




Living with hardship 24/7:

The diverse experiences of families in poverty in England

This ground-breaking report from The Frank Buttle Trust, University of York and the NSPCC looked in depth 
at the experience of families living on a low income in both affl uent and deprived neighbourhoods. Families 
who participated came from a range of ethnic backgrounds. They were contacted through Children’s Services, 
voluntary organisations and schools. Based on interviews with parents, children (aged fi ve–11) and professionals, 
the fi ndings highlight the need for more recognition of the many ways in which poverty impacts on families’ lives 
and for a holistic approach to supporting parents and children. The bulleted points below are key fi ndings.

• Many experiences of hardship were common across different contexts. There were also important differences 
in the challenges families faced. Families in deprived areas had worse housing conditions and greater 
worries about crime and unsafe neighbourhoods, and some children experienced the stress of a more violent 
local culture within the community and/or at school. Families in affl uent areas had less access to affordable 
activities for children and other amenities, and children’s experiences of bullying were often clearly related 
to poverty.

• The challenges for families living on a low income were aggravated by experiences of abuse, domestic 
violence, relationship breakdown, bereavement, mental health problems, bullying and feeling unsafe. Some 
life experiences made poverty more diffi cult to manage and poverty made all other forms of adversity more 
diffi cult to cope with.

• Children as young as fi ve reported a range of worries, including some very serious concerns about their families’ 
circumstances. Children were keenly aware of the diffi culties their parents faced, and some responded by 
hiding their own needs and worries from their parents. Poverty impacted in a range of ways on all dimensions 
of children’s well-being.

• Confl ict within the home, siblings with behaviour problems, diffi cult relationships with non-resident parents 
and bullying were key sources of unhappiness for children. Disputes over contact with non-resident parents 
were very stressful for children and children’s views had sometimes been overridden by the courts.

• Grandparents were important sources of support and played a key role in mitigating hardship for parents and 
children. Nearly half the children had no grandparents in their social networks, however – the availability 
and involvement of grandparents was restricted mainly by past maltreatment of the parents (often resulting 
in estrangement) or immigration.

• Parents’ wider support networks were also affected by poverty and other adverse life experiences, such as 
abuse and domestic violence. Men and those who immigrated as adults had smaller support networks.

• Behavioural problems among children were common, especially but not only among boys. Poverty, poor/
overcrowded housing and lack of resources for therapy or counselling, respite care and/or activities for 
children all exacerbated these problems. Parents had often found it diffi cult to access help with these issues 
and, for most, what support they received came too late.
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THE EXPERIENCE OF POVERTY TODAY – COMMONALITIES AND DIVERSITIES

For the families in this study, poverty meant going without what the vast majority of people in the UK take for 
granted. Their lives were signifi cantly restricted by poverty. Many could not afford basics such as a cooked 
meal each day for adults or toys for children. Constant prioritising and juggling were required – ‘robbing Peter 
to pay Paul’ as some put it. In this context, the smallest things, such as deodorant or moisturiser, could become 
luxuries that had to be saved up for. Poverty was often self-perpetuating – for example, where poorly insulated 
housing meant increased heating bills. Many went into debt to get essential items such as clothes or to pay 
utility bills. Dealing with agencies over benefi ts and tax credits was demanding and stressful. Fluctuations of 
income, as a result of mistakes or reassessments, were very diffi cult to manage.

Although tax credits were helpful, paid work was still not worth it for many parents, and those who worked 
were sometimes worse off for doing so. Many of those without paid work would have preferred to be working. 
Barriers to work included the costs and availability of childcare, the structure and infl exibility of the benefi t 
system, lack of skills or experience, lack of jobs at suffi cient pay to make it worth working, immigration status, 
parents’ own or their partners’ health problems and a range of concerns about children.

Common psychological impacts of poverty were that families felt trapped by lack of options, felt guilty about 
being unable to meet their own and their children’s expectations, and had diffi culty planning ahead when living 
in unpredictable circumstances.

While these were experiences common across most families, there were also ways in which the experience of 
hardship varied, and was infl uenced by gender, ethnicity and class and whether the family lived in an affl uent 
or a deprived neighbourhood. Families in deprived areas had worse housing conditions and greater fears about 
crime and unsafe neighbourhoods than those in more affl uent areas. Families in affl uent areas had less access 
to affordable activities for children and other amenities. Children in affl uent areas were more aware of their 
relative poverty. Parents from middle-class backgrounds who had fallen into poverty often had high aspirations 
for their children, but their sense of being different from those around them could inhibit their own and their 
children’s relationships with other local families and their use of local resources.

Stigma was widespread and contributed to families’ isolation. It was associated with poverty particularly for families 
living in more affl uent areas. Stigma and feelings of low social value were also experienced by families affected 
by domestic violence, by disabilities or with mental health problems. It was particularly intense for women in the 
Bangladeshi community:

I feel people look at us differently to other friends/family – they feel sorry for us and say not to buy presents 
or bring food for social gatherings or family events. Their pity makes me feel low. At times we avoid these 
situations.
(Bangladeshi woman)

THE PARENTS’ EXPERIENCES – MULTIPLE ADVERSITIES, INTERWOVEN STRESSES AND SUPPORTS

There were very high levels of stress among parents in our sample, refl ecting the impact of poverty and associated 
issues such as poor and/or overcrowded housing, and also the high frequency of other forms of adversity, including 
childhood maltreatment, domestic violence, relationship breakdown, bereavement and mental health problems. 
The challenges of parenting in poverty were affected by complex interactions between the parents’ biography or 



 Summary • Page 5

life history and their current social circumstances. Some life experiences made poverty more diffi cult to manage 
(e.g. by the compounding effects of multiple sources of stigma) and poverty made all other forms of adversity 
more diffi cult to cope with (e.g. by restricting options for help, relief from responsibility or distraction).

Parenting was an important source of identity, self-worth and satisfaction for most. An absence of other socially 
valued roles or sense of identity and self-worth could make it diffi cult to seek or accept help with parenting 
diffi culties. Both unresolved past abuse and ongoing abuse (from ex-partners or parents) left some parents 
struggling to exercise control and authority over their lives in terms of partnerships, parenting and managing 
on a low income. Though a few ex-partners offered regular and reliable support and/or childcare, contact with 
ex-partners and disputes over contact with children were a signifi cant source of stress for lone parents and their 
children. Three women who became parents as a result of rape had particularly diffi cult relationships with their 
children.

Children with behaviour problems posed particular challenges for parents and siblings. The diffi culty of managing 
children’s aggressive, violent or risky behaviour constrained activities outside the home, leaving some families 
feeling effectively housebound and overcrowded conditions could intensify confl icts. Mothers with histories of 
childhood abuse and/or domestic violence sometimes felt further victimised by children who were aggressive 
and violent to them and their other children, and found such behaviour extremely diffi cult to manage. They 
were more likely to engage with professionals over these issues if professionals acknowledged the mothers’ 
own experience as well as their children’s.

Parents’ support networks were affected by poverty and constraints on time, but also by histories of childhood 
maltreatment, domestic violence, relationship breakdown, immigration, levels of stress and gender. Men had 
fewer supportive friends than women and tended to rely heavily on partners.

CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCE OF HARDSHIP AND SUPPORT

In many ways the experiences of living on a low income and sources of stress in children’s lives echoed those in 
their parents’ lives. Children were most often stressed by their parents being stressed. Many knew that poverty 
was a key source of that stress, and tried to alleviate it by hiding their needs and wishes and/or by giving or 
lending money they had received from other family members. They were also often sad, angry, frustrated or 
upset by the impacts of poverty on their lives. Children as young as fi ve reported a range of worries, including 
some very serious concerns about their families’ circumstances:

I’m always ill, cos I have worries in my tummy and stuff.
(Girl aged 9)

Children’s relationships with their families and friends were central to their experience and well-being, and 
were sources of stress or unhappiness for some and resilience for others. Confl ict within the home, siblings with 
behaviour problems, diffi cult relationships with non-resident parents and bullying within peer groups were key 
sources of unhappiness for children. Bullying was often clearly related to poverty for children living in affl uent 
areas. Children in deprived areas had the additional stress of a more violent local culture, including gangs using 
weapons in schools and the community.
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Absence of, or unreliable care from, a non-resident parent had impacts akin to a form of emotional abuse. Some 
children described non-resident parents failing to turn up for prearranged visits, disappearing from their lives 
for weeks or months without explanation and/or ignoring them when they went to stay with the parent’s new 
family. Disputes over contact with non-resident parents were also very stressful for children. Some children had 
expressed preferences that had been overridden by courts, creating extreme distress. A few children retained 
lasting fears of being forced to be with violent fathers again, even if contact had subsequently stopped.

Children’s behaviour problems were often clearly related to trauma (including exposure to domestic violence, 
sexual abuse, loss of a parent or absence of care) or stress. Lack of resources for therapy or counselling for 
traumatised children, respite care to give parents or siblings a break and activities for children all exacerbated 
them. Boys scored worse on the Strengths and Diffi culties Questionnaire (Goodman, 1997) than girls on 
behavioural diffi culties, hyperactivity, lack of kind and helpful behaviour, and overall diffi culties or stress.

Mothers, siblings and friends were most consistently mentioned in children’s social networks. Mothers were 
the key support fi gures. Relationships with siblings and friends were also highly valued, and friends could offer 
important protection against bullying. Grandparents were also important especially where there was confl ict with 
parents. As many children said they would talk to their grandmother if they had a problem as said they would 
talk to their father. Where available, grandparents played a key role in caregiving for children and providing 
support for parents, but nearly half the children had no grandparents in their social network. This was mainly 
either because of past maltreatment of their parents resulting in estrangement or because of distance (often 
related to immigration).

Evidence from previous research shows that growing up in poverty increases the risk of living in poverty as an 
adult and it is often argued that children in effect ‘learn to be poor’ by lowering their aspirations. Most of the 
children in our study (aged fi ve to 11) had not yet done so. Despite the diffi culties they faced, they were hopeful 
about their futures and often had high aspirations:

Probably a rocket scientist … because I’m really into space and quite good at maths and stuff and I like going 
on computers or I might be, wanting to be, a pilot or something or an astronaut or a footballer.
(Boy aged 9)

They had learnt however that life was often unsafe and uncertain, and had begun consciously to protect others 
from their needs and wishes. Such a response, if it became habitual, would be unlikely to help them to fulfi l 
their potential.

PARENTS’ EXPERIENCE OF SERVICES – PROMOTING SOCIAL INCLUSION OR INTENSIFYING EXCLUSION?

The interpersonal relationships parents established with professionals were central to their experience of both 
statutory and voluntary services. Parents valued people who listened to them, treated them with respect, were 
sensitive to their circumstances and showed them care when they needed it. Continuity of the relationships was 
highly valued and loss of a trusted worker was a key source of disappointment with services. Recruitment and 
retention problems in social work, group practices for GPs and changing systems of health visitor allocation all 
potentially threaten the ability of parents to build a relationship with a practitioner who can get to know them, 
gain their confi dence and help them to access further services:
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[When my GP] senses I need help, she will. She knows a lot of what’s gone, gone on and she seems to remember 
it actually and remember a lot of it. She’s quite supportive.
(Lone mother)

Services could be a lifeline, offering support, practical help or referral to other agencies. In particular:

• GPs were more commonly used for support than either social workers or health visitors, and were highly 
valued for knowing the parent and family well

• health visitors were said to be similarly reassuring but appointments were not frequent or reliable enough

• schools had sometimes worked hard to help children with behaviour problems or to respond fl exibly to 
diffi cult situations of parents

• counselling was found to be very helpful by many (although not all), especially if it was available long 
term

• voluntary organisations were an important source of specialist help.

Some experiences of services, however, exacerbated parents’ stress, social exclusion and powerlessness. For 
example, long waits for repairs and rehousing from housing authorities, especially in the deprived areas; long 
waiting times from referral to fi rst appointment for mental health professionals and high thresholds for intervention 
from Children’s Services were frequently mentioned.

For a range of reasons, many parents found it very hard to ask for help. Parents (and sometimes professionals) 
often lacked information about available local services. Other barriers to service use included lack of free or 
affordable services (especially in affl uent areas), childcare and transport costs, and the debilitating impact of 
mental health problems on parents’ energy levels and motivation.

Within schools, communication was central to how parents experienced them. Inability to afford extras such 
as school trips meant children could be excluded from valuable opportunities. Some parents felt humiliated 
by this issue, especially those living in affl uent areas. Parents easily felt intimidated in schools and found 
advocacy support very valuable when confl ict arose. Schools in the deprived areas in particular were developing 
innovative ways of engaging with parents living in poverty and with parents from black and minority ethnic 
communities.

Referrals and investigations over child protection concerns caused much fear and confusion for parents. At 
times, insuffi cient care seemed to have been taken to allay parents’ anxieties in order to enable them to explain 
their circumstances so that decisions could be made on a fully informed basis.

Parents whose children had behaviour problems often found it very diffi cult to get help. Schools’ responses 
had sometimes been punitive rather than helpful, making family situations worse. Social services had tended 
to regard the issue as low priority unless the child was directly at risk from the parent. The way social work 
concerns with children’s safety were framed (in terms of harm attributable to a parent) sometimes led to sibling 
abuse, parents’ experience of victimisation by a child and children’s self-harm being ignored.

Professionals talked of both positive developments in and ongoing barriers to multi-agency working. A particular 
concern was that the emotional impact of the work could make effective collaboration least likely with the most 
troubled families.
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RISK AND RESILIENCE IN LOW-INCOME FAMILIES – REFLECTIONS ON THE KNOWN ASSOCIATION 
BETWEEN POVERTY AND ABUSE

There is a known association between poverty and some forms of child maltreatment (neglect and physical abuse) 
established by other research, although many other factors contribute to risk and the recognition of strengths and 
resilience is equally important. The vast majority of parents living in poverty do not maltreat their children. In 
44 of the 70 households in our study, there had been some incident of child maltreatment (including exposure to 
domestic violence, sexual abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse and neglect). In some cases links to poverty 
were obvious, in others much less so, although the stresses of poverty were inevitably part of the background 
either of the abuse or its aftermath.

By some defi nitions, poverty is itself a form of child abuse. We prefer to maintain distinctions between different 
forms of harm. However, this study clearly demonstrates the impacts of poverty on all dimensions of children’s 
well-being and thus supports the argument that poverty is a form of societal neglect.

The most common perspective on the relationship between poverty and maltreatment focuses on stress, sometimes 
linked to poor neighbourhoods, with social support being a key factor in resilience. Families’ accounts of their 
experiences support the view that stress is relevant to maltreatment in many contexts. There were also other 
issues and concepts that merit more attention in future research.

• Parents’ experiences of violence and abuse could have ongoing effects on their lives that are much more 
complex than is implied by ‘cycle of abuse’ arguments (that those who are abused go on to abuse). Abuse 
may contribute to poverty, in a range of ways, as well as vice versa.

• Parents’ experiences of attachment in childhood (often affected by abuse) may create insecurity, refl ected 
in ongoing confl icts over care and control. Insecurity may be compounded by the high levels of uncertainty 
involved in living on a low income and confl icts may be diffi cult to resolve.

• The risks associated with different levels of supervision varied in different neighbourhoods and the risks 
taken with children’s supervision could also be affected by lack of resources (along with other factors such 
as drug use or mental health problems).

• Lack of sources of identity and self-worth other than parenting, and the stigma attached to many forms 
of adversity parents had experienced, made many reluctant to seek help and defensive about accepting it, 
contributing to social isolation.

• The painful lack of recognition and respect many parents had experienced in their own lives (as a result of 
poverty and/or other experiences, especially violence or abuse) could make children’s behaviour problems, 
and sometimes ordinary misbehaviour, diffi cult to bear or manage.

• Where the experience of childbearing created a diffi cult start for women’s relationships with their children 
(e.g. where a child was conceived by rape or the mother had severe post-natal depression), poverty allowed 
little relief from diffi cult relationships.

• Children’s wishes (e.g. for contact with non-resident fathers) or responses to distress (e.g. running away, self-
harming or being violent to siblings) could make it harder for parents to protect both that child and others, 
especially when fi nancial, social and personal resources are overstretched.

• Negative experiences of services could compound isolation and powerlessness. Lack of resources to meet 
assessed need is a particular concern, resulting in many families waiting far too long to receive effective 
help.
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

A number of tensions in current policy are identifi ed. Reliance on risk factor checklists to target service 
interventions may obscure the complexity and uniqueness of an individual family’s experiences, thereby 
frustrating efforts to provide holistic support. Too much emphasis on parental responsibility (especially where 
accompanied by compulsory measures) may alienate families further from services and undermine the goal of 
supporting parents to improve children’s well-being or behaviour. Failure to eradicate child poverty certainly 
undermines the potential for improving children’s well-being.

More radical action to reduce child poverty and social exclusion is needed, as is greater awareness across all 
services of the impacts of poverty and of other sources of adversity, to ensure that all are treated with respect 
and recognition of the contexts of their lives. Given the impact of poor housing on family life, housing needs 
should be systematically incorporated into local planning for children’s well-being. Free and accessible services 
for low-income families (including childcare for relief of parents whether or not they are in paid work) and 
activities for their children need attention in all contexts, including relatively affl uent areas. The stigma attached 
to seeking help for a wide range of problems in different contexts needs to be reduced by public education. 
Advice on benefi ts, information about specialist help and support, and opportunities for referral need to be 
available from a number of different service contexts so that parents with diverse fears, preferences and patterns 
of service use can gain access.

The challenge of engaging families with poor experiences and low expectations of services needs to be approached 
with care and patience, and home visiting or in-reach services need to be extended. Advocacy services also need to 
be expanded to support parents who are in dispute with one or other service. The importance of the relationships 
that parents who are socially isolated and/or have histories of trauma may establish with practitioners needs to 
be recognised and continuity protected where possible, again across a range of services including GPs, health 
visitors and social workers. More therapeutic support, including options for long-term treatment, needs also to 
be available for children and parents to help them overcome the impacts of traumatic experiences. Professionals 
working with families – especially health visitors, social workers and teachers – need to be able to support and 
advise parents on managing children’s behaviour problems, and to recognise the impact of them on other family 
members. More attention also needs to be given to the emotional dynamics of the interactions between parents 
and professionals, especially around child protection concerns, to ensure this highly complex work is handled 
with the necessary care for all parties.

Detailed recommendations aimed at specifi c services are given in the full report and include the following.

Benefi ts

• Extended eligibility for passported benefi ts (such as free school meals) and social fund grants to include 
families with an income below an agreed threshold as well as those receiving means-tested benefi ts.

• Extended eligibility for childcare subsidies under the tax credit scheme to those whose childcare is provided 
by family and friends.

Schools

• Extended eligibility for subsidised school activities to include families with an income below an agreed 
threshold as well as those receiving means-tested benefi ts.

Housing

• The routine incorporation of housing into local planning for children’s needs.

• More investment in low-cost housing to reduce overcrowding, poor housing conditions and inappropriate 
use of temporary accommodation.
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Transport

• Increased access to cheap or free public transport for low income families.

Support Services

• Services that go into people’s homes to engage the most vulnerable families.

• The provision of childcare for parents not in paid work but under particular stress.

• A holistic response to families where children have serious behaviour problems.

• Increased provision of counselling and therapeutic services for parents and children to reduce waiting 
times.

• Children who have been abused to be able to access support within 3 months of when they seek it.

Training

• Training to enable professionals to engage with young children and listen to their views and to recognise the 
many ways in which poverty impacts on families’ lives.

See details opposite on where to obtain a copy of the full report.

ABOUT THE RESEARCH

The research involved 70 low-income households – 38 living in relatively affl uent areas and 32 in areas with 
high levels of deprivation. Interviews were carried out with 82 adults (67 women, 15 men) and 59 children (32 
girls, 27 boys). Two-thirds of the households were lone-parent households. In the affl uent areas, the sample was 
almost entirely white British. In the deprived areas, there was considerable ethnic diversity in the sample – a 
third of the adults were Bangladeshi and almost a quarter were black African or black Caribbean. Participants 
were recruited through Children’s Services (including some who had children on the Child Protection Register 
and some in contact for family support), voluntary organisations and schools. Focus groups were also held with 
professionals – health visitors, teachers and social workers in each location – to explore their perspectives on 
the relationship between low-income families and services. Parental stress was measured using the Malaise 
Inventory (Rutter et al., 1970) and child behaviour was assessed using the Strengths and Diffi culties Questionnaire 
(Goodman, 1997).
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Goodman, R. (1997) ‘The Strengths and Diffi culties Questionnaire: a research note’. Journal of Child Psychology 
and Psychiatry, 38 (5), 581–6.
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FURTHER DETAILS

The Frank Buttle Trust, the NSPCC and the University of York, working in partnership, developed the research 
on which this report is based. The research project was funded by the Big Lottery Fund.

The full report: C.A. Hooper, S. Gorin, C. Cabral and C. Dyson, Living with Hardship 24/7: The diverse 
experiences of families in poverty in England, York Publishing Services Ltd, 2007, is available to download 
from The Frank Buttle Trust Website: www.buttletrust.org
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