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Abstract: “Progressive neoliberalism” is the current hegemonic approach to understanding social
justice in Western liberal democracies. “Progressive neoliberalism” also resurrects the “deserving”
vs. “undeserving” narrative that can lead to punitive and pathologising approaches to poor and
unemployed people—the demographic comprising the majority of child and family social work
service users. Indeed, research suggests that social workers’ attitudes towards families in poverty
are strikingly congruent with “progressive neoliberalism.” This article suggests that generational
changes and the particular form of group-based identity, postmodern social justice ideology often
taught in social work education have unwittingly conspired to create this concerning picture. This
article suggests that the resurrection of radical social work, with attention to economic inequality, is
one way to counteract this trend.
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1. Introduction

This article traces a relationship between the current Western, hegemonic worldview
of social justice [1], the translation of that within child and family social work and the
unwitting contribution made by the newer generation of social workers, students and
social work education.

The article draws on the ideas of Nancy Fraser, the feminist philosopher who first laid
bare the divisions between opposing understandings of the roots of injustice: misrecog-
nition (as proposed by the multiculturalists) and economic maldistribution (as proposed
by the social democrats) [2]. Fraser went further than just diagnosing this binary position-
ing, and attempted to reconstruct the understanding of injustice to incorporate both axes;
the “dual perspectival” model of social injustice comprised of both misrecognition and
maldistribution [3]. Fraser’s model has been contested, however, most comprehensively
by Honneth [4] who suggested that even material inequalities could be interpreted as
one expression of legitimate claims for recognition. This article, argues in accord with
Fraser, that economic matters are already being obscured by attention to recognition and
so the need for a dual-perspectival approach has become increasingly urgent in the current
cultural context.

Explaining the model, Fraser [1] (n.p.) states:

Every hegemonic bloc embodies a set of assumptions about what is just and right and
what is not. Since at least the mid-twentieth century in the United States and Europe,
capitalist hegemony has been forged by combining two different aspects of right and
justice—one focused on distribution, the other on recognition. The distributive aspect
conveys a view about how society should allocate divisible goods, especially income . . . .
The recognition aspect expresses a sense of how society should apportion respect and
esteem, the moral marks of membership and belonging.

Fraser’s two-dimensional model of social (in)justice therefore encompasses attention
to misrecognition, or discrimination based on identity features, and to economic maldistri-
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bution which can lead to poverty and inequality [3]. Using this foundational framework,
the article will explore the current hegemony in the UK, and in the west more generally,
and consider how it impacts on social institutions including social work with children and
families. The article will also explore how this hegemony allows for a social work practice
that can ignore poverty as a legitimate target for social work and/or can recognise poverty
as a problem but blame families and attribute primarily behavioural causes to the situation.
Finally, the article will consider how social work education should consider its curriculum
content in order to avoid exacerbating this type of individualised and blaming approach
to practice.

2. Progressive Neoliberalism

Fraser [1] states that the current hegemony in the west is “progressive neoliberalism”.
She describes this concept as the alliance between the new mainstream social movements
of the cultural left (antiracism, feminism, multiculturalism, LGBTQ+ rights, etc.) where
economic matters can be downplayed, and the large civic institutions and corporations
that depend on neoliberal economic policy to thrive.

The neoliberal strand of “progressive neoliberalism” is the economic and political
ideology that has characterised public and political life since the late 1970s, epitomised
by Margaret Thatcher’s government in the UK and Ronald Regan’s in the USA [5]. Ne-
oliberalism, in brief, is the privileging and deregulation of markets and corporations, and
the attendant shrinking of the public sphere including cuts to public services and welfare
(austerity) [6]. The government role shrinks to a narrow function of making sure conditions
are conducive to market functioning and the old social democratic responsibility of the
government to ensure the needs of citizens are met, is eroded [5]. De-regulation of industry,
of course, means less protection for workers, culminating in zero-hour contracts, very
precarious, poorly paid work and a burgeoning group of people known as “the working
poor” [7]. Garrett [8] sums up the direct effect of neoliberalism on social work as follows:
privatisation of many services such as fostering, residential care and home care; increasing
regulation of the workforce; the change in the role of the state as above, meaning less
welfare and provision for citizens; precariousness in working conditions; the “new puni-
tiveness” where more prisons and secure accommodation is built (and some privately
owned) with containment rather than rehabilitation as the core purpose. According to
Garrett, this increase in the punitive state is “the hidden face of the neoliberal model and
the necessary counterpart to the restructuring of welfare” [8] (p. 347).

One aspect of neoliberalism that is crucially important to social work is the hege-
monic idea of a “moralising self sufficiency discourse” [9] (p. 132). Marston explains that
understanding a social problem depends on how it is framed, and if public discourse
frames, for example, poverty as a behavioural issue then that is how it will be understood.
Cutting welfare benefit makes sense in this framing of poverty. This way of thinking can be
illustrated by Margaret Thatcher’s famous claim that there was no real poverty in the UK,
instead the problem was behavioural. People do not spend their money responsibly and
poverty is, in fact, due to “really hard fundamental character-personality defect” (Margaret
Thatcher quoted in Catholic Herald) [10]. From that starting point, a gradual “demonisa-
tion” of people in poverty has taken hold in the UK [11], leading to increasingly hardened
attitudes to people in poverty [12]. Attitudes softened a little in 2017 towards people with
disabilities but remained punitive towards unemployed people with most people believing
that unemployed people could easily get a job [13].

The political reorientation to economic neoliberalism and self-sufficiency won over the
political right and centre without much difficulty, and in 1997, the New Labour government
did not change the neoliberal narrative or policy. In fact, Tony Blair in 1997 inflamed the
narrative by stating that “behind the statistics lie households where three generations have
never had a job” [14]. When this claim was investigated it was found to be untrue, but it
and other such statements took firm root in the public consciousness [14] and confirmed
the image of lazy scroungers on the dole.
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Therefore, this hugely powerful neoliberal narrative became increasingly ingrained
in the minds of the public. Furthermore, as Fraser points out, neoliberal ideas began to
be accepted by the political left, who might have resisted more strongly had there not
been an appealing narrative based on equality and fairness also in ascendence. In effect,
for the neoliberal project to gain further purchase, it had to be seen as “progressive” and
congruent with emancipatory objectives. “Only when decked out as progressive could
a deeply regressive political economy become the dynamic center of a new hegemonic
bloc” [1] (n.p.).

The essential progressive ingredient, then, was drawn from the social movements as
already described by Fraser. Disparities in outcomes between different identity groups
were highlighted and affirmative action or re-adjustments in salaries or diversity quotas
for board rooms, etc., all came to symbolise the new/cultural left and the new fight for
equality. What was less apparent, however, was that tackling disparities in outcomes meant
that the outcomes themselves were not challenged and were simply regarded as facts of
society [15]. For example, the fact that 1% of people own wealth equivalent to the other
99% is an acceptable consequence of “progressive neoliberalism” as long as within that
1%, half are women, and minority ethnic people, disabled people and LGBTQ+ people are
represented in their population ratios [15]. The real injustice, that is the fact that 1% own
wealth equivalent to that of the other of 99% combined, goes unchallenged. This situation
is reflected in calls for pay equality at the BBC of very high earning individuals [16], whilst
no-one draws attention to the wages and conditions of the cleaners at the BBC (probably
also mainly women).

As Fraser [1] (n.p.) Says:

At the core of this ethos were ideals of “diversity,” women’s “empowerment,” and
LGBTQ rights; post-racialism, multiculturalism, and environmentalism. These ideals
were . . . inherently class specific: geared to ensuring that “deserving” individuals from
“underrepresented groups” could attain positions and play on a par with the straight
white men of their own class... its principal beneficiaries could only be those already in
possession of the requisite social, cultural, and economic capital. Everyone else would be
stuck in the basement.

The acceptance of “progressive neoliberalism” helps us to understand why, as teachers
draw attention to children’s poverty [17], as a UN rapporteur describes the UK as having a
“harsh and uncaring ethos” [18], as foodbanks and precarious, poorly paid employment
burgeons, and as 8 out of the 10 most struggling groups of school children are on free school
meals [19], the political ‘left’ has remined focused on drawing attention to identity group
outcome disparities. In “progressive neoliberalism” the neoliberal economic hierarchy and,
therefore, poverty is accepted as an ordinary fact of life.

Putting this in terms of Fraser’s two-dimensional model of social justice, it is clear
that the recognition strand has come to dominate and that injustices centred on the maldis-
tribution of economic resources have become increasingly obscured:

the rise of “identity politics” . . . ha(s) conspired to decenter, if not to extinguish, claims
for egalitarian redistribution [3].

(p. 8, emphasis added)

In essence, the model is currently unbalanced by the hegemonic power of “progressive
neoliberalism”.

This section has gone into some detail about the Fraserian concept of “progressive
neoliberalism” because it is so significant when it comes to understanding notions of social
injustice, the situation of families involved with children’s services and the attitudes of
social workers and students to the people they work with—many of whom are “stuck in
the basement” [1].
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3. Building the Jigsaw

Figure 1 maps the complex factors that give rise to the exacerbation of progressive
neoliberalism within social work. The particular neoliberal influences are shown down the
left hand side, whereas the “progressive credentials” are illustrated down the right hand
side of the diagram.
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The following section will look at each section of the diagram in turn and explore the
relationships between them.

3.1. Background Influences

The background influences under discussion in this section and illustrated by Figure 1,
are neoliberalism and attendant narratives (neoliberal influences), and identity pressure
groups’ struggles for equality and the resultant rise of postmodern social justice (progres-
sive credentials). Neoliberalism and the attendant narratives have already been discussed
in the previous section. The “progressive” strand, however, requires further exploration.

An earlier section introduced how identity pressure groups came to form the activism
site for the left of the political spectrum. Originally, groups campaigned for equal rights,
such as the civil rights movement for race equality, feminist campaigns for equal rights
and, more recently the gay rights movement for equality in terms of equal rights including
marriage. These wholly positive developments were very important in reducing the
pathologisation of service users within social work [20]. However, these group-based
movements have, more recently, further developed their postmodern character and are
often referred to as “identity politics” as they are concerned with the recognition of identity
features as the political priority [21]. This postmodern framework constructs society
as comprised of groups of marginalised people who share an identity feature and are
positioned oppressively within social hierarchies [22]. These power differentials have been
hardwired into society and the purpose of postmodern critical theory is to look for and
find their manifestation in all social interactions and institutions. Therefore, language must
be carefully policed and every disparity of group outcome must be assumed to be based on
discrimination [23]. To illustrate this, critical race theory (CRT) as the best known of all the
postmodern critical theories states that racism in society is ordinary, not aberrational [24]
and that white people perpetuate this both consciously and unconsciously as it benefits
them to do so [24]. All disparities in group outcome are to be understood as racist, as
Kendi [23] (p. 117) in his book How to be an Anti-racist states: “Either racist policies or
Black inferiority explains why White people are wealthier, healthier and more powerful
than Black people today.” However, the assumption that all group disparities must be
caused by discrimination is patently not true and many other reasons can also contribute to
disparities such as poverty, age, geography, etc. [19]. This “critical social justice” movement,
however, has gained incredible traction over the past decade and its influence can be seen
in the acceleration of the roll out of unconscious bias training—rooting out the unconscious
perpetuation of those power differentials [25], the BBC spending GBP 100 million on
increasing diversity quotas [26], and Universities UK explicitly promoting a response to
racism based on critical race theory [27].

For the purposes of this paper, however, it is enough to be aware that group based
oppression is the pre-occupation of the media and of many institutions and universities. It
has become the default way to think about social justice and comprises the “progressive”
aspect of Fraser’s “progressive neoliberalism.”

This section has introduced the background influences that contribute to the current
cultural and political hegemony of progressive neoliberalism. The next section looks at
how generational changes have further strengthened that ideology (see Figure 1).

3.2. Generational Changes

In a study asking applicants to social work programmes where they attributed causes
for social problems, Gilligan [28] found that the “Thatcher’s Children” group (in this study,
born 1969–1984) were the group most likely to attribute individual, behavioural causes to
social problems. Ten years later, Grasso [29] (p. 30) analysed the British Attitudes Survey
from 1985 to 2012 and found that the “millennial” generation (in this study, born 1977–1990)
had more “right wing authoritarian” attitudes than any previous generation, and that the
patterns were consistent and striking: “Blair’s Babies in particular are almost as negative
about benefits and the welfare system as the generation that came of age before it was
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created”. So, in effect the millennial generation were more likely to believe that benefits
made people lazy, that unemployed people could easily get a job if they wanted and that
distribution via progressive taxation was not desirable. They were also more authoritarian
in their attitudes towards those who had committed crime, poor people and unemployed
people (those who could be considered “undeserving” perhaps?). Fenton [30] asked the
same questions of 122 “iGeneration” students [31]; the post-millennial generation born from
1995 onwards and our current generation of students. The sample included students from
social work, education and community education, and there were no significant differences
between social work and the other two discipline groups. The findings demonstrated that
iGen students were more “right wing authoritarian” than their older colleagues, many of
whom were millennials, on the overall right-wing authoritarian scores and the scores for
attitudes to economic inequality and redistribution. They were also more authoritarian than
liberal in their attitudes to unemployed people and to those who had broken the law, as
were the entire cohort. This is reflective of Grasso’s findings of punitive and authoritarian
attitudes to those groups who might be considered “undeserving” and, in fact, tentatively
suggests a generational amplification of those attitudes.

The above suggests that the “neoliberalism” aspect of the current hegemony has
been significantly internalised by our current generations of students and younger and
mid-range social workers. This is demonstrated by clear and consistent beliefs in self-
sufficiency, behavioural and individual explanations for poverty and unemployment, and
seeing economic re-distribution as a negative. Grasso et al. [29] explain that when younger
generations came of age, there was very limited disagreement or debate in the media or
in political life about the neoliberal economic and social context. Support for welfare or
social democracy had significantly decreased and neoliberalism was taken for granted,
unchallenged and hegemonic.

Having said that, support for the UK Labour party is strongest among young peo-
ple [32] which would appear to confound the above studies’ findings. However, looking at
this in economic terms, young people are the group least likely to consider the economy as
an important issue [33] and the 18-24 and 25-34 age groups are the least likely to support
higher taxes and increased public spending [34]. It might be, then, that the appeal of the
“left” is cultural rather than economic, which would be congruent with Grasso et al. [29]
and Fenton’s [30] findings. At this point, a cleavage in a traditionally left-leaning political
orientation can be detected, with the cultural left, concerned with identity and recognition,
possibly uncoupling from the economic left.

Adding evidence for younger generations’ support for culturally left ideas of recog-
nition/identity, it appears that they have stronger values in terms of inclusion and the
acceptance of diversity [35] which is very good news for social work values. However, the
identity groups included in these notions of diversity—BAME people, LGBTQ+ people,
disabled people, women, and transgender people—are, in Nancy Fraser’s words, seen as
“deserving” in liberal society, which would again fit completely with neoliberal progressive
ideology. In summary, many students support equality for those groups seen as deserving,
whilst holding punitive and blaming attitudes to those who might be considered “unde-
serving”. This is concerning for social work, especially in practice areas where service
users might be considered undeserving if viewed through a “progressively neoliberal”
lens—poor people, unemployed people, substance misusers and those involved with child
protection services. The next section will consider whether social work education is up to
the challenge that this presents (see Figure 1).

3.3. Social Work Education

The first point to note is that Cox et al. [36] (p. 35), in a scoping review of social
work curricula in six Western democratic countries, found that teaching about poverty
and inequality was “backgrounded and not explicitly conceptualized” and that most
approaches to social work teaching were based on critical social justice; preoccupied with
teaching racism, colonialism, First-nation and postmodern approaches to social justice.
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As Reed [15] has suggested, this approach leaves the neoliberal economic hierarchy out
of the reach of challenge and looks for equality in group outcome within that hierarchy.
Research has shown that social work students do find it difficult to apply notions of social
justice to their work [37] and it may be difficult for students to understand economic
policy and politics and to see the relevance of those things to direct practice with service
users. Therefore, it might be unsurprising that an “off the shelf” simplistic framework
that identifies notions of misrecognition of various marginalised groups as the bedrock of
injustice is appealing.

The problem with the above, apart from it being based on making a priori assumptions
about people based on their skin colour, sex or sexual orientation (which could be argued
to be anathema to social work and liberal values in general) is, as already mentioned, that
understanding social injustice in this way can supplant attention to material circumstances
such as poverty and inequality.

There has been recognition of this within the social work literature, with Webb [38]
and McLaughlin [39] warning that attention to diversity matters can obscure attention
to economic matters and Garrett [8] noting that diversity issues can appear to be com-
pletely aligned with social work values when, in fact, the material aspects of injustice
are not considered. Garrett [40] actually suggests that as a key practice principle, social
work should be wary of identity categories that divide people and supplant attention
to class. These objections are not new and Ferguson and Lavalette [20] made the same
arguments in 1999, that the real injustice axis—class and material deprivation—is obscured
by postmodern preoccupation with group based identity and that this is deleterious to the
kind of broad based movement required to mobilise against poverty and exploitation. In
sum, these authors warn against a simplistic anti-oppressive-practice understanding of
society where there is heightened sensitivity to, and assumptions about, discrimination
based on identity features alongside the downgrading of economic and material factors to
either invisibility or simply one further identity feature (class). Therefore, although these
arguments have been around for a long time in social work, this article suggests that their
salience is heightened in the current context of progressive neoliberalism. However, rather
than further attention to poverty and inequality in an attempt to rebalance understanding,
these issues may be “backgrounded” and social work education may be inadvertently
promoting the hegemony of progressive neoliberalism.

Even more concerning is a study by Cooley et al. [41] who found that teaching the
critical social justice concept “White privilege” [42] to students who have socially liberal
views (as the newer generations of students have as already discussed [35]) actually
increased blaming attitudes to poor, white people. The authors suggest that the same
effect would probably be apparent in the teaching of, for example, “male privilege” where
support for struggling and poor men would diminish. Therefore, those punitive attitudes
already exist within the generational cohort, and teaching critical social justice, rather than
challenging them, may actually exacerbate them. The authors contend that students feel
more punitive towards people who have (white or male) privilege but then fail to take
advantage of it. This is completely at odds with what social work education needs to do. It
needs to be aware of the generational traits of the newer students and to tackle head-on
those individualistic and blaming attitudes rather than inadvertently encourage them.

So far then, the Fraserian concept of “progressive neoliberalism” appears to be the
current political and social hegemonic ideology and younger generations of social workers
and students appear to hold attitudes congruent with that ideology. Additionally, we have
social work education that, when it adopts a critical social justice approach concerned
with the oppression of different identity groups, may exacerbate the punitive narrative
to “undeserving” groups that progressive neoliberalism entails. In terms of Fraser’s two-
dimensional model of social justice, the (mal)distribution aspect of injustice has, indeed
been “extinguished” by the dominance of (mis)recognition injustices.

This background is important when contemporary social work practice with families
in the child protection system is explored.
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3.4. Child and Family Social Work

This brings the article to the last box in Figure 1: current child and family social work.
Rogowski [43] (p. 98) traces the development of children’s social work services from

the early 19th Century recognition of child maltreatment through to the contemporary child
protection and risk-based service. He states that the “overbearing influence of neoliberal-
ism” should not be underestimated and points out that a belief in free market economics,
individualism and self-sufficiency have supplanted the social democratic consensus that
governments are responsible for meeting the basic needs of their citizens. Rogowski notes
that social democracies favour the public over the private sphere, believe in nationalised in-
dustry to protect people from the peaks and troughs of capitalism, believe that governments
should strive for egalitarianism, and eschew the market as the unhindered pivot around
which society should be arranged. State intervention is considered appropriate to address
social inequalities, especially via the welfare system. During the social democratic period,
social work with children and families became reasonably well funded, social workers had
autonomy and there was an emphasis on preventative and responsive interventions [43].

From 1979, however, the social democratic consensus came under attack from the
new right [5]. With the subsequent neoliberal transformation came certain premises that
changed the fundamentals of social work including that “the private sector can supply
management knowledge and techniques to the public sector, so managerialisation is
required” [43] (pp. 100–101). Practitioners have, of course, experienced this overwhelming
emphasis on “best value” and on a private-sector ethos which has meant an increase in
bureaucracy, performance indicators, processes and procedures rather than autonomy,
and a concomitant downgrading of relationship-based practice and welfare or “helping”
work [7]. Paralleling this turn from social democracy to neoliberalism was a change in
children’s services from welfare to child protection. Although this was recognised in the
Munro report [44], little has changed as a result of Munro’s recommendations. Featherstone
et al. [45] had suspected this might be the case, due to the wider political context where
relationship-based, autonomous work is increasingly difficult in a context characterised
by vast inequality, hardship, lack of trust, emphasis on personal responsibility and the
erosion of attention to structural factors, advocacy and help. A neoliberal and managerial
approach to social work makes sense in that individualised and formal context. The
authors also suggest that helping families holistically was undermined by the division in
services brought about by “Every Child Matters” between child and adult services, and a
construction of parenting based on techniques that could be learned [45] (p. 622). This is
illustrated by the increasing practice of “referring on” to parenting skills classes when, as
the authors say, the family might be more in need of the price of a loaf of bread.

Therefore, where are we now in terms of child and family social work in the UK?
Looking at the final report from the Child Welfare Inequalities Project (CWIP) [46], it seems
that not much has changed and that the situation is, if anything, worse in terms of poverty
and hardship for children involved with social work. Bywaters et al. [47] found that “these
inequalities are very large: children in the most deprived 10% of neighbourhoods in the
UK are over 10 times more likely to be subject to an intervention than children in the least
deprived 10%” (p. 210). Therefore, the implications of socio-economic circumstances of
children remain profound in terms of risk of social work intervention and other deleterious
consequences. Of particular relevance to this paper, however, is the finding that in very many
cases, social workers did not attempt to address families’ material circumstances when it
came to assessment, planning and intervention. The final report of the CWIP stated:

Income, debt, food, heating and clothing, employment and housing conditions were rarely
considered relevant risk factors in children’s lives. Poverty has been the “wallpaper of
practice”, widely assumed to be ever-present but rarely the direct focus of action by
national or local policy makers or senior leaders and managers [46].

(p. 53)
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At first glance, this looks congruent with the discussion so far, in that the internalisa-
tion of progressive neoliberalism would potentially encourage views of service users as
“undeserving” and explanations of poverty as resulting from behaviour and individual
responsibility. In that case, why would social workers try to help? Instead, they would be
likely to focus on behavioural, correctional approaches.

To understand this more fully, the CWIP research group undertook a research study
exploring the narratives of social workers [48]. In essence, the findings painted a picture
of a social work culture that is over-worked, risk averse, and totally focused on the “core
business” of risk assessment and parenting skills/capacity judgements. This core business
is divorced from considerations of families’ socio-economic contexts and the culture is
inhabited by social workers who are preoccupied with risk factors drawn from notions of
the “toxic trio” (mental health, domestic violence and addiction) [48]. Many social workers
do not mention poverty or even recognise it as an underlying, structural contributory
cause of those more concrete risk factors. Understanding stops at the individual level
of explanation and is compounded by beliefs and attitudes based on workers having
internalised “underclass” concepts and “chav” narratives. In essence, parents are held
responsible for how they react to their poverty and those reactions are the focus of social
work effort rather than the poverty itself:

This constellation of factors at times led to a punitive narrative, one that located responsi-
bility for economic and social hardships within the family. Parents were held responsible
for developing functional (or non-functional) ways of dealing with their poverty [48].

(p. 368)

The findings were further complicated by a well-intentioned attitude on the part of
social workers to avoid stigmatising families for their poverty—a finding at odds with the
above and leading to what the authors describe as a “moral muddle” [48] (p. 371). Workers
wanted to avoid any assumption that poverty automatically meant that poor people were
bad parents: “there are plenty of people taking really good care of their children in difficult
circumstances” [48] (p. 369). Therefore, social workers did not want to discriminate
against parents for being poor, as many do a very good job, but at the same time, parents
who failed to deal with their poverty were seen as being personally responsible. Hyslop
and Keddell [49] (p. 3) highlight a quote from the then New Zealand Minister of Social
Development, the Rt Hon. Paula Bennett, in her foreword to a governmental white paper
on vulnerable children, that reflects this attitude:

Though I acknowledge the pressure that financial hardship puts on families, that is never
an excuse to neglect, beat, or abuse children. Most people in such circumstances do not
abuse their children and I cannot tolerate it being used as a justification to do so.

As Hyslop and Keddell [49] explain, the implication here is that recognising poverty
as a significant stressor on families excuses abusive behaviour towards children. The
recognition that poverty makes it much harder to parent well (even though many parents
do manage that) is deliberately obscured by a narrative that implies only inadequate
parents cannot manage their poverty.

Morris et al. [48] also explain that social workers were understanding the situation
“through the prism of antioppressive practice” (p.369). This may well be another complicat-
ing factor. Poverty (or class) is understood as another identity factor in the antioppressive
practice range of characteristics. Thus, social workers resist discriminating against parents
for their class/poverty. However, as warned by Ferguson and Lavalette [20] and others,
this means that material hardship is relegated to the same status as other possible sources
of misrecognition and loses its proper central position in an understanding of injustice—the
standalone injustice axis of economic (mal)distribution [3]. To discriminate on the basis
of race or gender (misrecognition) is to assume, wrongly, that those identity features are
somehow inherently negative in some way. However, material poverty is inherently nega-
tive and, although some parents still manage to do well despite that, it is and should be
understood as a bad, harmful thing. Social workers need a sophisticated enough capacity
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for understanding how to differentiate between confidently stating that poverty is a bad
thing and a core risk factor and knowing that such a statement is not discriminatory and
does not damn all poor parents out of hand.

Once again, however, the above picture highlighted by Morris et al. [48] maps onto
Fraser’s [1] concept of “progressive neoliberalism” fuelled by an identity based under-
standing of social justice or, in social work, a narrow application of antioppressive practice.
In order to tackle this, the hegemonic idea that the neoliberal economic hierarchy is just
a fact of life and cannot be challenged, must be de-constructed. The effects of it are not
simply the “wallpaper of practice” [48] (p. 370) and social workers need to understand how
neoliberalism works and how it creates increasing poverty and inequality. They would
benefit from understanding that this is how social injustice should be understood and,
therefore, why it is a legitimate site for social work intervention.

Additionally concerning, is the internalisation of the “chav” or “underclass” (and
“undeserving”) stereotype. Buying into the “moralising self-sufficiency” discourse of ne-
oliberalism [9], is of course part and parcel of the internalisation of “progressive neoliberal”
hegemony. Therefore, “lazy scroungers on the dole” and resultant punitive, coercive prac-
tice approaches are not surprising. Webb et al. [50] (p. 4) note that white, working class
stereotypes of “chavs” can be explained by the belief that:

being both poor and white is frequently constructed as an individual moral failure, an
inability to gain socioeconomic status despite the advantages conferred by Whiteness.

This is the exact phenomenon that Cooley et al. [41] demonstrated in their study men-
tioned previously. Teaching “white privilege” without reference to the broader injustice of
economic maldistribution feeds the narrative that poor, white people only have themselves
to blame; the “undeserving” narrative in other words.

3.5. Return to Fraser’s Two-Dimensional Model of Social Justice

Fraser’s [3] model of social justice can help understand the situation as set out thus far.
If the model was used to understand the plight of the families in Bywaters et al. [47] study,
social workers would consider explicitly if these families were struggling with poverty.
Where the answer to that is “yes” they would frame this as a social injustice. To do this, they
would need knowledge and critical thinking skills about how neoliberal economic policy
works, how it has created huge inequalities and further poverty and lack of opportunity
for good, valued employment. Then, because of this new “framing” of the problem, they
would see poverty as a legitimate and priority issue to tackle.

In terms of recognition issues, if they uncovered an issue of discrimination based on
protected characteristics, they would apply Fraser’s test for a recognition “claim”. This is
based, not on an imagined moral entitlement to self-esteem drawn from other people, but
on an opportunity for everyone to strive for self-esteem under equal conditions. Therefore,
a “claim” must rest on evidence of exclusion—in law, policy or practice (for more on this,
see Fraser [3]). Fraser’s model, therefore, also facilitates robust action being taken by social
work on any issue of (mis)recognition. The point of the model is that one aspect does not
overshadow or supplant another—both must be considered. This leads onto the question
of how that should be done. Taking action against specific instances of discrimination is
more tangible and more likely to be enshrined in complaints procedures, legislation and
other processes. Taking action on poverty, however, is perhaps less obvious.

Morris et al. [48] recommend Krumer-Nevo’s [51] poverty aware paradigm (PAP) as an
approach that could be rolled out to students and social workers. In ontological terms, the
paradigm is based on human rights with an epistemology rooted in critical constructivism—
exploring reality as the service user sees it. Whilst there is little to argue with in that
construction, Krumer-Nevo critiques both the conservative and structural paradigms of
social work for their reliance on positivist knowledge and I would seek to disagree with
that. Positivist knowledge is crucial in helping students actually understand poverty
and the effects of economic policy, neoliberalism and resultant inequality. Wilkinson and
Pickett’s [52] analysis of social problems and inequalities, for example, relies on positivist
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knowledge, as do patterns of unemployment (to contradict the “long term unemployed
being lazy on the dole” narrative) and statistical information about the working poor and
other economically disadvantaged groups. Students need this kind of positivist knowledge
and understanding to make sense of patterns within society. Fenton’s [7] practice model
of radical social work requires student engagement with knowledge and critical thinking
about stereotypes and simplistic neoliberal tropes like “work is the way out of poverty.”
Without understanding of economic policy, zero hour contracts, the “working poor”, how
many families in poverty have at least one adult in work, etc., how can students begin
to understand the economic picture and true hardship for people in the UK? Where the
PAP and Fenton’s model do converge is in the centrality of relationship-based practice
and what Kumer-Nevo terms “relationship based knowledge” [51] (p. 8). There is also
convergence between the essential solidarity between service-user and worker, dispensing
with the “deserving”/“undeserving” distinction. Fenton’s model requires that the social
worker be on the side of the service user and try to help. What will help here? Are there
benefit maximisation tasks to be done? Are there other forms of material help that the
social worker can access? Can the social worker resist referrals to parenting skills classes or
other responses based on a skills deficit, individualising assumption? [7]. Fenton’s model
asks workers to explicitly consider the very issues missing from the social work practice
summarised in the final report of the CWIP [46], namely: “Income, debt, food, heating and
clothing, employment and housing conditions” (p. 5). Some of these actions, or arguing
not to refer on, may take moral courage, which is the third action step in Fenton’s model.

Fraser’s two-dimensional model, therefore, elevates poverty to a standalone, prior-
ity issue. Understanding social injustice as requiring attention to (mis)recognition and
(mal)distribution provides a way out of the moral muddle;—poverty is harmful and nega-
tive; understand its political causes and act to alleviate it where possible.

4. Conclusions

As Krumer-Nevo states:

This is a call for social workers to utilise the endless opportunities they have to side with
poor people in their Sisyphean struggles with social institutions in cases that are not
extreme, and to strive to maintain this position as much as possible in more extreme and
challenging cases [51].

(p. 11)

These struggles might involve either, or both, of Fraser’s two-dimensional model of
injustice — (mal) distribution, leading to poverty and inequality; and/or (mis)recognition,
leading to discrimination and exclusion.

To facilitate Krumer-Nevo’s “call”, social work education must face head-on the very
significant challenge of helping students, who may well have internalised the current
socio-political hegemony of “progressive neoliberalism”, to understand how neoliberalism,
working as intended, creates poverty, inequality and hardship. This must involve learning
about economics, understanding how poverty itself contributes to more concrete risk
factors and, thus, is a priority site for social work activity. Social work education needs to
confront this and thus challenge the “undeserving” narrative, or students will continue to
become social workers who either do not see poverty as something they should attempt to
help with; or blame service users for their own poor circumstances.

Fraser’s model requires that students and social workers think about poverty as an
injustice and therefore mitigates against:

• Social workers not “seeing” poverty.
• Social workers not seeing poverty as a site of intervention.
• Social workers understanding poverty only as an individualised and behavioural

consequence.
• Recognition or identity features extinguishing attention to material hardship.
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• Social workers and students understanding injustice as only a matter of identity
features and employing a narrow understanding of antioppressive practice.

The studies from the Child Welfare Inequalities Project surely provide the impetus for
some serious rethinking of social work education and the need to foreground questions
of economic redistribution. Figure 1 provides an explanation of why social workers may
be intervening in the way the studies have highlighted and provides clarity about how
social work education might need a reorientation if we do not want to perpetuate, or even
exacerbate, the ‘moral muddle’ of current practice.
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