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 Extensive research evidence that we live in a 

deeply unequal society  

 Increasing evidence of the consequences for 

social problems, levels of trust and social bonds 

 This evidence on inequality has not been explored 

in the research on child maltreatment 

 Moreover, it has seldom been considered when 

thinking about relationships between social 

workers and families  

Ethics and evidence 



+ 
The research evidence 

 Wilkinson and Pickett (2009)  

 www.theequalitytrust.org  

 Their extensive data sets would suggest that:  

 Wellbeing is not linked to how rich the society is 

but is linked to the distribution within the society 

 Moreover, we have reached the limits of growth 

http://www.theequalitytrust.org/


+ 
Comparing countries  

 Comparing twenty three countries and fifty US 

states  

 Most equal: Japan, Finland, Norway, Sweden, 

Denmark  

 Most unequal: UK, Portugal, US and Singapore  

 Social problems were three to ten times  more 

likely in unequal societies as those which were 

more equal 

 

 



+ 
Comparing  

 Mental illness 

 Drug and alcohol addiction  

 Life expectancy  

 Obesity  

 Children’s educational performance 

 Teenage births 

 Homicides 

 Imprisonment  

 Social mobility  

 Suicide (the outlier!!!) 

 Trust  



+ 
Trust 
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 Those who are removed are overwhelmingly 
economically and socially deprived.  On March 31st 2012, 
a child living in Blackpool, England, was eight times 
more likely to be ‘looked after’ out of home – to be in the 
care system – than a child in Richmond upon Thames, an 
outer London borough (Bywater, 202  This  inequality in 
childhood chances exemplifies a pattern of difference 
across all English local authority areas which is 
systematically related to deprivation.  For years, 
researchers have noted that deprivation is the largest 
factor explaining major differences between local 
authorities in key aspects of child welfare, such as the 
proportion of children entering the care system 
(becoming ‘looked after children’ (LAC)) or being 
subject to a child protection plan (CPP) (Bywaters, 2013).  

 



+ 
Key issues 

Growth in inequality is a feature of neo-

liberalism  

Social protection systems are eroded and 

risk is individualized  

This feeds into gendered discourses in a 

toxic way 
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The Capabilities Approach (CA) – a 

useful framework? 

 The CA was developed by the Nobel Prize winning economist 

Amartya Sen and feminist philosopher and ethicist, Martha 

Nussbaum.  

 It provides a theoretical framework concerning wellbeing, human 

development and social justice.   

 It is generally conceived as a flexible and multi-purpose 

framework, rather than a precise theory of well-being and can be 

used for: 

 the assessment of individual well-being 

 the evaluation and assessment of social arrangements 

 the design of policies and proposals about social change in society 

 



+ 
Core concepts 

 The Capability Approach focuses directly on the quality of life that 

individuals are actually able to achieve. This quality of life is analyzed 

in terms of the core concepts of: 

 Commodities that the person posses, including goods, services and 

resources they have access to (the focus of much policy debate)  

 Functionings are states of ‘being and doing’  such as being well-

nourished, having shelter. They should be distinguished from the 

commodities employed to achieve them. 

 Capabilities - the combination of being and doing that a person has 

the real freedom to achieve. A person’s capabilities represent the 

effective freedom of an individual to choose between different kinds 

of life that she may value and has reason to value 

 



+ 
Conversion factors 

 The differences in the capabilities to function can arise even with the 

same set of personal means for a variety of reasons, such as: 

 1) Physical and mental heterogenities among persons (e.g.  disability 

or illness)  

 2) Variations in non-personal resources (e.g. health care, community 

resources )  

 3) Environmental diversities (e.g. physical environment or threat of 

violence; 

  4) Differences in relative position vis-à-vis others (e.g. relative income 

poverty in a rich community may translate into absolute poverty in the 

space of capability.  

 (5) Distribution within the family – distributional rules within a family 

 



+ 
The current policy context in the UK – 

The case of neglect 

 ‘Exposure to toxic stress in 

early childhood can cause 

permanent damage to the 

brain. Neglected children 

may experience chronic 

exposure to toxic stress as 

their needs fail to be met’.  

 

 ‘We are leaving them to 

endure a life of soiled 

nappies and scummy baths, 

chaos and hunger, 

hopelessness and despair. 

These children need to be 

rescued, just as much as the 

victims of any other natural 

disaster’. 

 



+ 
However at the same time…… 

Whilst the vast majority of parents living in 

poverty do not neglect their children, there is an 

undoubted association between poverty and 

neglect that has been highlighted for many 

years.   

In the last few years: 

 Increasing numbers of children and families 

experiencing poverty and deprivation. 

 The numbers of families reliant on food banks 

is ever increasing.  

 Increasing numbers of homeless families 

being placed in temporary accommodation 

far from family and friends 

 Family support services and community 

resources severely cut 

 



+ 
The CA and Poverty 

 Poverty is regarded as capability deprivation because it 
interferes with a person's ability to make valued choices and 
participate fully in society – including being able to appear in 
public without shame. 

 It stresses the intrinsic importance of people’s capabilities, 
argues for a multidimensional assessment in poverty analysis 
and adopts a broad perspective of the many kinds of constraints 
that can limit people’s lives  

 Predicated upon a contextual notion of causality that is flexible 
enough to incorporate both individual and social causes into 
social analysis.  

 When considering the absence of a particular capability 
attention is directed to the relevant causal pathways responsible 
(including poverty) 



+ 
From a Capabilities Perspective: 

 Families living in poverty are increasingly being deprived of 

the means for basic capabilities, such as for adequate 

nutrition, warmth and shelter. 

 The reduction in family support services also diminishes the 

buffers to deal with the effect of adversities -  social and 

environmental ‘conversion’ factors that would support their 

capabilities and functionings. 

 Families involved in the child protection and family court 

systems face a ‘triple jeopardy’ of punitive practices that fail to 

recognize the socio-economic context of their lives.  



+ 
Inter-relationship between 

psychological and social factors 

 Nussbaum refers to combined capabilities 

 The characteristics of a person or internal capabilities (personality 
traits, intellectual and emotional capacities, states of bodily fitness and 
health, internalised learning, skills of perception and movement) are 
highly relevant to her ‘combined capabilities’ – these are traits and 
abilities – developed in interaction with the social, economic, familial 
and political environments. 

 One job of society is to support the development of internal 
capabilities however also need to create avenues and opportunities for 
people to function in accordance with these capabilities. 

 Combined capabilities – are freedoms or opportunities created by a 
combination of personal abilities and the political, social and economic 
contexts 



+ 
Poverty and parenting - It is not either/ or 

 The interrelationship between psychological and social causes – e.g. (from Hooper et al., 

2007): 

 Concerns over income and housing can impede women’s abilities to leave violent 

situations, often compounded by other forms of oppression and marginalisation due to 

for example, ethnicity, disability or immigration status; 

 Poverty could be a direct consequence of violence when a woman leaves an abusive 

relationship with her children;  

 Histories of abuse can affect people’s ability to gain control over their lives especially 

when living in very stressful social circumstances with limited choices; 

 Access to the ‘buffer zone’ of social and financial support from extended families, which 

helps many to cope with poverty, was often limited or non-existent for those with 

histories of childhood maltreatment, care or asylum/immigration.  

 The capacity to generate social support or to access practical help elsewhere could 

also be inhibited by the impacts of abuse on trust and intimacy, by the effects of 

poverty on opportunity and by the stigma attached to both abuse and poverty. 

 The impacts of abuse on mental health may be compounded by poverty, with the very 

high levels of depression among women with children living in poverty is well 

recognized  

 



+ 
Why the Capabilities Approach & 

Social Work? 

 The CA recognises structural inequalities impact on a person’s capabilities, and 
tackling these is central to the CA’s theory of social justice – concerned with 
entrenched social justice and inequality especially capability failures that are the 
result of discrimination or marginalisation 

 Human dignity and living a life worthy of it is central – treating each person as an 
end in themselves not a means to an end  

 Capabilities are dynamically shaped by interactions between individuals and their 
environments, including their social relationships, and encourages relational 
rather than individualistic thinking about people and their capabilities.  

 A crucial element in the CA is agency freedom  and it distinguishes between 
power over others and power with others 

  It is consistent with ideas from strengths-based and relational perspectives that 
take each service user’s  subjective experiences and relationships that matter to 
them seriously 



+ 
On a practice level – The CA includes…. 

 An ethical / social justice dimension to promote human dignity and 

flourishing (Requires affirmative government action to promote 

capabilities) 

 Poverty = capability deprivation (has to be part of the analysis) 

 Requires a multi-factorial analysis of causes of problems (lack of 

capabilities) – links to ecological approach (but more - ethical / structural 

dimension implicit) 

 Issues of inequality – shame and stigma & links with status/identity 

inequality (e.g. gender, race etc…also Lister & Fraser) 

 Issues of power – with not over 

 Acknowledges need to impose limits on some individual rights to protect 

others –e.g. limits on parental rights and freedoms in order to protect 

rights and capabilities of children 



+ 
The Capabilities Approach 

The 
Capabilities 

Approach 

An ethical / social 
justice dimension 
to promote human 

dignity and 
flourishing 

Issues of power – 
with not over. The 

importance of 
relationships as a 

means of 
promoting 
capabilities 

Recognises the 
need to impose 
limits on some 

individual rights/ 
freedoms  to 

protect others’ 
capabilities/ rights 

Shame and stigma 
& links with 

status/identity 
inequality 

Requires a multi-
factorial analysis 

of causes of 
problems (internal 
part of combined 

capabilities) 

Poverty and 
structural 

inequalities  = 
capability 

deprivation 



+ 
Power with not over 

 Working with people to identify capabilities and causes of 
capability failure/reduction (what they value and have reason 
to value – e.g. caring for their children) 

 Consistent with ideas from strengths-based and relational 
perspectives that take each service user’s  subjective 
experiences and relationships that matter to them seriously 

  Recognise the power of the professionals to promote strengths 
and enhance capabilities – not diminish and destroy 

 Focusing on a parent or parents’ capabilities to lead the the 
live that they values and have reason to value does not mean 
ignoring children’s needs – most parents want to care safely 
and adequately for their children – however protective action 
is required in some circumstance to protect/promote a child’s 
rights/capabilities (the CA still requires attention to parents’ 
right to be treated with dignity) 

 



+ 
Abdul’s story 

 Abdul was a Somali man who came to the UK seeking asylum. He was 
granted Indefinite Leave to Remain 3 years ago, lives in West London 
and works on the minimum wage 

 His 3 children were taken into care due to his ex-wife’s severe mental 
health problems. The children were placed in foster care. The local 
authority did not want to place the children in his care because he had 
not obtained suitable housing. This was seen as reflecting his ‘lack of 
commitment’ to the children. He attends contact three times a week, 
including unsupervised contact all day on Saturday. The children want 
to live with their father. 

 An approach based on the CA would recognise that obtaining private 
rental property is a challenge in many parts of London, but especially 
so when on a low wage with little chance of saving a deposit and rent in 
advance. It would not involve a dismissal of concerns about his 
emotional relationship and commitment to the children, but would 
recognise his strengths as well as work with him to understand and 
address any identified deficits.  

 



+ Social Work with Families – The CA Approach 

& critical analysis 

 VALUES, KNWOLEDGE AND SKILLS: 

 Questions and encourages dialogue about the impact of dominant 

discourse - political ideology & policy context on service delivery 

and own practice (values and assumptions) 

 Incorporates an analysis of poverty and inequality and the 

complex multi-dimensional impact on families lives and parental 

capabilities. 

 Works with families to develop strengths and capabilities in a 

relational context, whilst not minimizing vulnerabilities and risks 

 Developing relationships, working alongside parents and children, 

recognising the power of the professionals to promote strengths 

and enhance capabilities – not diminish and destroy - (including 

power to ‘shame’) 

 Services that develop a culture of listening to children and adults 

and develop partnership approaches to extending local support 

services.  

 Is committed to principles of human rights, social justice and the 

transformative potential of social work 
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