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Disorganised Fanmilies

This chapter is concerned with *problem families'; that is to
gsay, families who present to society particular kinds of
diffioulty in three main areas of family functioning:-

(1) inadequete care of the children, physically or
emotionally or bothj;

(i) poor standards of hygiene and material comfort;

(i;i) finamcial incompetance.
It is the extent and combination of these difficulties which
results in the label."problem" and this 1s bound up with the
social norms of & particuler time and place. The adjective
"disorganised" has been chosen to head the chaptér in
preference to "problem" in an attempt to suggest from the
outset ;ne central psychological characteristic of such families.

"The word “problem" has no diagnostic value. Indeed "nuisance

- -

families" might be a more accurate description because their“way .
of life rouses inteﬁse anxiety, concern and antagonism in the rest

of society, falling so far short as they do of what a given sooiefy
gelieves to.be the'esaentials of "good" family life. As the general

standards of child care, home-making and prosperity rise, so the

tailurd of certain families to rise with the rest stands out

more clearly.

There has been a gap between the knowledge which experienced
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social workers possess and the availabla lﬂ:bm‘hiara cﬂmerning the
fanily dynamics and interaction of such people. Until meemé_iy-,
Amexrdical social workers who wrote did not, on the wm-).l.a,A wm'k with
such clients and British social workers, | wfxo worksd with them did
not write. Attemps suoh as that of Reiner and Kaufman (1960) -‘ho
clasaify individuals along traditional m'eudj.an 11!@8 in terms of
oral, anal and genital chnaracteristics did not e:ppea.l to British
aocial. workers. In the British literature, Irvine (1954) ,'
Philps and Timms (1957) and Philps (1963) took the discussion
beyond the somewhat lurid description of physical liwving &
conditions, which tended to dominate some earlier writings, arnd

| , -
gave serious consideration to the backgrounds, relationships
and behaviour of tne people concerned, Reqently mamv social
workers have rightly pointed out ‘tne economic plight of such
families. Low wages of unskilledj werkers, the wage stop, large

families,. lack or knowledge of available benefit --all can play

their part in a doemvard spiral. - The social worker's skill is in

3
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perceiving the interaction of eoojnc;mic, social and psychdlogical
factors in human difficulties anci in attacking the problem on

some or all of these fronts, as is appropriate. It is pc;ssible

~ . ~ .

that social work literature at tlﬁie moment suggeats a more dramatic
swing of the pendulum towzrds the emphasis on economic factors than
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a study of actual social wo;k practice would reveal., Even allowing
for this, however, it seems importént now to guard against an
underemphasis of the psychoclogical difficulties likely to exist in
such families, just ag once economic difficulties were insufficiently
acknowledged in the literature. Tt would be regrettable if a battle
for the "rights™ of these families detracted from the study of the
pathology of their family life ;ince treatment will undoubtedly
oonsisf in the apelioratio;’of their diffioculties ;n both:areaa..-

It may be.argued with justification that the very act of
iaoiating a group of families under the heading "disorganised"” may
suggest a homogenity‘wnioh they do not in fact poassess. Certainly
more detailed study and research is necessary before we oan eonc lude
_'that such a grouping is justifiable in terms of their dlstinetive and
ohanaote?istic quality - the intensity and duration of the

a :
problems presented. Furthermore, important sub-groups might then
be distinguiaﬁed; But this ws are not at present in a position to
deacribe with certainty and it seemed nevertheless important to

afford a chapter in this book to the families whose difficulties

oreate maximum tension in sociel workers and related servioces.
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The Parents
Philps (1963) sums up his study of 2~27 individuals in such
familles thus:-

"Our rredominent impression of the parents was that the
course of their lives was determined by overwhelming
erotional impulses which made. it difficult for them to have
satisfying relationahips with other people scscceceses In
many instances, contact with their relstives, mighbours and
others had been broken or the relationships which existed
were marked by quarrelling and feelings of fear, hostility
and the expectation of rejection and criticism. ¢..ece.s The
great majority of parents were handicapped by some form of

- personality disturbance, the general characteristics of
which were impulsive behaviOUf, an inability to ‘tolerate
frustr;tion and a concern with "aggréssive feelings" csesses "
It is well known thet the partners in such families are
frequently themselves children of broken or severely disturbed
homes. Phelps (1963) shoved that in a gromp of 12 men and 129
women, 69% of men and 66% of women wexe lmown'to hive suffered

&

seriously disturbing influences in their childhoed of a kind

 which can be clearly demonstrated. In a further 26% and 29%
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cases respectively the ohildhood history was not known, or there'
was "insufi‘icient evidence to classify. It would seem very
pro})able, therefore, thet if all the evidence were available, at
least £ of the parents would be i;ou.nd to have suffered from a
variety of serious disturbance or disruption in their formative
years. Such figures tally closely with the experienca of social
workers. Small wonder therefore that the marriage is often
*defensive ..+e40""each seeing in the other the warmth oﬁ the
ideal parent» (which they lacked) and their o’w; unsure s'elves.."
(Elles ) If the need of each for a substitute parent is
desperate, mutual need-meeting can become difficult, if not
igxpossible. The parents of "disorganised families" are usually.
characterised by their mutual ohildliice dependency, rather than
(as in some other families) the dependence of oxe pa:.-tm-ar on the
otlmxr for parenting. Thus we find that e characteristic. of the.
interaction of such femilies is the temacity, the -clingin;”

quality, of their relationships. Indeed this is one of the causes

of their cenfliet with authority, for not infrequently it is

Garried to such lengths that men do not go to work and ohildren

4

not go to school. This tenacity might be seen as a stremgth but

it in faot reflects a pathological ia.ck of separateness. aa
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individuels and a need to allay primitive panic by staying close
together., In tact such famtli?s do not Psually break up
‘ permansntly - although temporary disruption is common - unless
.aotion is taken by society te precipitate this - as in eviection
or committal o% children to care. Of Philpe 129 tamilies ( )
"the great majority of both marriages and cohabitations had lasted
fgr a conaidpr;ble time, on average just over eleven ysars", Once

br;ken, however, there is a possibility that the tamily will shatter
' completely, unless greater efforts are made by social workers to

bring them together. T'his is because ot the difficulty whioh the

adu}ts have in "holding" the infernalised image of each other and

of the children in a prolonged absenca. This is consistent with

their immaturity, recalling the work ot Bowlby and othera (

) on the paychic mechanisms in young children ae;arated from

their parents, 7There is a marked use of the meohanism of denial to
:deal with pain and it 18 all too easy for the guilt and pain associated

%ith the qiasing members to be blotted out,

;gigé Families

One very obvious characteristic of such families is the

large number of children, It has been suggested that thers is in

marmr A ancrh navoanta an maannaani ana naald +ta howe hahione narkana

many of such parents an unconscious need to have babies; perhaps

to disprove an easier sense of worthlessness, for a "problem"

_/barent



)

parent mey feel it is the only thing in which he or she is
succeasful. For thé woman, it may also be a means of ensuring
ghat sha‘is not left on her own in the house, of which there ﬁay .
be a deep fear. BHBowever, auch;theories must remain speculative
until contraceptive'tecﬁniques an@féérvices are readily available
for such parents. These are ﬁhé people who do not make and
keep appointments at clinics - at any clinics: they do not
remember to teke pills - any pills. Thus difficulties over
contraception may well reflect the general problems of
3

disorganisation rather than any specific feelings about family
limitation. In time, improvenents in the service offered,
including psychological understanding, reliable domieciliary
gervices, and suitably undemending techniques, will show us whether
such parents nced large families. Some social workers suggest that
where local family plamming servicés are good, they have been used
to advantage by such people.

Winncott ( ) and Klein ( ) offer us a frame of
reference in understanding thé behaviour. of individuals who,

although adult in years, are infantile in emotional development.

As infants, they act out in relation to each other and to the

world at large, their phantasies of greed, anger and omnipotence

(1) (2)

to an exceptional degree. Philps (1263), Ratoliffe ( )

(3)
and Irvine (1954) have discugsed the concept of emotional
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immaturity in relation to the parents of disorganised families.

It is now generally accepted that in some ways their behaviouy may
be compared to that of an infant or young child. Yet one must

not take this concept of immat&rity.too far and to fall into the
tra;) - both conteuptuous and misleading - of ignoring the

differences which exist between these adults of (say) thirty

years and a child of three years or an infant of three months.

-
P

The parents of disorganised families are not indistinguishable
from children. Emotionally, they have developed sufficiently to
shoulder, however shakily, some of the responsibilities of
marriage and parenthood. To have done 8o, there must be areas of
their personality which have matured and are relatively intact, by
co:q?a.risop, for examp]'.e, with the schizophrenic tramp oi- the
alcoholio.psychopath.

Meontal Iliness

Social workers often deal with families where ons: or other
partner 1; c;iéiaalky 111 in orthodox psyohiatric terms., This may
be tho'oé;e in gore disorganised familiea but, more often, the
dlagnosis 1; not clear out and may turn in fart on a daﬁinitibﬁ,of
terms, Frequently, one or both parents, gapacially perhaps the

)

mathar . ane®farn fram a2 nawonadoca nhmnn"% Pawn af Aonmanainan. a - —

mother, suffers from a pervasive, chronf® form of depreqsiqu? a 7f
sense of emptiness and worthlessness, which manifests 1tseiann'~:'
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apathy, I'ns "defeated" air of suoh mothers is well know, THeAir.

oondition is often exaserbated by poor health and a degree of

chronic salmutrition. Indeed, the interplay of physical and
psychologioal factors in such women, who are frequently pregnant,
is of oohaidamblo significance and has been little studied,
Common, too, is a i;om of paranoia; again it is cmm
rather than acute, diffuse rather than focussed, There is8 a
sense of persecution by the outside werld, which may be t;sed to“"'
ward off depression or may refleoct an emotional immaturity in
whioh depression is not poassible, The capaocity for guilt i1s not
formed and so the blame for everything is put ot*to others who are
seen as perseoutors. Frequent quarrels with neighbours are an
example of this. This is not to say there is ne juastification in

reality. More often than not, the bebaviour of otmfr p.eople
towards tne family reinforces such feel_;lnés.

Psychiatrists in mental hospitals have not on the whole
achieved much suocess, nor voiced great interest, in "diaorgéniaed
families"., 'Llerms such as "social problems*, “immatur;ty",
9cnaracter disorders" may carry a certain dismissive quality and

there has been little attempt to treat either the family as a

whole or individuals as psyocnhiatrio problems, by drugs or
therapy. Their characteristic disorganisation makes them

diffiocult to help and psychiatrists have felt they must use their
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scarce time edemmu. Theee families, then, are, par
excellence, éhe social worker's problem and it is perhaps right
that they snould be 80 8inoe, in their difficulties, economio,
s8ocial and psychological factors-are always interlocked. Yet the
contx:zbution of psycho analytio theory to the understanding of
such families would be of great value to tnebsocial workers, whose
nsed for nelp in standing the eonfusion is at times aoute and
will be.holped to do so if thay can see a pattern in-apparent .
ohaos. The growing interest of some.Child Guidance Cliniocs in
those problemxs is welcome,
Confusion and Chaes

The phrase "disorganised families" suggests the eonfusion
and ehaos, in the inher world, in relationships and in pragtical
2 : ‘
affairs whioh so often dominmates day to day life, .‘rhex-e are two
igportant and distinct elements in this confusion - "acting oud®
and “muddle®, Elles ( ) remarka: "Tl;e'term “ (1.0, "aecting
out®) ";a t‘medrto dosoribe families whisch, during stress Mc;ls,
canonl.v communicate the real problem by recreating it", Verbal

communication 1s frequently inadequate. It is not nscesaarily

that the adults lagk verbdal fluency - infleed, as sccial workers

i -9 2. 97 ———— e .V 8 A i i A i - DL O e D

know all too well, some sush clients can muster a fine flow of
language. But words cannot be used to oclarify and therafom to
control poworful emotions because thoy 8o net carry tho aymbo:u.o
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force whicn enables the development of insignt. PFurtharmore,
communication implies the giving and receiving of message3 betwsen

separete people. The peverty of communication in such families is

partly due to the identity confusion between the members who have
not achieved tneappropriate degree of psychic independence. The
"atress perioaz" to which rlles refers may in faot be almost
continuous in such families during the chila-rearing phase and the

reourrent orises in part a ory for outside help which cannot be

expressed in words, lhe "actin'g out™ may serve the additienal
function of "drematisation ...... in lisu of conscious grief®,
(Blles ) That is to aa}, the orisis may be unoc;nscioualy
engineered to ward off the depreseien which would result if sush
feelings were faced.

The following illustrates the dramatic and violent form in

s

whioh some inner emotional turmoil is expressed, It also gives

an indication of the intensity manipulative quality which seo much

of this behavieur eontains,

Mrs, K's greatest difficulties during this tims have been her
feelings about abandonment and the revival of her ochildhood
separation anxicties when ghe was in hospital as a child and her
mother was not allowed to visit her., As the two eldest boys bave
returned to boarding school, she felt véry abandonnd indeed antd it
was nscessary for me to visit almost daily. Shs also suffored very.
much from lonsliness, especially at night when her fears besame
almost intolorable and wore given an added reality by the frequenmt

in to unocoupied huts nsarbdby. 4As usual, she trisd to
in to unoocoupied huts nsardby. As usual, she tried to

deal with all these feelings by workimg horself up into rages. Hor
instanece, on one oocasion when I callsd, although she mds @y ususl
oup of coffes, cleared my usual armehalr and poked up tne fireo, it
was obvious that she was walting only for ons remrk from me to
allow hsr to let rip,., Seising upon soms remark of wiwnd®, she gave a
aorean of anger whereupon all the childrenm unanimously and
ingtantly disappearsd from the room. Sho prosecded o sorcam adbuge
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and obscenities at the top of her voice, rampaging around the room,
throwing the furniture from ope end of the room to the other, She
was glaring malevelently &8t me and trying to aim articles of -

furniture at ms but somehow at the last minute they span away in a
different direotion. 1 sat cut the storm, merely remarking from time

" to tims that I really could mot understand what she said when ahe

sorcamed in that way.. When the outburst was over she began.mov
angrily around the room setting things te right and complaining f

I 414 not understand how difficult things were for her, that ahe coulc
not go on as she was and that somothing had to be domo, I said that ]
know that she was unhappy and frightened and I suggested: tgat’she sat
down and told me about those things. But she said that she was never
ever going to tell me anything again and that [ was not to call anymor
I said that whon she was a little girl she had discovered that if she
soreamed, her mothsr would give her whatever she wanted at ence
because she was afraid tnat she would have a fit, I said that that
worked when she was & onild but couldn't work now that she was grown
up. I said also that she was no lenger a helpless little ohild but a
grown-up woman and a very competent ons and I pointed out how quiekly
and competently she had restored the room ifrom chaos to order. She
was not propared to give up her anger with me and wnen I lefts she
repeated that 1L wvag not to call again., I said that I would come the
next day, tmat L would knock on the door but that it was up to ner
whather she let me in or not,

On another ocoasion I arrived to find a very angry Mrs. K. who
tola me that she ocould not go on tooking after the children, that she
had no money and food for them, that it was more than c¢ould be
expectod of her and that I must take them away immediately. I said
that 1L was not going to take the children away and she acreamed that
she would make me., She began dressing all the children in their ooats
telling them that they were goimg to go away with me., They all looked
a little bewlldered but by no means frightened. Having got thoem
dressed, Mrs. K. realised that she could not in fact make me take
them avay 8o she said that if I would not take them, then I oould
atay and look after them - that she was off. (1 should perhaps make
it clear that I nave edited the obscenities throughout.) She put on
her coat and left, 1 asked Kathy to find me a book and the childten
all gathered round while I read them a story. After about 2V mimutes,
Mrs., K. returned and slumped aown in a corner of the sofa, looking
very sulky., When we had finished the story, L said that perhaps she
would not tell me properly wnat the situation was about money and food.
She said tnat she had no monsy left and she produced the heel of a
loaf and a little margarine and said tnat that was all the food she
had in tne house., 1 said that 1 woula go and byy them food for that
evening, but tomorrow she would nave the family allowance and tomat 1L
would telephone the h,5.S. tomorrow to make sure that some money
reacned ner by Wednesday. 1 went and bought bread, butter and eggs.
On my next visit, Mre., K. told we that she had not meant me to take °
the children away and that if evsr I tried to do so she would siit
my throat for me!

The seoond aspect of disorganisation - the muddle in many

aspects of family life, reflects in part the need to "make a mesa”

Mﬁ)—
charectaristic of the child in the ereld phase. Aloungside with this,

————

charectaristic of the child in the ereld phase. Aloungside with this,
howeven, 18 the exprossion of the undsviying fear - "I am bad and
dirty® and the plea for help, "If I get in a bad enough mess,

someons will come to help me”. The following example shows such
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‘such meckanism at sork.

Mra. F. had Leen herself a deprived child., Having been brought
up in chiidren's homes, she knew well the ordinary routine of
housekeeping., She was of average intelligence. The house was
oxtremely dirty and untidy when first visited by the social worker -
kneg-deep in dirty clothing, papers, broken toys, food and excrement.
Over a period of months Mrs. P. began to clear up - with the exception
of one room, which was kept in cbaos into which she awept the other
rubbish and to which she referred with mingled gullt and glee everytime
the social worker called, "You mustn't go in there" ...oeecesee "1
must just shut the door of the sitting room™ .~.... etc. ceeasee. It
seemed a8 if she needed to keep this messy part of herself in extermal
reality and to show the social worker, both in defiance and in hope of
its acceptance., Eventually the imminent birth of another child and the
risk to its health made it essential for the room to be cleared. As
the social worker walked into the room, Mrs, F., burst into tears.

In discussions of the unconsclous needs, however, whioch may
t-mderlie the symptoms of orisss and muddle, we should not under-
egtimate the strain which is put upon.auch parents as the complexity
of the hquaehold and parenting tasks increase, It is well known that
the family situation often deteriorates as the numbers grow. The
increased intellectual and physioal» dexands on people who a.m'uaual?,y
ill-equipped t.o cope are obvious. The more subtle emotional demards
a8 posaibilities of inteta:ctiom, splits and aliguments ;row (see
Chapter I) should not be overlooked. There is as yét little
understanding of these processes in relation to this type of family.
The power of socilal workers

It will be apparent from the foregoing that in wark with

disorganised familisa, social workers have a real and frighteaning

power, in which their poaitive agtions of support and proteotion and

their nogative aotion ~ the withdrawal of suoch help - may play a
crucial part in dotermining the family's future as a dymamie entity.
In no other field of sooial work is the ideal of self-determimation
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of clients more difficult to apply, because their behaviour may
bring about the destruction of the family unless they are tg some
exte;t protected, often for yaqy years, from the consequences of
their aoﬁ-om. The amount of time and energy which can De put inte
thfing such families i8 considerable; the well-being of the

" ohildren is undoubtedly the mainspring of much of this activity. On
what aasumptione are these efforts baged? Why strive to try to keep
such families together in the knmowledge that the childrem will
undoubtedly suffer some of the material and emotiomal daprivationa,
and t;humatio handling, wbioh.the parenta’ themselves endured in
earlier days? The‘experienee of Childremns' Departments has shown
that the alternatives to life in their own families for such
ohildren are frequently bleak., Gone are the days when a life in
care was ideali#ed as & rosy alternative, Nevertheless, this
knowledge does not dispose of the nesed for painful decisions
concerning the amount of protection which should be-given or about
the enforcement of sanctions such as eviction or committal of
children to ocare. There are no "ausclute goods” - neither family

life nor a l1life in care - in this ugpact of social work.

The well-being of the children

- e a a .- -~ . - - . P - - - ea - -

Since it is’ the well-being of the children which will usually
astermine such efforts, however much compassion may be felt for

tho z2dults by those whe know them, it is lmportant to consider the
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aspects of family interaction and individual bebaviocur which may offer
guide linea for these diffioult decisioms. Ten case histories of
disorganised faaélias*may sound similar almost to the point of
monotpmr.’.?hepreﬁenting difficulties of dirt, debt, orises and

poverty are all too familiar, Yet in faot there may be important
differences between them and there is no substitute for sensitive
accurate observat}ona of individual childrenm in order to assess

the strengths and potentialities of the relationships. With children
of all agea, physical appearance indicates not simply the material
standards of care, but the quality of mothering they have received.
Children who are emotionally deprived frequently look lask-lustre

and bedraggled. This is differené in quality from the grimy and
poorly clad child whose eyes are bright and energy undiminished -~ even
in the facy of poor nutrition., It is known that infants thrive .
emotionally and intellectually, as well as physically, through the sare
whick they receive and that this provides the vesis for the rich

inner 1life which is the.hallmatk of kealthy childnood. Such

children play imaginatively, whereas the child who is fundamentally

deprived lacks the creative capacity. It is, of course, true that

the parents of disorganised fumiiies are unlikely to stimulate these

capacities. Yot even without such stimulies, some children of these
families pive the impression that they are "living off the fat® of

the earlier good experience, whereas for otners there appears to be
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a basic imaginative impovershment, These WMsiom a_r; of more
value than an.y conglomeration of “symptgna:" which may coma and go.
@erions he}d-rookdng and banging, however, seem almost a.lwaya to
indicate the absence of the ba.ai.o mtel%ll care which is a
prerequisite for health.> Attitudes to the worker are another
importgnt indication of the emotional health of the children,
Family caseworkers often bacome_ of 'considerable importame to the
whole family and are recognised by the children as a person who
offers support to their parents arld interest in them all as
individvals which 1is rarely shown by the world outside, This is
hopeful. Some children, however, crave from the social worker
attention and affection, 2s ¢o some children in nurseries or
dhildren’a homc;&;, This gay indisate o fundamental deficlency :LnA
thedyr family experiences and the twedie of ths §ocial worker is ‘auch 4
" thet the need cannot be me:. Another imporsant point for
observation concerns the arxiety levels of the children which vary
.ve'ry greatly as betwe’en c.m.ldren in the saue femily and as between
the children of uifferent families, despite apparently similar types
of disturbance in the family. Symptoms of this are numerous and

ghould be related to the total functioning o the child, But

sxtreme difficulty in concen“xrarion, repetitive questioning and
nyrer-activity are examples.
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It is not suzgested that the deteaticn 9f such dafielenciep or
problems would eventually lead to the conclusion that the children
¢
would necessarily be best away from their parents. Théy are, however,

dangsr siguals of a much more important kind thurn the sywptoms for

whicno the famliies 2re usually referred. They help ts sxet bshind the

familiar proesenting symptoms by asking questions desigied to guege

tnq»pay:hic strength of the children to withstand tha gireaves which
such fardilies undou;t.edly gxperiende.

As chiluren prow older, however, the demands of gociety thalt thejr
should conform to the norms, and the failure of their parents to help
them to do so, adds another dimension to the problem of preserving the
faumily. Even if ine children seem ﬁhgy@ioally healthy, their
delinquency, failure to attend school, or other kinds of ‘hon-
conformity" highlighta the fact that the;family cannot mairxtaina
itself in social isolation, The parants in such families, themselves
often fixated at an early level of emot;onal development, will be
urable to help forward the processes of adoia.lisation in their
children, In these matters, however, much can be Qone to oompleag#:,i,
the families' strengths - through, for emample, play groups or -
§oa.rding schools; whereas the serious- déprivation descriyé& above

mAY need A "fatal® aRltermtiva nravisian in same 4nstannasa.

may need a "total® altermative provision in some instances,



