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1. Background



The effect of the evacuation was to flood the dark places with light 

and bring home to the national consciousness that the “submerged 

tenth” described by Charles Booth still exists in our towns like a hidden 

sore, poor, dirty and crude in habits, an intolerable and degrading 

burden to decent people forced by poverty to neighbour with it

 

… “problem families,” always on the edge of pauperism and 

crime, riddled with mental and physical defects, in and out of the 

Courts for child neglect, a menace to the community, of which 

the gravity is out of all proportion to their numbers.

Evacuation and moral panic

Source: Women’s Group on Public Welfare, Our towns: a close-up 

(London: Oxford University Press, 1943), xiii.



The concept of an intergenerational underclass displaying a high concentration of social problems 

– remaining outwith the boundaries of citizenship, alienated from cultural norms and stubbornly 

impervious to the normal incentives of the market, social work intervention or state welfare – has 

been reconstructed periodically over at least the past one hundred years, and while there have 

been important shifts of emphasis between each of these reconstructions, there have also been 

striking continuities.
Source: J. Macnicol, ‘In pursuit of the underclass’, Journal of Social Policy, 16:3 (1987), 296.

Dark places and light?



c. 1880s  ‘Residuum’ and ‘submerged tenth’

c. 1900s  ‘Unemployable’

c. 1920/30s ‘Social problem group’

c. 1940/50s ‘Problem family’

c. 1960s  ‘Culture of poverty’

c. 1970s  ‘Cycle of deprivation’

c. 1980/90s ‘Underclass’

c. 1990/2000s ‘Social exclusion’

c. 2010s  ‘Troubled family’

Moral panics and the poor



[I]t was the apparently contradictory nature of the [Our Towns] 

report that explains its powerful appeal in wartime – it echoed 

interwar debates about behaviour and citizenship, but also 

reflected the ideas that would shape the welfare state in the post-

war years.
Source: John Welshman, ‘Evacuation, hygiene and social policy: the 

Our Towns report of 1943’, Historical Journal, 42:3 (1999), 786.

The politics of ‘the problem family’

There can be no doubt, therefore, that whether we are taking the 

standards accepted legally as constituting neglect amounting to 

cruelty, or the higher standards we should like to see in force, the 

amount of child-suffering involved is sufficiently high to constitute 

an urgent problem.

Source: Women’s Group on Public Welfare, The neglected child and his 

family: a study made in 1946-7 (London: Oxford University Press, 1943), 19.



Child neglect and the welfare state

Nov 1942 Beveridge Report Social insurance and allied services

April 1943 WGPW report Our towns.

July 1944 Lady Allen’s letter to The Times on residential child care.

May 1945 Monckton Report into the death of Dennis O’Neill.

Sept 1946 Curtis Report published into provision of child care, recommending one service.

July 1948 Children Act 1948 passed and implemented

Aug 1948 WGPW report The neglect child and his family

July 1949 Parliamentary question by Barbara Ayrton-Gould MP (Labour) on child neglect

Dec 1949 Further Parliamentary question by Barbara Ayrton-Gould MP (Labour) on child neglect

July 1950 Inter-departmental working group on child neglect issue joint circular

   1/ Reject additional legislation on child neglect

   2/ Home Office, Ministries of Health and Education involved

   3/ Circular advocated ‘coordination committees’ chaired by one official



2. What is ‘the problem family’?



The phenomenon of the “problem family” clearly relates to a number of important themes in the 

1950s including the emphasis on the family in debates about postwar reconstruction, the declining 

role of eugenics, the development of influential psychological theories, and attitudes to mothers in 

the workplace and the home.

Source: John Welshman, ‘In search of the “problem family”: public health and social work in 

England and Wales, 1940-70’, Social History of Medicine, 9:3 (1996), 448.

Why ‘the problem family’?

In many respects, the numerous reports published about “problem families” tell us little of value 

about the families themselves and rather more about professional rivalries and connections.

Source: John Welshman, ‘The social history of social work: the issue of the “problem family”, 

1940-70’, British Journal of Social Work, 29:3 (1999), 458.



But there are still " derelict families," as they are sometimes called. These families for one reason or 

another have not kept pace with social progress and are a brake on the wheels. They are the 

despair of health departments, education authorities, N.S.P.C.C. inspectors, and indeed of anyone 

wh8 attempts to improve their lot in life.

Source: Robert C. Wofinden, ‘Problem families’, Public Health, 57:2 (1944), 137.

The problem consists in the presence, in a developed civilisation, of families, or groups of families, 

and I make the addition advisedly, who have stone age standards of conduct in the cities of an 

age of steel.
Source: Clare O. Stallybrass, ‘Problem families’, Social Work, 4:2 (1947), 30.

Definitions: Public health

[T]he problem family presents a unique complex of features, no one family being quite like 

another. All have one characteristic, that of being unable by their own efforts to raise themselves 

from the state into which they have fallen.

Source: C. Fraser Brockington, ‘Problem families’, Medical Officer, 77 (1947), 75.



Definitions: Social work

Problem families are easy to recognise and describe, but surprisingly hard to define. Unemployment, 

pawn tickets, rent arrears, debts, child neglect, undernourishment, mental deficiency, mental illness, 

drunkenness and squalor, coals or worse in the bath – all are characteristic, and none are 

indispensable.

Source: Elizabeth E. Irvine, ‘Research into problem families: theoretical questions arising from Dr Blacker’s 

investigations’, British Journal of Psychiatric Social Work, 9:2 (1954), 24.

Their lives are characterised by dirt, disintegration and disorder. They are often shiftless, apathetic, 

irresponsible to an almost incredible degree.

Source: David Jones, ‘Family Service Units for problem families’, Eugenics Review, 41:4 (1950), 171.

The problem family has to be seen as an administrative problem and as a challenge to social 

casework.
Source: A. Fred Philp and Noel Timms, The problem of “the problem family” (London: Family Service 

Units, 1957), 66.



Criticisms: Social policy

These earlier concepts are, however, worth reviving because 

they show how strong was the determination, even up to quite 

recent times, to identify social or economic inferiority with 

personal inadequacy, and to assume that, whatever its 

immediate ostensible cause, it is the quality of the poor which 

explains their poverty.

Indeed, a problem family might well be defined as one whose 

consumption of social workers’ time greatly exceeds the 

average of the local community.

About the only common characteristics of these [problem] 

families, it seems, are the financial ones.

Source: Barbara Wootton, Social science and social pathology 

(London: George Allen and Unwin, 1959), 54, 55, 56.



3. Neglect and the state



Joint Circular, 31 July 1950
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Designated Officer Total

Main committee only
Main and area committees or 

local case conferences

Area committee(s) or local 

case conferences only

No committees or case 

conferences

County 

Council

County 

Borough 

Council

County 

Council

County 

Borough 

Council

County 

Council

County 

Borough 

Council

County 

Council

County 

Borough 

Council

Town Clerk 19 4 5 0 0 7 0 3 0

Medical Officer of Health 38 2 17 1 5 6 6 1 0

Children's Officer 54 7 15 2 8 11 1 4 6

Other 3 0 1 0 0 2 0 0 0

Total 114 13 38 3 13 26 7 8 6

Coordinating Committees, 1959

Source: Eileen Younghusband, Report of the working party on social workers in the local authority 

health and welfare service (London: HMSO, 1959), appendix F, table 54, p. 361. 
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Central-Local State Relations

The Children’s Department inspectorate is the lynch 

pin in the administration of the children’s services. 

Most of the personal contact between central and 

local government is through the inspectors, who live 

and work in various regions of the country. Their 

functions are essentially advisory and they have no 

formal powers, other than the right to enter premises 

and to inspect certain case records and registers. 

Nevertheless they have considerable influence.

Source: J. A. G Griffith, Central departments and local authorities 

(London: George Allen and Unwin, 1966), 366.

Most questions however are settled in informal, 

“unofficial” letters exchanged between inspectors 

and children’s officers



National Health Service Act 1946, Part III: Health Services Provided by Local Health Authorities, 

Section 28: Prevention of Illness, Care and After-Care

A local health authority may with the approval of the Minister, and to such an extent as the Minister 

may direct shall, make arrangements for the purpose of the prevention of illness, the care of persons 

suffering from illness or mental defectiveness, or the after-care of such persons…

Children and Young Persons Act 1963, Part I: Care and Control of Children and Young Persons, 

Section 1: Extension of Power to Promote Welfare of Children

It shall be the duty of every local authority to make available such advice, guidance and assistance 

as may promote the welfare of children by diminishing the need to receive children into or keep 

them in care… or to bring children before a juvenile court; and any provisions made by a local 

authority under this subsection may, if the local authority think fit, include provision for giving 

assistance in kind or, in exceptional circumstances, in cash.

Legislation and Professional Power
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Child Neglect: NSPCC Prosecutions
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4. Family welfare and social work



Evacuation, P/FSU and Brentwood
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Domiciliary Prevention
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Residential Rehabilitation

Sources: Centre International Joseph Wresinski, Paris: XH42/VII.2 GB Middlemore Homes, Crowley House Family Rehabilitation Centre, 

n.d. [c. 1966]; XH113/VII.2 GB Frimhurst Recuperative Home, Frimhurst – A new lease of life for families, n.d. [c. 1963]



5. Social work on trial



Neglect to abuse in social work



‘Battered babies’

Sources: TNA: BN 29/1939 Angela E. Skinner and Raymond L. Castle, 78 battered children: a retrospective study (London: NSPCC 

Battered Child Research Department, 1969); Central Health Services Council Standing Medical Advisory Committee, The battered 

baby (London: DHSS, 1970); MH 159/519 DHSS, ‘Non-accidental injury to children’, Circular LASSL(74)13, 22 April 1974



The way in which the Seebohm Committee defined the basic problems of the personal social 

services – the lack of resources, inadequate knowledge and divided responsibility – placed 

important constraints upon the conclusions reached. A large department was, in their view, 

necessary to attract resources and develop the planning capability to assess needs. Moreover, if 

divided responsibility was a major weakness, then solutions which involved the coordination of 

more than one department employing social workers were unlikely to be chosen.

Reforming the welfare and the state

Source: Penelope Hall, Reforming the welfare: the politics of change 

in the personal social services (London: Heinemann, 1976), 77.

1964-67 Maud Report on Management in Local Government

1965-67 Mallaby Report on Staffing in Local Government

1965-68 Seehohm Report on Local Authority and Allied Personal Social Services

1966-69 Redcliffe-Maud Royal Commission on Local Government

1970 Local Authority Social Services Act

1972 Local Government Act



Underclass: old wine, new bottles

It was this emphasis on intergenerational 

continuities, combined with the belief 

that deprivation was concentrated in 

certain problem families, along with the 

resource implications for social services, 

that was arguably uppermost in [Sir Keith 

Joseph’s] mind when focusing on the 

cycle [of deprivation].

Source: John Welshman, ‘Ideology, social science, 

and public policy: the debate over transmitted 

deprivation’, Twentieth Century British History, 16:3 

(2005), 317.



Crisis, 1974 and ‘the party is over’



Questions?
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