many countries, like Brazil, are undergoing periods of rapid
social change regarding the legality and acceptance of same-sex-parented
families, research evidence makes clear these families continue to
experience stigma and related social stressors. A family-level
understanding of minority-stress processes and their impact on the
wellbeing of parents and children will therefore be of importance to
researchers, clinicians and policymakers for the foreseeable future.

MINORITY STRESS IN SAME-SEX-PARENTED FAMILIES

191



192

Further reading

For an overview of research with families formed by same-sex couples
and their children in Brazil, demonstrating their characteristics and
challenges, we suggest two articles: ‘O processo de construcdo e a
experiéncia da parentalidade em casais homossexuais’ [‘The structuring
process and the experience of parenthood in same-sex couples’] (Araldi
and Serralta, Psicologia: Teoria e Pesquisa, 2019) https://doi.
org/10.1590/0102.3772e35nspel; and ‘A vivéncia da parentalidade por
casais homossexuais: Revisdo sistematica de teses e dissertagdes’ [‘The
experience of parenthood by homosexual couples: Systematic review of
dissertations and theses’] (Santos and Bossi, Pensando Familias, 2022)
http://pepsic.bvsalud.org/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1679-
494X2022060000011&Ing=pt&nrm=iso.

The book Modern Families: Parents and children in new family forms
(Golombok, Cambridge University Press, 2015) offers in-depth reading on
research with same-sex-parented families; while the book chapter ‘LGBTQ-
parent families in non-Western contexts’ (LGBTQ-parent Families, Costa
and Shenkman, Springer, 2020) gives a specific view on studies with
LGBTQ-parented families in Asia, the Middle East, Africa and South
America. Finally, for an overview of the couple-level minority-stress
framework and initial evidence for its utility in same-sex couples, see
‘Minority stress and stress proliferation among same-sex and other
marginalized couples’ (LeBlanc, Frost and Wight, 2015), and ‘Couple-level
minority stress: An examination of same-sex couples’ unique experiences’
(Frostetal., 2017).

Notes

1 The research described in this chapter was funded by Sao Paulo Research Foundation
(FAPESP), grant #2015/09173-0, #2017/08547-0, #2020/11875-1, and #2021/10713-0.

2 Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning, intersex, and asexual/aromantic/
agender, plus others.
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Life-course transitions and global
migration: conceptual reflections on
the biographical trajectories of young
African migrants in Italy

Michela Franceschelli

Introduction

In general, the pathways of transitioning to adulthood vary considerably
across and within societies and are influenced by socio-economic, cultural
and institutional contexts. Transitions to adulthood are particularly
challenging for young migrants. Research at the Thomas Coram Research
Unit (TCRU) has long focused on young people, wellbeing and inclusion
and this extends increasingly to a focus on young migrants, in particular
how policy and practice in malfunctioning asylum systems are causing
further harm. This chapter considers a particular case-study approach for
better understanding pathways to adulthood for young migrants.

The idea of a normative adulthood — intended as a linear sequence
of passages between key stages, starting with completing education,
finding work and achieving financial independence, leaving the parental
home and eventually forming a family — has been contested within life-
course studies (Brannen and Nilsen, 2002). In the latter part of the
twentieth century and early twenty-first century, traditional markers of
adulthood have been reconceptualised by the tensions which see them —
on one hand - as being increasingly structured and so shaped by the
intersections of gender, class and race, ethnicity and culture (Grabska, De
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Regt and Del Franco, 2018), but — on the other hand - also more
individualised (Arnett, 2007), delayed, disorderly and reversible (for
example, Biggart and Walther, 2006). Research from the Global South
has particularly questioned the ethnocentric character of normative
transitions by emphasising how life course is shaped by the institutional
fabric, culture and history and by the global interdependencies that
define the relationships between countries and economies (Juarez et al.,
2013; Grabska, De Regt and Del Franco, 2018). Based on research in
Mozambique, South Africa, Senegal and Tunisia, Honwana argues that
the idea of ‘waithood’ could play a role in reshaping the conceptual
framework of adulthood and related processes of coming of age. In this
context, waithood is defined as a liminal space — ‘a neither here nor there
state’ — and so a period of suspension which causes an involuntary delay
in reaching a state of adulthood (Honwana, 2012: 3-4).

This chapter reflects on the life-course transitions of young African
migrants in the context of deepening global inequalities, increasing
migration flows to Europe and the crisis of the European migration and
asylum regimes. Drawing on fieldwork conducted on the Italian island of
Lampedusa, the chapter particularly focuses on the experiences of one
young African migrant — Momodou — within the malfunctioning, highly
bureaucratic and policing-led Italian asylum system, with implications for
the unfolding of his life-course transitions. Through Momodou’s journey
within this system, the chapter seeks to make sense of the complex relation
between time, asylum systems and migrants’ life-course transitions. It
therefore explores whether the concept of ‘waithood’ — a prolonged and
uncertain state between childhood and adulthood - can offer an alternative
to normative understandings of linear transitions to adulthood while
providing insights into young Africans’ experiences of spending a long
time navigating exclusionary migration and asylum regimes.

Life-course transitions within European asylum regimes:
‘waithood’ as a new state of adulthood?

The so called ‘refugee and migration crisis’ and the deaths at sea
(McMahon and Sigona, 2020) have evidently put into question ideas
about ‘hospitable’ European countries and instead highlighted the duress
and ineffectiveness of European migration and asylum regimes (Pastore
and Henry, 2016; Stierl, 2020). In this context, young asylum seekers and
refugees find themselves growing up within precarious and unstable legal
and institutional frameworks (Chase, 2020; see also Chapter 8 in this
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volume), which often withdraw support from individuals as they reach
the age of legal adulthood. This threshold also defines boundaries
between deservingness and undeservingness of children versus young
adults (Marchetti, 2020; Wernesjo, 2020). Literature about
unaccompanied migrant minors evidences the range of challenges these
young people face (Rania et al., 2014) when trying to navigate the
complexity between family expectations back home, a search for
independence and the asylum system they find themselves in. The case of
young unaccompanied Afghan migrants suggests that their arrival to the
UK becomes connected to hopes for new possibilities about their present
and future: ‘to study, to enjoy life, to travel, to have fun, to become a
different self’ (Meloni, 2020: 433, see also Chapter 12 in this volume).

But, as we shall see, for older migrants in their twenties, such as
Momodou, these aspirations come together with a strong sense of duty
and responsibility to provide for the family and prove the accomplishment
of a successful migration project particularly marked by financial and
housing independence. These desires for independence and self-
governance also develop in the context of neoliberal policies promoting
ideas of straightforward transitions to socio-economic adulthood and
holding hard-working and self-sufficient individuals as those responsible
for effecting them (Sukarieh and Tannock, 2008). The implications of
these policies and ideas lead to a ‘moral breakdown’ (Meloni, 2020)
triggered by young migrants’ incapacity for handling multiple pressures:
family expectations, a sense of self-responsibility and the institutional
restrictions placed by asylum and migration regimes.

Yet, within the uncertainty set out by this liminality, young migrants
tend to maintain a sense of hope and possibility, to finally make a viable
life (Meloni, 2020). Based on research in different African countries,
Honwana (2012: 3—4) defines this liminal space as a state of ‘waithood’,
a life-course state causing an involuntary delay in reaching the socio-
economic adulthood destinations. ‘Waithood’, according to Honwana
(2012), helps to make sense of the changing nature of the life course in
light of young people’s increasingly precarious working, social and
personal lives.

The concept of waithood has been used widely in studies of youth in
the Global South to define a new state in young people’s life course.
Writing about young people in the Middle East, Dhillon and Yousef (2011)
spoke about ‘a generation in waiting’ facing challenges that are different
from those of previous generations whose transitions to adulthood were
more easily mediated by family, community and welfare. From the 1980s
onwards, Dhillon and Yousef argue that these patterns have started
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weakening, making life-course transitions in the Middle East increasingly
more uncertain. Researching delayed marriage in Egypt, Singerman
(2007: 7) explains how young Egyptians have been forced to put their lives
on hold: ‘In a similar vein, many young people in Egypt and throughout
the region experience a “wait adulthood” or “waithood” as they negotiate
their prolonged adolescence and remain single for long periods of time
while trying to save money to marry’. According to Singerman, waithood
is the ‘liminal world’ (Singerman, 2007: 7) that bridges childhood and
adulthood and that extends youth dependence on family.

In a different context, Batan’s (2012) research with Filipino youth
refers to their interruption of the coming-of-age process as ‘istambay’, a
colloquial term that derives from the English phrase ‘on standby’. Youth
on ‘istambay’ are ‘not transitioning into adults’ mostly because of lacking
access to education and difficulties with finding work (Batan 2012: 103)
with implications for being perceived as ‘lazy’ and leading to low self-
esteem (Batan, 2012: 124). Schwarz’s (2017) analysis of Moroccan
unemployed graduates has a critical take on the concept of waithood.
Schwarz (2017: 375) argues that even though waithood addresses
important issues related to the life course of young people in the area, it
also equally promotes stereotypes of an ‘economically passive and
politically lethargic ‘victim youth’. Jeffrey’s (2010) analysis of unemployed
lower-middle-class young men in the Indian city of Meerut captures
another dimension of how socio-economic circumstances affect the
timing of young people’s transitions. Jeffrey explains how years of
neoliberal economic policies have unsettled these young people’s
experiences of time, by failing to create salaried jobs while also
impoverishing educational opportunities and so pushing them into a state
of ‘timepassing’ (Jeffrey, 2010: 473).

However, these readings of the nature of transitions to adulthood
may run the risk of making an erroneous reduction of the complexity of
the life course by reiterating a sense of normative linearity. Honwana
(2012) suggests that waithood is a prolonged state toward adulthood, but
not a passive one and so it is characterised by the active struggles of young
people to make a living within challenging contextual circumstances.
Indeed, her research participants in the four African countries
accomplished different markers of adulthood: some had children, but
then struggled to provide and look after them; they became independent
but only just about survived on low-paid and precarious work; others
attempted difficult migration to reach financial security. Amid these
considerations, rather than a type of ‘failed transitions’ or a ‘deviant’ case,
Honwana argues that waithood could be read as a long-term condition
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which defines a new form of precarious state toward adulthood in the
context of the Global South but with wider implications for youth in the
Global North (Honwana, 2012: 37).

Relevant to this chapter, Jacobsen, Karlsen and Khosravi (2022)
reflect more specifically on the life-course biographies of irregular
migrants and asylum seekers and how their time is consumed by long-
lasting bureaucratic procedures set out by migration and asylum regimes.
Temporal insecurity is a marker of migration and asylum seeking and
‘waiting’ presents a new analytical perspective able to make sense of the
‘shifting nature of bordering, belonging, state power, exclusion and
inclusion’ (Jacobsen, Karlsen and Khosravi, 2022: 2) typical of current
migration processes and practice.

This chapter particularly explores the effects of the asylum and
migration institutional system on the life-course transitions of young
African migrants in Italy. In so doing, it also seeks to understand whether
a liminal state of waithood can help with the development of new notions
of adulthood which reflect the precarity and instability of these young
people’s and young adults’ circumstances.

The context: the Italian asylum system

The socio-institutional and political context of the receiving countries is
a significant factor influencing young migrants’ opportunities to achieve
socio-economic adulthood but also adult identities in their wider sense.
Applying for asylum is currently the only legal route for migrants
originally from the Global South to avoid immediate repatriation once
they reach Italy. Access to housing, healthcare and basic training is
provided for asylum seekers waiting for their claims to be processed, and
refugees who have been granted international protection in line with
international law, including European Union (EU) Directives (Marchetti
and Franceschelli, 2021). In Italy, asylum seekers have the right to work
from 60 days after they present their claim to the Italian authorities.
However, as this empirical case suggests, the challenges that they face in
finding work are many: lack of credentials, skills, qualifications or
experience are substantial barriers that add to the main structural
obstacles which characterise the poorly performing, exclusionary and
highly racialised Italian labour market. Many migrants and asylum
seekers in Italy are only able to find employment in the informal, more
precarious often exploitative low-paid sectors (Chiaromonte and
Federico, 2021).
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Making migration illegal is widely discussed by scholarship (for
example, Anderson and Ruhs, 2010), as well as the related distinction
between economic migrants and refugees and their distinctive
deservingness to legal status and state support (Marchetti, 2020). In Italy,
since its outset in the 1990s with the Martelli Law, when migration became
more central to the Italian policy agenda, the Italian legislation and asylum
and refugee systems have been driven by a rationale intending to control
and police, which is reflected in the characteristics of the service provision
(Giudici, 2020; Marchetti and Franceschelli, 2021). This need to control
illegal migration has been reinforced by the ‘Bossi-Fini’ law of 2002, which
introduced the legal requirement of a ‘residence contract’ for non-EU
migrants wanting to enter Italy. The contract sets out the requirement for
accommodation and the employers’ commitment to the payment of travel
expenses for the workers to eventually return to their country of origin.
Importantly, the Bossi-Fini law established that the lack of this contract
must be treated as a criminal offence, leading to migrants being outlawed
and repatriated. Inevitably, the Bossi-Fini law closed doors to non-EU
migrant workers and made seeking asylum the only lawful way to reach
Italy (and Europe) without being immediately repatriated.

In 2018, these policy trends toward the criminalisation and
illegalisation of migrants fed into the ‘Immigration and Security Decree’
(or Salvini Decree) issued by then head of the Ministry of the Interior,
Matteo Salvini, the leader of the far-right Lega party. The decree aimed to
drastically reduce the numbers of residency permits issued on
humanitarian grounds by abolishing the ‘humanitarian protection’ — a
special type of protection granted in Italy to asylum seekers who do not
qualify for international protection. From 2008-17 more than 100,000
asylum seekers in Italy were granted residency based on humanitarian
protection (see Marchetti and Franceschelli, 2020) and saw their status
put into question by the Salvini decree, while many new claims were
rejected. Today, the decree has been mostly overtaken by newer
legislation, but the rationale behind it has continued to increase public
support for the criminalisation of economic migrants and their being
perceived as undeserving.

The current service provision for asylum seekers and refugees in
Italy reflects this legal context and is two-tiered. Primary services consist
of hotspots or CAS (Centri di Accoglienza Straordinari / Emergency
Reception Centres) focused on identification, the first stage of processing
of asylum claims, and on the delivery of basic and immediate support or
repatriation. They are short-term and emergency led but — due to the
increasing numbers of claimants — they have become sites of prolonged
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stay for asylum-seekers, in some cases for months or even years after their
arrival. Within these services, the ‘hotspots’ have specifically been
conceived as the EU response to increasing numbers of migrants and their
aim is to enforce migrants’ identification, fingerprinting and initiate the
processes of claiming asylum. Lampedusa’s hotspot is a case in point, with
the delays and malfunctioning of these services. By contrast, ‘secondary
provision’ — delivered in partnership by local authorities and third-sector
agencies —is only aimed at those who have already received some form of
protection (such as humanitarian or subsidiary) and to refugees. This
complex institutional environment (Giudici, 2020), subjected to constant
changes and revisions, creates the preconditions for a prolonged
‘waithood” with implications for the life-course transitions and life
opportunities of young men and women left lingering in the system
waiting for the claims to be processed, often for several years.

Reflections from an empirical case: Momodou’s
waithood, the legal status and life-course transitions

The population of refugees, asylum seekers and irregular migrants
‘waiting’ in refugee camps, asylum reception and detention centres and at
border crossings has proliferated (Jacobsen, Karlsen and Khosravi, 2022).
In Italy, the specific role of the asylum system in pushing young migrants
into long-term states of ‘waithood’ is exemplified by the journey of a
young African man — Momodou — from when he arrived in the hotspot of
Lampedusa to his last placement in a migration centre in Northern Italy.
This case is based on ethnographic research and interviews (see
Franceschelli, 2020) conducted on the island — which was also
disseminated via a film documentary (Franceschelli and Galipo, 2021) —
exploring the everyday concerns of the local community, and so shifting
attention away from migration as a global issue to examine its effects on
alocal level (Franceschelli and Galipo, 2020).

Lampedusa is a small island 200 km from the southern coast of
Sicily and 70 km from Tunisia, with a total resident population of 6,572
and a surface area of only 25 square km. Over the past 20 years, the island
has acquired increasing global visibility because of its strategic location
as the first European port in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea and its
centrality to the movement of people often referred to as the
‘Mediterranean migration crisis’ (Franceschelli, 2020). In autumn 2013
a boat carrying Eritreans, Somalians and Ghanaians capsized and sank
close to the island shore, leading to 366 deaths. That event was followed
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by several others which brought Lampedusa to the centre of debates
about migration to Europe, leading to its opposing representations as a
site of both ‘hospitality and hostility’ (Franceschelli and Galipo, 2020).

As part of the ethnographic work on the island, we spent time with
local activist groups, including the Forum Solidale Lampedusa, who were
welcoming migrants rescued or escorted by the Italian Navy, at their
arrival at the port. We were also volunteering at the Archivio Storico di
Lampedusa (Historical Archive of Lampedusa). The Archivio had become,
at that time, a safe space where many young migrants who were staying in
the ‘hotspot’ (temporary accommodation centre) gravitated during the
afternoons and evenings, where they could check their email, access social
media and take free Italian language lessons delivered by volunteers,
including the project’s research team. We mainly engaged with young
men, some in their late teens but mostly well into their twenties, who were
in greater numbers than women, as women are moved more quickly to the
Italian mainland, especially if accompanying children. Minors are also
targeted by special support services and hosted at specific centres on the
mainland, so they were not among our participants.

I first met Momodou, a young man from West Africa with whom I
have kept in touch regularly up to today, on his arrival in Lampedusa’s
port, and then I got to know him better at the Archivio. Momodou comes
from a rural area of a densely populated country whose history and
landscape have been deeply shaped by colonialism and has become a
main source of the current African migration to Europe. Before migrating,
he completed some very basic education and spoke a little English. From
ayoung age he mostly worked in agriculture, but also in street selling and
finally helping a mechanic. He was 19 when he left home, about 21 years
old when he first arrived in Lampedusa and he has now spent the last six
years in different centres within the Italian asylum system; he has now
turned 27. The first time I greeted Momodou at Lampedusa’s port he was
very quiet and withdrawn, and I wasn’t sure how well he spoke or
understood English. I was told later that the dinghy in which he embarked
from Libya had capsized quite a few kilometres away from Lampedusa’s
shore, and even if luckily no one got hurt, he was still in shock. Momodou
and the other migrants were all rescued by the Italian Navy and taken to
the island. Unlike the narratives of invasion, which depict boats full of
migrants reaching the Italian coastline, small dinghies with migrants tend
to call for help and are picked up by Italian authorities or NGOs.

Shortly after his arrival, I saw Momodou again in Viale Roma, the
island’s high street. He was with some other young men who arrived at
the same time, he smiled and greeted me, so I went to say hello and asked
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them to join us the day after at the Archivio. He liked it there and became
a ‘regular’. Momodou was the one who showed me the passage in the
fence of the hotspot used by migrants to come in and out. Migrants are
formally not allowed to leave the hotspot’s premises, but conversations
with them confirmed that it was not impossible, and risky to force so
many people into an overcrowded building well over its capacity.

Even if most asylum seekers are moved relatively quickly from the
hotspot, which is meant to be only a temporary site for migrants’
registration with the authorities, some, like Momodou, fall through the
net. His departure to the mainland was delayed for unknown reasons and
I was shocked when I saw him again during my second trip to Lampedusa
in the early summer of 2017, meaning that he spent at least eight weeks
there rather than just a few days.

During his time in Lampedusa, Momodou started feeling unwell,
suffering from migraine, insomnia, and difficulties with breathing. Some
NGO workers and local volunteers at the Archivio explained this was not
unusual and often related to the trauma of the journey.

Momodou never spoke in detail about the route from his village in
West Africa to Libya, where he spent several months before departing to
Italy, but he mentioned the hardship and violence he experienced there.
Lampedusa represented the end of that first long traumatic journey,
which lasted well over a year, but also the beginning of a new one within
the Italian asylum regime. At first, he did not mind staying in Lampedusa,
as he felt safe — as he said — but he expressed an increasing sense of
frustration about waiting while not knowing ‘what’s next’, referring to
Lampedusa as a ‘waiting site’ or ‘waiting room’ (sala d’attesa). He was
indeed eager to start the life he has looked forward to.

Instead, his story suggests he found himself in a prolonged limbo,
even after his departure from Lampedusa, moved from one temporary
accommodation to another, from the South to Northern Italy, unable to
find decent work or even learn Italian well enough to get by.

From Lampedusa’s hotspot, Momodou was moved to a hotel adapted
to emergency accommodation for asylum seekers in a poor and
disadvantaged area of Southern Italy. These sites are often located in
hard-to-reach locations with poor or no transport links so the chances of
engaging with local communities or finding any work, formal or informal,
are very small. In the case of Momodou, the accommodation centre was
based on a ski resort in a remote area in Southern Italy which witnessed
adrop in tourist numbers and looked at asylum seekers as a way to fill the
empty facilities in exchange for government subsidies. While there,
Momodou witnessed migrants engaging in riots protesting against the
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poor conditions of the facilities, the isolation and the cold. The response
of the authorities was to make promises about improving the services and
then send some of the migrants elsewhere. Many left the centre on the
night of the protest, Momodou said.

At that point, he was moved to another ‘temporary centre’ in the
same region. This second ‘reception centre’ (Walker and Gunaratnam,
2021) had previously made the news because of presumed connections
with local organised crime; it was more centrally located and easier to
reach, but also more strictly policed, resembling a detention centre with
curfews and limitations on the time that could be spent outside. During
that time, he also fell ill. He could not register with the local GP surgery
because he had never received his national insurance number (codice
fiscale) and spent time in his room waiting to get better. He felt angry and
powerless, he said.

During the three years spent in Southern Italy, Momodou only got
some sporadic, low-paid and casual work in agriculture, mostly picking
fruit and vegetables. Even if formally allowed to work, he always struggled
to find any job. The racialised Italian labour market, which offers few
opportunities to asylum claimants, was surely a major factor but also,
compared to other participants in the study, Momodou lacked strong
social networks with other migrants, the confidence to look for work and
the knowledge of how to find or apply for a job. These barriers created a
strong sense of frustration, made him feel incapable of reaching a viable
future and providing for his family.

It was clear from the start that the main priority of Momodou —
similar to most of the other young men in the study — was to be able to
work and earn a living, and that to do this, he needed ‘the papers’. ‘The
papers’ allow the acquisition of a legal status and residency rights by
granting a type of ‘protection’ — international, humanitarian or subsidiary
(Marchetti and Franceschelli, 2020) —and become a main enabler of life-
course transitions. Yet, through his time in Italy, ‘the papers’ also became
increasingly difficult to obtain due to progressively more restrictive
asylum policies. In 2018, when the Ministry of the Interior under Matteo
Salvini issued the ‘Security Decree’ (Decreto Sicurezza), Momodou’s
position in the Italian asylum system became more vulnerable and the
outcomes of his journey more uncertain.

At the end of 2019, just before the outbreak of the pandemic and
while still waiting to find out about his asylum application, he was sent to
the north of Italy, without any explanation and no news about his
application. He still lives there, in an area dominated by supporters of the
far-right Lega with strong anti-migrant feelings. Leaving his friends back
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in the south of Italy, COVID-19 meant further waiting but also loneliness
and isolation. During this time, he spoke of days spent on his own trying
to learn Italian through a mobile app, cooking West African food to
remind himself of home, missing his family and battling between the
feeling of failure and the desire to prove he can still succeed. While
approaching 30, we can see how Momodou is caught in a state of
‘waithood’ handling contrasting emotions. On one hand, he wonders
where his time has gone, expressing increasing concerns about not being
able to ‘move on’ (‘il tempo passa, io sto fermo’). He ‘feels old’ and
disheartened because his aspired life still feels out of reach, but he still
discloses strong hopes for the accomplishment of adulthood. In this sense,
waithood allows space for the tensions between the possibility for a viable
future and the resignation to the stillness of the present.

Concluding reflections

Even though normative adulthood is considered to be unattainable, the
case of Momodou suggests that it is still — subconsciously — a point of
reference for individual expectations and aspirations. The case links with
evidence emerging from studies about younger unaccompanied migrants
(Meloni, 2020; Chapter 8 in this volume), suggesting that while neoliberal
policy models promote ideas about self-sufficient adulthood they
significantly fail to provide the adequate support and guidance required
to orient life courses in this direction particularly for this group of young
adults. Most importantly, the case sheds light onto how the pressures and
barriers posed by the structural context — and more specifically the
institutional and socio-legal arrangements that shape migration regimes
—challenge the neoliberal argument that waithood can be simply fixed by
individuals’ commitment and endurance.

Momodou’s preoccupations about normative adulthood led to
anxiety about his actual life experiences being ‘out of sync’ (Varriale, 2019)
with normative life expectations and so about the mismatch between
objective markers — determined by grand narratives about individuals’
power over their life-course transitions — and subjective experiences of
adulthood. This mismatch increases preoccupations about the inability to
fulfil societal gendered and classed roles (such as providing for his family
in West Africa — as the eldest son — and forming a family of his own).

Finally, the case suggests that if the idea of waithood is able to
capture the sense of precarity faced by young people like Momodou, it does
not necessarily imply idleness and absence of long-term prospects
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(Schwarz, 2017). Yet, waithood entails putting life aspirations and desires
on hold, but not renouncing them, leaving space for hope but also for
agency and possibilities. In Honwana’s terms, waithood involves continuing
to look for new ways to carry on with life-course transitions with potential
to make sense of young people’s (and young adults’) complex relationship
with time, as shaped by national and global institutional systems. However,
there is also an ultimate risk attached to the state of ‘waithood’, which is
that of entailing ‘tacit normativities’ (Jacobsen, Karlsen and Khosravi,
2022) and so to continue to frame life-course transitions as linearly shaped
by checkpoints within migration bureaucracies.

Momodou is a case of an unwanted waithood and of the tensions
that come with it. His migration journey and experiences of the asylum
system are personal and subjective, but also related to a wider collective
history that sees generations of young Africans on the move, wanting to
live life. As a case study of one research participant, his experiences are
not transferable to others, but they elucidate questions of how individuals
respond to the structural and institutional constraints they find themselves
in and the implications for their life course. These questions also reveal
the complexity of the meanings and the variety of experiences associated
with different adulthoods.

While still waiting for the assessment of his claim in the asylum
seekers’ centre in Northern Italy, Momodou has recently found a job in
construction. This can have a positive impact on his right to residency and
asylum application. However, there are already new challenges to face:
the lack of a national insurance number means he cannot have a contract
and a bank account yet. Momodou remains optimistic: ‘I just want to have
all the time I spent here (Italy) back and move on’.

Further reading

The research discussed in this chapter was disseminated by a film
documentary, Here We Are: Lives on hold in Lampedusa, available at
https://youtu.be/yWwklC6yorc. More details about the research can be
found in three articles: ‘Global migration, local communities and the
absent state: Resentment and resignation on the Italian island of
Lampedusa’ (Franceschelli, 2019); ‘Exploring practices of hospitality and
hostility toward migrants through the making of a film documentary:
Insights from research in Lampedusa’ (Franceschelli and Galipo, 2020);
and ‘The use of film documentary in social science research: Audio-visual
accounts of the “migration crisis” from the Italian island of Lampedusa’
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(Franceschelli and Galipo, 2021). The idea of ‘waithood’ is discussed in
the book The Time of Youth: Work, social change, and politics in Africa
(Honwana, 2012), which also provides a critical account of the failed
neoliberal global socioeconomic policies and their effects on transitions
to adulthoods. The edited book Waiting and the Temporalities of Irregular
Migration (Jacobsen, Karlsen and Khosravi, 2022) offers important
critical insights into the issue of ‘waiting’ specifically within the asylum
system, while addressing legal, bureaucratic, ethical, gendered, and
affective dimensions of time and migration.
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My name is not ‘asylum seeker’:
countering silencing, unhearing and
labelling in the UK asylum system
through co-research

Mette Louise Berg, Eve Dickson, Faith
Nyamakanga and Nelson Gomez

Photos by Rasha Kotaiche

Introduction

‘To be an asylum seeker, it’s like to have a tattoo on the forehead
with all those 12 letters. Many people don’t like us, the most of them
don’t understand why we are here, they don’t know our stories and
have their own conclusions’ (Nelson).

‘Having been in the asylum system for four years, my dreams have
shrunk. My dreams are those of a meal in a nice place, nice clothes
and friends. I wasn’t like that, but with time passing in waiting for
my case to move reality sunk in. Perception towards life changes. As
long as I see another £40 in the coming week, it’s all that matters.
Forget self, forget food of your choice, forget clothes that proper fit.
As long as you see tomorrow with a roof on top of you. I wondered
if I could fail to recognise me just within four years ... what about
those that have waited for more years. Is there even a piece of them
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left? I doubt it. It’s costly, you trade you to live far from wars, abuse
or human trafficking, whatever the case may be. Who am I, who will
I be, what have become of those that have gotten their paper? I don’t
know’ (Faith).

These are difficult times for those seeking sanctuary across the Global
North. We only rarely hear their voices, not because they cannot speak,
but because asylum policy is framed in such narrowly defined terms as to
dehumanise and cast those seeking refuge as a ‘burden’ (Jeffers, 2012;
Darling, 2016; Abby et al., 2021). As Arundhati Roy has remarked ‘there’s
really no such thing as the “voiceless”, there are only the deliberately
silenced, or the preferably unheard’ (Roy, 2004). Deliberately silencing
and unhearing combine with acts of labelling as powerful political and
bureaucratic tools through which ‘a client group’, here asylum seekers,
are defined (Zetter, 1991: 44). The act of labelling inevitably entails
stereotyping, delinking, and control (Zetter, 1991), and, as Nelson’s
words above powerfully remind us, the ‘asylum seeker’ label imposed by
the state is like ‘a tattoo on the forehead’, there for all to see. In this
chapter, we want to tell a different story, one that centralises the
experiences and voices of people in the asylum system. Drawing on
ethnographic co-research, we focus on the challenges those seeking
asylum face, and the insights they provide into the damaging powers and
effects of silencing, unhearing and labelling.

The chapter is cowritten by two TCRU (and so university) based
researchers (Mette Louise Berg and Eve Dickson) and two co-researchers
with personal experience of the asylum system (Faith Nyamakanga and
Nelson Gomez). The material on which our chapter is based also draws
on research by co-researchers ‘Abby’, Misbah Almisbahi, Sanaa El-Khatib,
and Arsalan Ghasemi, all of whom have experienced the violence of the
UK’s asylum system. The Nordforsk-funded research presented here forms
part of a multi-sited ethnography in Denmark, Sweden and the UK,
exploring how solidarities are imagined and practiced in negotiations of
migrant deservingness.

We want first to tell a story about the research process we embarked
on together, starting from the particular juncture at which the
government’s hostile environment policy (Jones et al., 2017), a
fragmented and privatised asylum system (Berg and Dickson, 2022), and
the COVID-19 pandemic collided in Halifax, a town in West Yorkshire, an
asylum dispersal area in England. We will then share what we learnt
about experiences within the asylum dispersal system.
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Co-research in times of COVID-19: fostering conviviality
and solidarities

We begin in the autumn of 2020 when Eve and Mette set out to start
research on dispersal housing in Yorkshire, a historic county in northern
England. At this point in time, Yorkshire, as well as the rest of the UK, was
under COVID-19-related lockdown measures, with instructions for
everyone to stay at home. We were unsure about how to proceed with our
planned in-person fieldwork; Yorkshire, only hours away from London by
train, was firmly inaccessible. Asylum support organisations we reached
out to were barely managing, overwhelmed by the challenges of working
remotely and struggling to meet the needs of people in the asylum system,
many of whom did not have wi-fi at home and had only recently arrived
in the UK. It was clear that the pandemic was intensifying pre-existing
pressures and precariousness in the asylum system, including inadequate
housing and digital exclusion. The pandemic also saw an increase in the
use of so-called ‘temporary’ accommodation, often hotels. Anti-migrant
groups were trespassing in hotels that were housing asylum seekers and
posting hostile videos online fomenting hatred (Taylor, 2020; 2021) —
events that our co-researchers were acutely aware of, and which informed
some of their ethnographic responses which we draw on here.

Our research focus on asylum-dispersal housing took on a different
kind of urgency in this context and we decided to embark on virtual,
‘home-bound fieldwork’ (Horton, 2021), working in partnership with St
Augustine’s Centre, a local organisation in Halifax that supports refugees
and people in the asylum system. With their help, we recruited six
co-researchers with personal experience of the asylum system, among
whom were Faith and Nelson. The co-researcher group included three
men and three women at different stages of the asylum process, from five
different countries across three continents. None of them, apart from
Nelson and his partner Abby, knew each other beforehand; all were keen
to contribute to the research project to make a difference.

At the outset, Faith produced a hauntingly powerful audio message
setting out her reasons for wanting to become a co-researcher, and
centring the importance of voice and lived experience:

‘Iwant to be a researcher because I am inspired by an Akan proverb
which translates: “If you do not tell your story, be sure that someone
else will, and they would not tell it right”. I want to be a researcher
because who is better to tell the story of asylum living conditions
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than the people actually living and experiencing the system? [ want
to be a researcher, I want to help bring out the Black and African
voice, or rather the experience of Africans in the asylum system. I
want to be a researcher because it makes me feel, look, and act like
a Superwoman, a Superwoman that will maybe, at the end of the
research, help solve at least one, at least two, at least three, or
perhaps all of the asylum accommodation problems’ (Faith).

Through weekly online meetings, we started a learning and research
process scheduled to last five months. Each meeting would start with an
icebreaker activity, so we gradually got to know each other. We would
then move to the training part, sequenced in six phases: ethics;
ethnography and autoethnography; visual methods; focused
conversations; data analysis; and dissemination. Between each meeting,
co-researchers would generate ethnographic material, which could be
written text, audio clips, video, still photography, or a mix of these.

Mette and Eve sought to forge collaborative and nonextractive
relationships with the co-researchers and research participants (Back and
Sinha, 2018). We designed the training process iteratively and developed
it through dialogue and listening. Every week we would design training
material and plan sessions in response to the discussions we were having
in the co-research group. We set weekly prompts for the co-researchers
and asked one or more of them to share their responses with the group
every week. Most people in the asylum system are not allowed to work, so
we compensated co-researchers for their time with mobile phones, data
packages and vouchers. We also provided certificates of participation,
organised a webinar on access to higher education and sanctuary
scholarships, and have offered letters of reference to the co-researchers.
Interviewees were compensated with vouchers.

From the beginning, we recognised the importance of group-
building and group dynamics. We wanted to avoid transactional
encounters and establish the research process as a space of conviviality
and support (Phoenix, 2019). Group meetings were followed up with
one-to-one conversations between university researchers and
co-researchers to ensure everyone felt included, and to address individual
questions or issues. Doing research and training online set certain
restrictions, but also enabled participation and inclusion as co-researchers
were able to fit the meetings in with care work and other commitments.

Although none of the co-researchers had ever studied ethnography,
they quickly grasped its potential. From the start, the co-research process
produced rich and nuanced ethnographic material, which prompted
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further reflections and discussion, leading to the generation of more
material. We found that solidarities, a key concept in the research project,
were also enacted in and through the research process as co-researchers
shared their stories and group members supported one another. We were
all moved when Misbah shared a piercing video about the challenges of
surviving on £40 per week (see https://solidarities.net/gallery/), and we
listened with bated breath when Hedi shared his story of receiving first a
letter to tell him he was allowed to work because his qualifications were
deemed to be on the so-called ‘shortage occupations list’, and not long
thereafter another letter to say his asylum application had been successful.
The shortage occupations list, of mainly specialised occupations, is
determined by the UK Home Office (the government department dealing
with asylum applications). People seeking asylum who have been waiting
for more than 12 months on their claim ‘through no fault of their own’,
are allowed to request to seek permission to work if they are qualified to
work within one of the occupations on the list (Law Centre NI, 2022).
Faith reflected on the co-research experience:

‘The most challenging part for me is, you know, sometimes we had to
share our stories and when you’re in such a space you can’t hide your
emotions, you can’t suppress them. When you're telling what you've
been going through and all of that, you can’t suppress your emotions,
you can’t hide, so I think that was challenging, you know, like, I believe
at that time you just break down, I believe at times your voice is
shaking, this is really upsetting, you can’t believe what you’ve actually
been going through. Those kind of awakenings were challenging’.

Aswell as drawing on their own experiences, the co-researcher group also
conducted interviews with third-sector workers and other people seeking
asylum, drawing on their language skills, which included Arabic, Farsi,
Kurdish Sorani and Spanish. Interviewing other people in the asylum
system was at times challenging, as Faith explains:

‘This research involved other asylum or sanctuary seekers, listening
to their stories. Yes, you know, you might be going through it, but
there’s another person actually going through worse than you. It
was a bit challenging hearing what people were going through,
especially people that are educated, people that were doctors, that
had professions, like doctors and lawyers in their own countries,
and then they’re just, all of those years of investment in education is
just put on hold. It was challenging to hear that as well’.
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The co-researchers were keen to share the insights and understanding
they were developing through the research with other people in the
asylum system. When St Augustine’s Centre held an open day in June
2021, they organised a stall about the research project, centred on raising
awareness of rights and making a difference in the real world.

At the time of writing, nearly a year after the co-research process
ended, one co-researcher has moved away from Halifax to study at university
elsewhere; two have found work in the asylum and refugee support sector;
two have moved away from Halifax in search of work. Our WhatsApp group
is still active and the friendships we established are continuing.

In the rest of this chapter, we focus on the everyday experiences of
people in the asylum system in Halifax. The photographs are by Yorkshire-
based Rasha Kotaiche and were taken in the spring of 2022 during a walk-
along with Mette and Faith, based on a list, generated by the co-researcher
group, of places and spaces that are significant for people in the asylum
system in Halifax.

The UK asylum system: hostile, fragmented, privatised
and under-resourced

The Home Office is the government department responsible for and
overseeing the asylum system and making decisions on asylum
applications. Yet the asylum support system, including accommodation
and support provision for people awaiting the outcome of their asylum
application, was fully privatised in 2012. This means that asylum support
is set completely apart from the mainstream welfare system and services
are provided by for-profit companies, operating through complex
subcontracting arrangements. In 2020, the parliamentary Public Accounts
Committee found that the Home Office lacked ‘an effective line of sight
into how [asylum] services are delivered locally’ (Public Accounts
Committee, 2020).

In the UK, as in other European countries, asylum seekers are
subject to dispersal on a no-choice basis, but not all local areas host people
in the asylum system. Dispersal areas are places where ‘there is a greater
supply of suitable accommodation’ (Local Government and the Home
Office, 2019: 4), which in practice means cheap or hard-to-let housing,
often in deprived small towns and rural areas in decline, with few services
and poor public transport (Gill, 2009), reflecting wider social and
geographic inequalities in the UK. Under the privatised system, dispersal
of asylum seekers to places that have ‘strong institutional capacity and
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better housing’ has decreased (Alonso and Andrews, 2021), and concerns
have been raised about the dispersal policy potentially ‘undermining the
support and consent of local communities’ (House of Commons Home
Affairs Committee, 2018). Reports by parliamentary committees and
third-sector organisations have repeatedly pointed out the substandard
service and conditions that people in the asylum system are subject to,
including dirty, unsafe and uninhabitable housing (House of Commons
Home Affairs Committee, 2018), issues that were further exacerbated by
the COVID-19 pandemic (British Red Cross, 2021).

Asylum application processing is under-resourced with a large
backlog of unresolved cases (Hewett and The Refugee Council, 2021),
and there is a growing number of people who have been waiting for
longer than six months on a decision on their asylum application
(Migration Advisory Committee, 2021: 31). This means that in many
cases, people will spend months or even years living in substandard
dispersal accommodation (Hewett and The Refugee Council, 2021).

During the period of waiting, while their asylum claim is being
processed, most people seeking asylum are not allowed to work, or to
open a bank account. There are very limited circumstances in which a
person seeking asylum may be allowed to work. It is possible for people
seeking asylum to apply for the right to work, but only if they have been
waiting more than 12 months for an initial decision or a response to
further submissions. However, even if granted permission, people seeking
asylum will only be able to take up employment if a job is on the UK’s
shortage occupations list. There is limited state provision in the form of
cash and accommodation for those who are deemed ‘destitute’ or at risk
of destitution. The maintenance support of £40.85 per week is, as
co-researcher Hedi put it, just enough that we don’t die’. It is paid via a
prepaid debit card called ASPEN, which enables Home Office monitoring
of expenditure and movements (Privacy International, 2021), and makes
asylum seekers immediately identifiable in shops. This mode of
governance is part of a broader regime of surveillance and border
securitisation targeted at ethnic-minority groups in Britain, particularly
those seeking asylum, who in recent years have been especially demonised
by both media and state (Webber, 2022). Alongside the increasing
criminalisation of ‘undesirable’ migrants, more generally, the British
government’s preoccupation with securing the borders against small-boat
Channel crossings has resulted in increasingly punitive tactics of control,
such as plans for physical pushbacks and the recent initiative for ‘offshore’
processing of asylum claims in Rwanda.
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The Home Office has a duty under human rights law to adequately
support people in the asylum system (Mayblin and James, 2019), yet the
experiences and testimonies of our research participants tell a different
story, one of a fragile and fragmented system with inadequate support
structures and charities stepping in to ‘fill the gaps’ (Mayblin and James,
2019). Nelson writes about his and Abby’s experience, they mention
Migrant Help which is a charity contracted by the Home Office to offer a
telephone helpline to people in the asylum system.

We came to the UK at the beginning of 2020, stayed in a hostel in
London for a few days, and then, we were moved to another town, far
away from there. We shared a month with many other people seeking
asylum, some of them spoke our language, but most spoke others
very strange for us. Our diet was the same every day for a month:
cereal, milk, boiled eggs, and toast for breakfast; canned minestrone
soup, chips, and salad for lunch; a special dish for dinner, maybe fried
chicken, lasagne, real meatballs (I mean not canned). We made a few
friends there. None of us had money to get more things, like to get
different food or medicine. We were not allowed to work.

We got our accommodation just three days before the lockdown, so
we didn’t have enough time to get to know our town or make friends.
It was a very disgusting time. I remember when we arrived at the
flat. There were two chairs, a table, a sofa, a stove, and a fridge. Our
bedroom with an old double bed. We just had our luggage and
phones; no money, no food. The woman from MEARS (the company
who provides accommodation) gave us our ASPEN [card]. It was
Wednesday afternoon. And we went to look for a supermarket and
get some food. We were so happy because finally we could eat the
food we wanted. We tried to pay. “Your card was declined”, said the
Lidl [supermarket] cashier. Very embarrassed, we left the
supermarket and went back to our ‘new’ flat.

We heard about St. Augustine’s Centre. The next day we were there
to get some help from them, even not knowing what kind of help
they offer. They helped us to enrol in the NHS system and to call
Migrant Help about our card and lack of money. The answer from
Migrant Help was: “You have to wait till next Monday. Look for a
food bank”.

We now turn to the local context in Halifax and the experiences of living
in dispersal housing and finding support.
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Living in Halifax and finding support

Halifax is a former mill town in Yorkshire, located within Calderdale
Metropolitan Borough Council, and has been a dispersal area since the
early 2000s. Most asylum seekers in Halifax live in Park Ward, an
ethnically diverse and densely populated central area, ranked among the
ten-per-cent most deprived neighbourhoods in the country (Ministry of
Housing, 2019).

Asylum housing conditions were poor (see Figure 12.1), something
that came up repeatedly in our interviews with people seeking asylum
and those supporting them in third-sector organisations, and which
echoes what has been found in other research (Asylum Matters, 2020;
Mort and Morris, 2020: 44). Houses are often inadequately furnished and
equipped, and housing providers are not contractually required to supply
even basic items or amenities such as wi-fi, vacuum cleaners, or TVs
(Home Office, 2019: 17-18, 22). Among the co-researcher group, Hedi
had no TV in his house during the pandemic; he was stuck at home for
long periods of time and would have liked a TV to help him learn English.
Abby and Nelson were provided with crockery and cutlery for just one
person in their flat for couples. Sanaa had large holes in the floor of her
kitchen in the house where she lived with young children.

Figure 12.1 Alleyway in Park Ward. © Rasha Kotaiche.
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Research participants talked to us about difficulties they experienced
in maintaining their accommodation themselves without cleaning
equipment such as a vacuum cleaner. Participants also talked about the
challenges of sharing a house with others who might have different
standards of cleanliness. One participant described sharing a house with
someone who would lock themselves in the only bathroom for hours and
play loud music.

To report issues, people in dispersal accommodation are required to
call a national phoneline, contracted to and operated by the charity
Migrant Help. Participants described repeatedly attempting to get
accommodation issues resolved, including leaks and boiler breakdowns,
through calling Migrant Help and contacting their housing officer, but
said they were ‘ignored’ and forced to resort to approaching third-sector
organisations for advocacy support.

Our co-research group felt strongly that private housing providers
were more likely to respond to third-sector organisations than those
seeking asylum themselves. This tended to be understood by
co-researchers as being a consequence of their position as ‘asylum
seekers’. They felt they were not deemed to be ‘deserving’ of the same
respect or rights as other residents in the UK, often being treated like they
did not ‘matter’. This is the logical outcome of government and media
rhetoric that for decades has sought to dehumanise and demonise those
seeking asylum and legitimate differential treatment (Sales, 2002;
Darling, 2021). As Faith put it:

‘Asylum seekers are human, they are not a statistic ... you ring
Migrant Help, they want a number, a reference number ... No, 'm
Faith, I am a face before I am a number, I am not a statistic’.

Many participants talked about the significance of support organisations
and groups such as St Augustine’s Centre, Sisters United, and Light Up Black
and African Heritage Calderdale, where they felt they had been able to find
a sense of community, make friendships and give and receive support:

‘So, in St Augustine’s Centre  met with many people. There we can see
each other and ... we can find friends. In St Augustine’s Centre, it’s a
good place for asylum seeker really. Really useful for classes, English
class. Like DIY [do it yourself] group — they have a DIY group, you can
help, you can start to work, like volunteer, so that’s good when we are
asylum seeker, we are not allowed to work, so that’s a good place to
spend time, you know, not stay at home sleeping’ (Arman).
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Passing time, waiting in limbo

As we found, rather than providing opportunities to rebuild lives, the
uncertainty of the asylum system means that asylum seekers live their
lives in suspension. This resonates with other research, which has shown
waiting as an integral part of asylum policy (Rotter, 2015; Jacobsen,
Karlsen and Khosravi, 2020).

‘When I saw this picture [Figure 12.2], I instantly thought of all the
time we had to wait to get our status. Since you arrive to the airport,
starts the “waiting time”, which can be years. In our case it was
about three years, but I've known about cases of people who had to
wait for 7 or 10 years’ (Nelson).

This is the context within which those caught in the limbo created by the
UK’s asylum system nevertheless endeavour to build their lives and find a
sense of belonging. As Faith puts it: ‘It takes a fit mind, soul and body to
walk this asylum journey’.

Figure 12.2 Clocks in shop window. © Rasha Kotaiche.

MY NAME IS NOT "ASYLUM SEEKER’

219



220

Foodbanks and volunteering

‘At this Methodist church [see Figure 12.3], there is a Food Bank, which
was a very symbolic place for us. When we arrived to Halifax for the first
time, we didn’t have more than £1 and didn’t have any food. The ASPEN
card had nothing on it till next Monday, and it was Wednesday. We got
to the food bank, and they shared some canned food with us, which
gave us some relief for a while. It’s really hard to remember that time.

It’s very difficult and sad to feel yourself alone, with no friends,
money, food, in a place which is not yours, without your culture and
language, in a situation like this’ (Nelson).

‘We used to attend the community fridge daily at the mosque [see
Figure 12.4]. They offer food every day to everyone who needs it. It's
a big help for people seeking asylum, who don’t have enough money
for food or other needs, as they are not allowed to work’ (Nelson).

As well as receiving food and support, many research participants also
described volunteering at local foodbanks and organisations as something
that gave them a sense of purpose and helped to distract them from the
uncertainty of their cases and the ‘empty time’ that resulted from not
.being allowed to work — a strategy to defend against the limbo of asylum
policy (see also Rotter, 2015).

Figure 12.3 St James’s Church, Halifax. © Rasha Kotaiche.
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Figure 12.4 Halifax community fridge by the Jamia Madni Mosque. ©
Rasha Kotaiche.

‘It really helps people to do volunteering and be involved [in] some
activity. It helps people with mental problems. Here at home, I'm
doing nothing, because I'm not allowed to work. I am asylum seeker
—I'm getting crazy’ (Ravrov).

Building a new life

The impossibilities of building a life in a new place while being kept in
enforced destitution and barred from working, having little control over one’s
life, and being suspended in time while waiting for a decision on their asylum
application, were felt acutely by those involved in our research. Research
participants described the cumulative negative impact on their mental health
and sense of self-value, as well as the constraints imposed on making and
maintaining relationships and meaningful lives. Poor accommodation
conditions meant many interviewees were unable to invite friends round.
This was exacerbated by having to subsist on very low financial support:

‘Thaven’t been in the cinema for four years because it’s very expensive.
And I never afford myself to bring my friend, or make friends because
I'm afraid, because you are not allowed to work and you have not
enough money to pay for a cup of coffee or a bottle of beer or
something — it’s just like discrimination towards asylum seekers who
are waiting more than three years, four years, or I don’t know how
many ... if you are asylum seeker, you are not a person, you are
nothing, because you have no [national] insurance number’ (Ravrov).
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Figure 12.5 King Cross Road, Park Ward, Halifax. © Rasha Kotaiche.
‘This picture is my everyday life [Figure 12.5]. I walk through this
road almost every day to everywhere. The air is different, it’s filled
with different aroma, used cooking oil from a local fish and chip
shop, the chicken spice from a chicken and chip shop. Then there is
Mother Hubbard, I would say is the best. With some dessert shops
as well. This street is my go-to street when I want to treat myself to
something special. Some within my ASPEN budget. Even that comes
at a cost. I would have to sacrifice some basic food just for a chicken
chip or a bigger sacrifice to get Mother Hubbard’ (Faith).

Concluding reflections

The UK asylum system is fragmented and fragile (Asylum Matters, 2020).
Support for those inside the system is outsourced to private companies,
with the third sector ‘filling the gaps’ where the UK government fails to
fulfill its obligations according to international law (Mayblin and James,
2019). Waiting times for asylum decisions are long, leaving many to
spend months and even years in dispersal accommodation in enforced
destitution, barred from work and with very limited opportunities to
rebuild their lives (Hewett and The Refugee Council, 2021). It is a system
deliberately designed to be hostile and to produce ‘intense social
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exclusion’ (Sales, 2002). The power of labelling, silencing, and unhearing
have the effect of stripping victims of their dignity, and ‘rather than
offering them refuge through care and understanding, it causes them
further distress’ (Bralo, 2022: 72). In this chapter we have counterposed
the hostility of the asylum system by foregrounding words by people with
personal experience, claiming their right to dignity, belonging and
humanity. In Faith’s words:

‘Imay be arefugee, I may be an asylum [seeker], I may be a migrant,
but I need you, we need you, and I believe, we all need each other.
... Take a moment and think about it. Yes, I am an asylum seeker. We
are asylum seekers. We are refugees. We are migrants. But, we are
also human, just like you’.

As Faith and Sanaa, wrote together (https://solidarities.net/
my-name-is-not-asylum-seeker-on-labels-dignity-and-respect/):

My name is not ‘asylum seeker’. Yes, being an ‘asylum seeker’ is a
part of me, but I'm more than that. I am a mother, a daughter, a
sister, and a friend. Society labels asylum seekers as if we are
different, as if we don’t belong. Yes, we are different. We are stronger
than everyone else. The sacrifices we make on a daily basis are
unimaginable. But have you ever wondered why people are seeking
asylum, why are people leaving their country? Everyone has their
own dark, upsetting reason to flee their country. But, it’s starting to
seem as if asylum seekers are less than humans.

We are people. We have rights. So, respect and feel for us. Welcome
us and call us by our names, because my name is not ‘asylum seeker’.

Further reading

The research presented here is part of the international research project
Migrants and Solidarities: Negotiating deservingness in welfare
micropublics (https://solidarities.net/); more information can be found
on our website, which includes several blog posts written by the
co-researchers. Our approach to collaborative ethnography has been
deeply informed by the book Decolonizing Ethnography: Undocumented
immigrants and new directions in social science (Alonso Bejarano et al.,
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2019); we have found it an inspiring resource for thinking through the
process of co-research from a social justice perspective. Jonathan Darling’s
book Systems of Suffering: Dispersal and the denial of asylum (Darling,
Pluto Press, 2022) provides a lucid and critical account of the political
geography of asylum dispersal in the UK, while Lucy Mayblin’s
Impoverishment and Asylum: Social policy as slow violence (Mayblin,
Routledge, 2019) documents the British government’s purposeful
impoverishment of people seeking asylum in the UK. Patricia Hynes’s
book The Dispersal and Social Exclusion of Asylum Seekers: Between
liminality and belonging (Hynes, Policy Press, 2011) offers an overview of
the asylum dispersal system in the UK and how it has been experienced
by those seeking asylum over the years.
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Change and continuity in men’s
fathering and employment practices:
a slow gender revolution?

Julia Brannen, Charlotte Faircloth,
Catherine Jones, Margaret O'Brien
and Katherine Twamley

Introduction

The extensive movement of women into employment in the 1970s has
been characterised as the ‘first gender revolution’, to be followed by a
‘second gender revolution’ as men become more active in the private
sphere of family life (for example, Goldscheider, 2000). This optimistic
vision, influenced by twentieth-century gender-equality legislation
contributed to a caregiving-father cultural model (Collier and Sheldon,
2008). But despite significant socio-legal and cultural shifts, change in
the domestic space has been slower than anticipated, with women still
undertaking more care and housework than men.

Enquiry into these complexities in gender relations has been a
dimension of the research at the Thomas Coram Research Unit (TCRU)
over the last 50 years. Uniquely (at the time), the place of men and fathers
as well as women and mothers, both as parents and workers, has been
incorporated into the research framing. This chapter draws on the
extensive range of studies conducted by TCRU researchers from the 1970s
onwards, demonstrating how our research has been formative to the field
of fatherhood, both in the UK and beyond. Over this time, TCRU has
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attracted researchers from different conceptual backgrounds and
disciplines, adopting diverse methodologies to study the interface of
parenthood and employment. The scholarship has also underpinned
TCRU’s position as an evidence-based research unit for better international
parental-leave policies, examined in more detail in Chapter 7.

We begin with the story of the ‘discovery’ of fatherhood during the
1970s and 1980s. We then highlight a body of work on the UK’s labour-
market trends in mothers’ and fathers’ employment since the 1990s.
Third, we draw on qualitative research that traces continuities in fathering
across family generations. Next, we look at fathering practices among
men who are primary caregivers. Finally, we discuss studies of change in
couples’ parenting cultures and relationality at the transition to
parenthood. In the concluding section, we examine the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on fatherhood.

The emergence of fatherhood research in the
social sciences

The late 1970s saw the beginning of British research on fathers, in part
pioneered in the UK by Lorna McKee and Margaret O’Brien, who would
go on to become Director of TCRU in 2013, with the publication of The
Father Figure (McKee and O’Brien, 1982). This work arose in the context
of feminists’ fight for equal rights with men in the workplace and for their
emancipation from oppressive family and sex-based responsibilities (for
example, Rowbotham, 1973). The study of women’s lives in the domestic
sphere, by the renowned sociologist Ann Oakley, at one time TCRU’s
Deputy Director (1985-90), was also gaining legitimacy, pioneered in her
paradigm-breaking books The Sociology of Housework (1974) and
Becoming a Mother (1979). This feminist work upended ‘family sociology’
as being essentially about ‘wives’ and seen through the lens of mothers
(Safilios-Rothschild, 1969). Developmental psychology was also criticised
for its neglect of fathers’ contributions and tendency towards a mother-
blaming culture (Lamb, 1975; Phoenix and Woollett, 1991).

In the first wave of British fatherhood research, men’s experiences were
put centre stage (McKee and O’Brien, 1982). The exploration of men’s
experiences of pregnancy, the labour ward, childbirth and the transition to
parenthood, for example, was an important first step. In the 1960s childbirth
had become increasingly hospital-based, with little expectation that
prospective fathers had any role during labour and delivery. Professional staff
displayed little recognition of men’s emotional and embodied relationships
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with their partners and infants or awareness that men, like women, could be
emotionally affected by birth, infertility, or miscarriage. Our work therefore
had important implications for scholarship and policy and practice.

Many first-wave studies generated portrayals of nurturant and
emotionally close father—child relationships in a range of diverse family/
life settings, including early parenthood, primary-caring fathers, post-
separation lone fathers, stepfamily life, grandparenthood and practitioner
settings such as counselling, social work and hospital (for example: Moss,
1980; Backett, 1982; Beail and McGuire, 1982; McKee, 1982; Richman,
1982; Lewis, 1986; Lewis and O’Brien, 1987). They disrupted the
stereotype of the distant and disengaged father that was current at the
time and was important in breaking down the male breadwinner—female
homemaker nuclear-family norm so often assumed in social policy and
wider public discourses. We recognise, however, that not all diversity was
addressed, particularly around race, ethnicity and sexuality. More recent
TCRU research has examined the experiences of minority ethnic, same-
sex and trans-parenting (for example, Hamilton, 2022; Bower-Brown and
Zadeh, 2021, and see Chapter 10 in this volume). However, this first wave
of 1980s fatherhood research helped pave the way for the future body of
UK work on fatherhood and masculinity, again much of it led by TCRU
researchers (for example, Brannen and Nilsen, 2006; Dermott, 2008;
Miller, 2011). It also linked to European and North American scholarship
(for example, Lamb, 1975; Bjornberg, 1992; Hobson, 2002; Doucet,
2006; Lamb, 2010; Cabrera and Tamis-LeMonda, 2013).

Mothers’ and fathers’ employment: the first gender
revolution

Expectations of fathers’ ‘main breadwinner’ responsibility were embedded
in Britain’s postwar welfare regime and a cultural signifier of what it
means to be a father (Creighton, 1999). The 1980s’ focus on mothers’
accelerated employment highlighted how fathers were also constrained
by employment. Analysis of macro-level data of fathers’ time in paid work
demonstrated the extent and intensity of men’s engagement in
employment, and its relationship with mothers’ paid employment.
Following an influential national survey of women and employment
(Martin and Roberts, 1984), TCRU researchers tracked the national
trends of fathers and mothers in paid work (Moss, 1980; Brannen et al.,
1997), later extended by Margaret O’Brien with the National Centre for
Social Research (an independent social-research organisation) and the
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University of East Anglia (Aldrich et al., 2016; Connolly et al., 2016),
building on the Equal Opportunities Commission-funded Working
Fathers project (O’Brien and Shemilt, 2003; O’Brien, 2005).

By 2001, dual-earner couple households had increased in the UK,
with fathers continuing to work long hours and mothers expanding their
employment time (O’Brien and Shemilt, 2003). Over the 2000s, the
working hours of mothers in part-time employment gradually increased,
as did their participation in full-time employment. By the end of the
decade the full-time dual-earner family model grew in significance for
British coupled parents (Connolly et al., 2016).

Although the proportion of male full-time sole-breadwinner
households has remained stable over the 2000s at about 22 per cent
(Connolly et al., 2016), it has clearly declined as a viable family practice
for most British families. More recent data from the UK Office for National
Statistics (2021) suggest an even greater shift, arguably deepening the
scale of the first gender revolution (Goldscheider, 2000): during April to
June 2021, 50.4 per cent of working families had both parents employed
full-time (more than 30 paid hours per week). At the same time, paid
work has become more precarious, with a rise in insecure employment
such as zero-hour contracts (Warren, 2021).

Generational changes and continuities in fatherhood:
a second gender revolution?

As mothers’ paid-work time has increased, time-use studies have found a
global increase in the absolute amount of time fathers devote to the care
of young children (but not in housework), particularly for highly educated
men (Sullivan, 2019). Yet fathers’ relative time contribution remains
lower than that for equivalent mothers pointing to the ‘intensification’ of
parenting, discussed below.

In a quest to understand these changes, between the late 1990s and
2010 Julia Brannen, Peter Moss, Ann Mooney and other colleagues at
TCRU conducted studies that focused on fathers and mothers belonging
to several historical and family generations (Brannen, Moss and Mooney,
2004) and subsequently on fathers in multigeneration families with a
migration background (Brannen, 2015). The approaches adopted
included a biographical perspective, life-story narrative and historical
contextualisation (Mills, 1980; Wengraf, 2001; Elder, Johnson and
Crosnoe, 2006).
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These studies sought explanations, both internal and external, for
patterns and processes of change and continuity between generations of
fathers, taking a multigeneration family as the unit of analysis
(Hammersley, Gomm and Foster, 2000). The studies sought to understand
how fatherhood was scheduled in the life course in the context of other
life-course transitions, including how fatherhood fitted into men’s lives as
providers; how different generations narrated fatherhood as a status and
fathering as a practice; and the ways in which fatherhood and fathering
were transmitted, or not, across generations.

In this four-generation study, the great-grandfathers first became
fathers in the interwar years (Brannen, Moss and Mooney, 2004). The
middle grandfather generation was born in the post Second World War
period, married and had children at a relatively young age in the 1960s.
For this generation the once normative markers of work, marriage and
fatherhood fell thick and fast within a very few years. The youngest
generation of fathers grew up in the period of neoliberalism and, unlike
older generations, lived with their partners before marriage, becoming
parents during the 1990s downturn in the UK economy. For some of this
generation their transitions were staggered over time, reflecting the older
age at which they became fathers and an extended phase in school and
education — a time in which, as ‘young adults’, they were able to
experiment and try out different patterns of living.

The study typified men’s narratives of fathering accordingly. The
first group were the employment-focused fathers whose identities were
primarily shaped by the work ethic; this group was found across all three
generations. A second group, termed ‘family men’, were main
breadwinners but placed high value on ‘being there’ for their families and
children. They worked a ‘9 to 5’ day and, as nonmanual or skilled workers,
did not need to work overtime to bring in a ‘decent wage’. This group was
concentrated in the middle generation. The third group consisted of a
small number of ‘hands-on’ fathers and were only found in the youngest
generation. None had been main breadwinners other than for very short
periods and all were heavily involved in caring for their young children,
several having done so on a full-time basis for significant periods.
Significantly, none of the hands-on fathers had qualifications; those who
had been in employment were unskilled, a finding that is perhaps
counterintuitive to the stereotype of the ‘progressive middle-class father’.

To some extent men’s narratives of fathering reflect changing
historical and cultural conditions. However, generalisations about change
can be misleading. By adopting a family-generation perspective, the
studies were able to trace what made a difference in a particular family
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and social context. In the four-generation study and the migration study
interesting examples were identified of a new model of fathering, one
that emerged in the context of the weakened labour-market conditions for
unskilled men in the 1990s and a period that diminished the traditional
resources available to men of their social class, namely the opportunity to
be main breadwinners. These structural changes provided some men with
opportunities to do fathering differently, especially when account was
also taken of the rise in mothers’ education and employment opportunities.
The stories told by different family generations thereby reflect the ways
in which men and women, as parents and couples, engage with new
gender beliefs and practices with regard to the care of children. Further,
these multigenerational studies show the ways in which changing
structural conditions intersect with what men seek to transmit to their
sons and the ways in which new generations of fathers can identify, or
not, with their own fathers.

Inevitably, multigeneration family research alerts researchers to
slippages in both lay and conceptual language: in this case the significance
of institutional aspects of ‘fatherhood’ for older generations and the
relational and doing aspects of ‘fathering’ for younger generations. On the
other hand, the studies found that fathers of all generations do ‘care’ both
for and about their children, albeit in varied ways and to different extents
(Brannen and Nilsen, 2006). Therefore, understanding the ‘gender
revolution’ means taking into account how parents engage with the new
cultural and ideological resources concerning parenting and the
opportunities and constraints relating to the changing economy and the
increasingly pressurised and precarious labour-market conditions.

New ways of fathering? Primary caregiving fathers

As the work of Brannen, Moss and Mooney (2004) highlights, change in
practices and cultures of fatherhood is apparent across the generations.
Even small changes are important; as argued by Dermott and Miller (2015:
184): ‘what may appear as minor shifts across these domains when viewed
individually, may be cumulatively significant, acquiring greater meaning
through their multiplicity’. This is evident in a small proportion of families
with fathers who are primary caregivers, sometimes termed ‘stay-at-home
fathers’ (Boyer et al., 2017). In 2021, families where a mother worked full-
time and her partner part-time represented just 3 per cent of coupled
families in the UK, in contrast to 44 per cent of families where a father
worked full-time and his partner part-time (Office for National Statistics,
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2021). Yet, this minority family type represents two interesting shifts: on
the one hand, a rise in the practice of a new ‘intimate’ form of fatherhood,
with a lessened emphasis on breadwinning and a greater stress on the
emotional bond between father and child (Dermott, 2008). On the other
hand, these families signify the shift in women’s employment practices,
namely more women in full-time employment.

The little research on fathers in the primary-caregiver role has rarely
explored these fathers within the wider family context. Drawing upon
family systems theory (Bowen, 1985), TCRU researcher Catherine Jones’s
comparative study of primary caregivers set out to provide a new
understanding of the conditions under which families decide to arrange
their work and childcare in ways that differ from the norm, and what might
be the consequences of doing so for parents and children. The study
interviewed and observed 127 mother—father families (of which, 41 families
had a primary-caregiver father) with young children aged 3-6 years old
across the UK (Jones, Foley and Golombok, 2021; Jones et al., 2021).

The study offers three key reflections on involved fatherhood.
Firstly, primary-caregiver fathers did not differ from primary-caregiver
mothers regarding parenting quality and the quality of parent—child
relationship (Jones, Foley and Golombok, 2021), countering long-held
assumptions about the capabilities of fathers as primary caregivers. These
assumptions within psychological thought are often, although not
exclusively, rooted in Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory. Secondly, the
fathers described their decision to become the primary caregiver as
pragmatic, rather than radical. Nearly half the reasons given were
economic, such as their spouse having higher earnings or more stable
employment. Some fathers wanted to be more involved and mentioned
the benefits for children of having a stay-at-home parent, while others
mentioned workplace stress or employment issues. Yet, in the longer
term, most of these fathers anticipated a return to paid work, particularly
once their child had started primary school (Jones et al., 2021b). Thirdly,
all the fathers reported having experienced stigmatising attitudes, with
references to ‘daddy daycare’, being called ‘Mrs Doubtfire’, and being
asked if they were ‘babysitting’. Fathers said these comments were
demeaning and commonplace, and that society failed to acknowledge
that ‘dads are just as capable’. Alongside this prejudice, the fathers came
across physical barriers such as a lack of baby-changing facilities in men’s
public toilets and parent-baby groups specifically called mums’ groups.

Whilst primacy is still given to motherhood over fatherhood, these
barriers seem likely to continue. In general, the behaviours, perspectives
and experiences of these primary-caregiver fathers suggest that taking on

CHANGE AND CONTINUITY IN MEN'S PRACTICES

233



234

this parenting role does not signal a transformation in fatherhood. Instead,
as these families show, given the opportunity, and with sufficient financial
resources, small changes can lead to a more equitable division of labour,
and this appears to benefit the parent—child relationship too. However,
social attitudes and resources to bring further change lag behind.

Parenting culture, couple intimacy and equality: a
revolution full circle?

Whilst these more ‘radical’ fathers point to further possibilities for the
gender revolution, this pattern is not reflected across the population. A
picture of involved or ‘intimate’ fatherhood (Dermott, 2008) has emerged
but without the concomitant realisation of gender equality in paid and
unpaid work for the vast majority (Sullivan, 2019).

More recently, TCRU researchers have returned to the couple
domain to examine the implications of these ‘gender revolutions’ at the
micro-level, focusing in particular on mixed-sex couples’ divisions of both
care and housework. This is important: Oakley (1974) and other feminists
in the 1970s argued that childcare and housework, while often
overlapping, must be considered separately in interrogations of gendered
practices, given their very different attractions and affordances.

Charlotte Faircloth’s qualitative work draws on a body of
interdisciplinary scholarship which has highlighted the recent expansion
of ‘parenting’ (Lee et al., 2014). Although parenting has always been
subject to moralising and guidance (Hardyment, 2007), expectations
around raising children in the US and the UK, particularly since the mid-
1970s, has increased exponentially. This is reflected in the gender-neutral
verb ‘parenting’: parenting classes, parenting manuals, parenting experts
and parenting ‘interventions’ are now so commonplace as to be
unremarkable (Lee et al., 2014). Rather than being something that is
simple, straightforward or common sense, parenting today is re-presented
as a task requiring expert guidance and supervision, fuelling a multi-
million-pound industry of advice and ‘support’ (Lee et al., 2014). The
assumed transformative potential of ‘parenting’ is also to solve ‘social
problems’, meaning that parenting has been the subject of much policy
intervention in recent years, especially under the auspices of ‘early
intervention’ in deprived communities (Macvarish, 2016; Gillies, Edwards
and Horsley, 2017).

Despite the gender-neutral language of ‘parenting’, studies have
drawn attention to the contemporary phenomenon of ‘intensive
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mothering’ (Hays, 1996; Douglas and Michaels, 2004; Faircloth, 2014;
Lee et al., 2014): ‘child-centred, expert-guided, emotionally absorbing,
labour intensive, and financially expensive’ (Hays, 1996: 8). The
‘intensive’ mother is considered responsible for all aspects of her child’s
development — physical, social, emotional and cognitive — above and
beyond anyone else, including the father (Hays, 1996: 46). Ideally, she
demonstrates this commitment through embodied means, such as, for
example, by birthing ‘without intervention’ or breastfeeding ‘on demand’;
no cost, physical or otherwise, is considered too great in her efforts to
optimise her child (Wolf, 2011). Linking to our interest in ‘gender
revolutions’, Hays notes a paradox in the rise in intensive expectations
around motherhood at the same time as women’s wholesale entry into
the workforce: while one may expect a lowering of expectations, in fact
the opposite is true. For Hays this is part of a wider sacralisation of
motherhood as a sphere beyond that of the market or remuneration
(Hays, 1996). Fathers have not been immune from this trend (Dermott,
2008; Collier and Sheldon, 2008; Shirani, Henwood and Coltart, 2012),
and whilst most scholars agree that it remains mothers to whom these
cultural messages are largely targeted, there have been some interesting
implications for men’s experiences of fathering. Recent work has
documented the experiences of men grappling with shifting ideals of a
more intensive, ‘involved’ fatherhood (Dermott, 2008; Miller, 2011;
Shirani, Henwood and Coltart, 2012) and the tensions this may generate
in producing a gender-equitable division of labour (Faircloth, 2021).
Katherine Twamley grounds her research on couple parenting in the
sociology of intimacy and relationality (Connell, 2002), with motherhood
and fatherhood seen as contingent and interrelated (Mac an Ghaill and
Haywood, 2007). Parents negotiate their roles together within a socially
constructed and moralised context that frames understandings of
‘mother’ and ‘father’. This work also draws on the proposition that
intimacy ideals mediate couples’ divisions of labour based on previous
research that found that (childless) women were willing to ignore
instances of inequality if they felt ‘loved’ by their partners (Jamieson,
2012; Twamley, 2014). Using parental leave as a lens to explore the
intersections of intimacy with gender equality, Twamley’s research
explores how couples navigate the divisions of paid and unpaid work at
the transition to parenthood. Like the work of O’Brien and Wall (2017),
she found that while many fathers were keen to be more actively involved
in childcare than their fathers before them, as expressed through their
take-up of extended parental leave, this did not necessarily equate with
desires for practices of ‘equality’ (Twamley, 2021; O’Brien and Twamley,
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2017): they may want a more emotionally involved relationship with
their child, but in practice they take on less childcare and domestic work
than mothers. Linked to this, women’s distrust in men’s willingness to
participate in housework (not care work), encourages some women to
block their partners from taking parental leave, in order to protect their
own relationship with their child (Twamley, 2019). Those women who do
seek to achieve more equal divisions of paid and unpaid work rarely
ground their negotiations in appeals to equality, but more often position
the man as more powerful in the negotiations, even when women earn
more. These women may encourage take-up of leave but are unable to
shift the balance in their partners’ share of household work and childcare.
Faircloth’s recent work (2021) has also looked at the tensions that
occur when couples become parents. Her findings suggest that new
parents are caught in an uncomfortable confluence between competing
discourses around ideal relationships and those around ideal parenting.
On the one hand, they feel they must be committed to egalitarian ideals
about the division of care. On the other, they must parent ‘intensively’, in
ways which are markedly more demanding for mothers, and which makes
paternal involvement more complicated. Drawing largely on the
narratives of couples who have faced relationship difficulties, Faircloth’s
work points to the social pressures at play in raising the next generation
in material, physiological and cultural ways. She suggests that an
‘intensive’ mothering ideology has negative implications for couples,
having the potential to displace men and making it harder for them to
know how to be ‘involved’ (and easier for them to ‘check out’) at the same
time as heaping demands on women and leaving them overwhelmed.
Twamley and Faircloth jointly addressed the tensions between the
three dominant discourses of ‘modern parenting’: intensive parenting
cultures, couple intimacy, and gender equality concerning the negotiation
of paid and unpaid work (Twamley and Faircloth, 2022). They show that
where ‘gender consciousness’ amongst men is high, employment
constraints continue to loom large — that is, even if men want to adopt a
more ‘gender equal’ pattern of parenting, there remain material and
cultural barriers to this being realised. Gendered practices endure even
amongst those who are best resourced in terms of financial, social and
cultural capital. This work therefore draws attention to a ‘culture-policy’
gap (Twamley and Schober, 2019), which makes fathers’ active
engagement in parenting and domestic work difficult. Given the power of
these discourses in the context of the constraints of full-time work,
unsurprisingly men and women had changeable and differing perspectives
on ‘equality’: sometimes they rely on an idea of ‘50/50’, while at other
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times on ‘balance’, ‘fairness’ or ‘breaking gendered roles’, making it easy
to rationalise a variety of domestic set-ups as ‘equitable’ when they might
otherwise be read as anything but (Twamley and Faircloth, 2022).

Fathers during COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic afforded a critical moment to assess changes in
the gender ordering of domestic life and children’s care, with media
reports at the beginning of lockdown suggesting that the pandemic would
provoke radical transformations in men and women’s divisions of paid and
unpaid work. TCRU research led by Claire Cameron and Margaret O’Brien
examined the experiences of Families in Tower Hamlets (Cameron et
al., 2021; Cameron et al., 2022a) in East London; and another study, led
by Katherine Twamley, Charlotte Faircloth and Humera Igbal — Families
and Community in the Time of COVID-19 (FACT) - looked both nationally
and internationally at the impact of COVID on family life (Twamley,
Faircloth and Igbal, 2022; Twamley, Igbal and Faircloth, 2023).

While the repercussions of the pandemic were huge, with many
parents juggling full-time childcare and schooling w