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Abstract 

The UK has been a leader in the promotion of neoliberal economic policies (Couldry, 2010).  

Global economic change and the last financial crisis have enabled the imposition of “austerity” 

(Jordan & Drakeford, 2012) and reductions to the UK welfare state. The consequences of these 

“austerity” policies have been increased numbers of citizens dependent on food banks, visible 

increases to homelessness and reductions in expenditure on education, social welfare and 

health services (Strier, 2013). The origins, nature and impact of these economic crises, along 

with altered political and economic perspectives, have provided an important backdrop to the 

aetiology, nature and extent to which social distress is experienced individually and 

collectively in families and communities today. Economic and social isolation of marginalised 

groups such as the unemployed, youth, migrant workers, undocumented workers and those 

with low social visibility (Strier, 2013) have all increased. Importantly equality in society is 

strongly correlated to better social outcomes, evident in measures such as life expectancy, 

infant mortality, murder rates, teenage pregnancy, trust, obesity, mental illness, illiteracy and 

imprisonment (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). Likewise for a good life and healthy society, 

dimensions such as health, a home, meaningful work/activity, a degree of status and respect, 

security and reduced fear about losing or maintaining these aspects are also correlated (Oxfam, 

2013). Changes to social welfare are having enormous impacts for the most vulnerable 

including children.  

 

The Social Metrics Commission (2018) estimate that poverty effects one in four children, with 

4.5 million children living in poverty in the UK in 2017-18. That’s more than 33% of children, 

with estimates that this will increase to 5.3 million as a result of government cuts (IFS, 2018). 
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Poverty is highest in families with at least one disabled person, single-parent families, and 

households where no one works or that are dependent for income on irregular or zero-hours 

jobs (ibid). Twelve percent of the total UK population is in “persistent” poverty, with the poor 

significantly less likely than the wealthy to drink to excess or take illegal drugs (Social Metrics 

Commission, 2018). That this is a direct consequence of current government policy is 

evidenced by the fact that child poverty reduced between 1998/9-2011/12 resulting in a 

reduction of 800,000 children living in poverty (Child Poverty Action Group, 2018). Work 

does not guarantee the lack of poverty as 67% of children growing up in poverty live in a family 

where at least one person works. Children in large families are at a far greater risk of poverty 

– 42% of children living in families with 3 or more children. Child poverty has long-lasting 

effects, by GCSE, there is a 28% gap between children receiving free school meals compared 

to peers in terms of the number achieving at least 5 A*-C GCSE grades. Poverty is also related 

to more complicated health histories over the course of a lifetime, again influencing earnings 

as well as the overall quality and length of life. Men in the most deprived areas of England 

have a life expectancy 9.2 years shorter than men in the least deprived areas, and spend 14% 

less of their life in good health. Women share similar statistics. Childcare and housing are two 

of the costs that take the biggest toll on families’ budgets when childcare costs are considered, 

an extra 130,000 children are pushed into poverty.  

 

Role of the state as a buffer against poverty (Gregory & Holloway, 2005) and the ills capitalism 

has reduced significantly in recent years. Social work is a key profession in working with 

deprived children. Neoliberalism has had a significant impact on the structural and 

organisational contexts for social work, including how the profession is enacted (Wallace & 

Pease, 2011). The impact of neoliberal policy on social work has been at macro, mezzo and 

micro levels. At macro level this has been through regulation and policy, mezzo through 

employment and management and micro influences how social workers do their jobs, their 

values and their functions. Social work has been confronted by policy promoting greater 

interventionalist roles with so called “troubled families” (Featherstone, White, & Morris, 2014) 

regulation, penality and governance of the poor (Wacquant, 2009, 2012), with certain 

population groups targeted through child protection (Bywaters, 2013; Bywaters, Brady, 

Sparks, & Bos, 2014; Parton, 2014). Marginalised families have become further marginalised, 

through the restriction of services (Murray, 1994), reductions to the role of preventative 

services (Dominelli, 1996) and increased professional managerialist supervision and 
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management (Wastell, White, Broadhurst, Peckover, & Pithouse, 2010). The constant process 

of change and reinvention of social welfare structures, reinforces the continued focus of 

pressing service demands (Pollitt, 2008). Social work has been challenged by balancing 

collectivity and individual freedoms in practice (Lorenz, 2005, 2015, 2016). While social work 

has a unique position at the nexus of the powerful and the poor offering unique insight, its role 

and voice is disappearing… if it ever was there.  
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