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Abstract

This research adopted a Realistic Evaluation approach (Pawson and Tilley, 1997) to elicit and
refine the theoretical understanding of how the Troubled Families programme (TFP) may
have facilitated positive outcomes for a proportion of service-users within one focus local
authority.

A Realist Synthesis approach (Pawson, 2006) was undertaken to identify the context-
mechanism-outcome configurations (programme theories) underpinning the TFP. These
identified programme theories were presented to key stakeholders (parents and family
support workers) to be validated, refined or falsified.

The theoretical basis of the TFP was refined to explicate how: ‘a dedicated family support
worker’, ‘delivering practical support’, ‘adopting a persistent and assertive approach with
families’, ‘understanding families as a whole’ and ‘establishing common purposes and
actions’, as theories, facilitate positive outcomes for families, as per the TFP success criteria.
The findings of the present research refined understanding of ‘what works, for whom and
under what circumstances?’ in relation to the TFP.

To this end, findings are discussed with respect to the implications for family support
practices. In addition, the implications for the practice of educational psychologists with
respect to the methodology adopted as well as the area of intensive family support are also

discussed.
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION

The present volume of work expresses research undertaken in line with the requirements of
the Applied Educational and Child Psychology Doctoral Programme at the University of
Birmingham. Broadly, the research aims to contribute to the knowledge and understanding
of how Phase 1 of the Troubled Families Programme (TFP) supported families within one

particular Local Authority (LA) to achieve positive outcomes and sustained change.

The research adopted a Realistic Evaluation approach (Pawson and Tilley, 1997) to elucidate
and appraise the programme theories that are assumed within existing literature to underpin
the TFP. Programme theories are defined as “a set of explicit or implicit assumptions by
stakeholders about what action is required to solve a social, educational or health problem

and why the problem will respond to this action” (Chen, 2012).

Situated within a Critical Realist ontological orientation and interpretivist epistemology, the
research aims to report the programme theories that contributed to the successful outcome
(reduction in antisocial behaviour, crime and raised child school attendance also known as
‘social targets’) achieved by a portion of the population of TFP service users (n = 84%) within
one local authority. The identification and appraisal of these assumed programme theories
was generated through a realist synthesis approach and empirical data collection via a series

of realist interviews conducted with TFP service users and practitioners.

The realist synthesis is an approach reviewing research evidence on complex social
interventions, which provides an explanatory analysis of how and why they work (or don’t
work) in particular contexts or settings (Pawson et al, 2004, pg. 4). Subsequently, these
assumed programme theories were then shared with interviewees within the realist interview

with a view to appraising them. Furthermore, the realist interview method also allowed for



new information to be added to the understanding of factors that contributed to success of

the TFP for certain families.

Research rationale
The research developed through a mutual interest between the Local Authority, the Principal

Educational Psychologist and | to conduct further exploration into the relative successes of
the TFP. Furthermore, between the years 2012-2015, educational psychologists within the
focus local authority were located within multi-agency support teams (MASTs) which were
comprised of professionals and practitioners from a range of health, education and social care
roles. At this time, within the focus local authority there was a strong emphasis on educational
psychologists supporting the corporate interest of keeping families together. To this end,
educational psychologists were becoming increasingly involved in working with parent
support workers, social workers and other family support practitioners through direct
supervision, informal peer supervision sessions and reflective practice sessions. Typically
within these forums, other aforementioned practitioners would bring ‘cases’ to the attention
of an educational psychologist with a view to gaining their perspective on what may be
occurring and therefore which next steps may be conducive towards facilitating the desired

changes.

To this end, it was deemed that by undertaking research that offered health/ social/
education oriented practitioners working within family support contexts, as well as
educational psychologists, an enhanced understanding of what practices are optimal for
producing positive and sustained change within families requiring support could be greatly

beneficial.



Local Authority interest
One of the focus local authority’s corporate interests lies with supporting families to stay

together. This owes to the local social context in which there are high numbers of Looked-
After Children (LAC) and relatively higher than national averages of unemployment. To this
end, following Phase 1 of the TFP within the LA, a payment by results outcome of 84% of all
the families that participated was achieved (Department for Communities and Local
Government in Troubled Families Programme, Progress Information, 2015). This figure only
represented the percentage of families worked with (total n = 810) that were successfully
worked with to reduce reported incidents antisocial behaviour/ crime and improved child
school attendance (n = 683). In addition, although not necessarily the focus of the present
study, there were 127 families that were achieving continuous employment targets by the
end of June 2015 within the focus local authority, representing a success rate of

approximately 15%.

In line with this, the Principal Educational Psychologist, Head of Early Intervention services 5-
18 years, and the Troubled Families Coordinator were interested in exploring ways to develop

the effectiveness of the TFP with current and future families to be worked with.

To this end, | was commissioned to conduct research that would explicate why and how the
TFP was effective for the aforementioned 84% of families related to the social targets.
Consequently, it was viewed that such findings would also have implications for developing

the TFP approach with other families for whom positive outcomes were desired.

Researcher interest
As a Trainee Educational Psychologist on placement within the LA, | have had first-hand

experience of working with children and families that were recruited to the TFP. As a critically



oriented Psychologist, | am also interested in exploring the process of change and the factors
that support/ hinder this. It could be argued that the TFP, as a social intervention is largely
concerned with introducing change. To this end, there is clearly a role as both a psychologist
and researcher to explore the hypothesised phenomena of the TFP influencing change for

84% of Phase 1 families within the Local Authority.

Defining Troubled Families
The majority Conservative Party United Kingdom government introduced a new approach to

working with approximately 120,000 Troubled Families in 2010. In attempts to target support
and resources to the most ‘troubled’ families, the Department for Communities and Local

Government (DCLG, 2012) defined Troubled Families as:

“Those who meet 3 of the 4 following criteria:

e Areinvolved in youth crime or anti-social behaviour
e Have children who are regularly truanting or not in school
e Have an adult on out of work benefits

e (Cause high costs to the taxpayer” pg. 9.

It was anticipated by the DCLG that many families may present with 2 criterion and therefore
still be ‘troubled’ to some degree. To this end, a further filter criterion was established
whereby Local Authorities could apply discretion to include families who may have been
experiencing additional difficulties, such as child protection proceedings, frequent police

involvement and chronic issues with physical health (Davies, 2015, pg. 10).

To inform policy and intervention further, Louise Casey (Director General of the Troubled
Families initiative) conducted ‘non-formal’ case study research to understand What

multiplicity of problems means for families and how they got to be so troubled (DCLG, 2012).
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Casey concluded through a series of interviews that there appeared to be some
commonalities amongst the problems that these troubled families were experiencing. An

outline of these is provided within figure 1 below.

Figure 1: The ‘trouble’ within Troubled Families (Casey, 2012)

Common factors present within Troubled Families
Intergenerational transmission of difficulties Anti-social  family &  friend
networks
Large numbers of children Abuse
Shifting family make-up Institutional care
Dysfunctional relationships Teenage mothers
Violence Early signs of poor school
behaviour
Anti-social behaviour Depression / Poor mental health
Substance abuse

In the report, Casey (2012) concluded that:

“The traditional approach of services reaching individual family members, at crisis point
or after, and trying to fix single issues such as 'drug use’, 'non-attendance at school’ or
'‘domestic violence' in these families is most often destined to fail. Their behaviours and

problems can be properly understood only by looking at the full cycle - and the full

family.” (pg. 67)




Impact of Troubled Families Programme Phase 1
Within the focus local authority, at the end of Phase one of the TFP there was a reported

success rate of 84% (DCLG, 2015). This figure represented the percentage of families that
entered the programme that achieved positive outcomes following a six month period
following intervention. At that time, the service director for Children and Young People was
qguoted within media saying: “"The Families in Focus programme has had a tremendous
impact on families in anonymised local authority who are struggling to function properly for

one reason or another.” (Source — Focus local authority website, 2015)

In contrast to this, an independent evaluation of Phase one of the TFP was reported in
October 2016 by the Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG), which

stated that:

“The key finding from the impact evaluation using administrative data was that
across a wide range of outcomes, covering the key objectives of the programme -
employment, benefit receipt, school attendance, safeguarding and child welfare -
we were unable to find consistent evidence that the Troubled Families programme
had any significant or systematic impact. That is to say, our analysis found no
impact on these outcomes attributable to the programme, with observed
outcomes for the Troubled Families Programme families being very similar to the

outcomes for a matched comparison group of families.”

(DCLG, 2016 Pg. 69)

This evaluation adopted three different streams, including a process evaluation (how

was the programme being delivered), an impact evaluation (quantification of the impact



the programme had on families worked with) and an economic evaluation (were savings

made and was it cost-effective).
To this end, a tentative hypothesis begins to emerge that it is not whether the TFP works

or not, but rather that it appears to work in specific ways and situations.

Local Authority Context

The LA in which the research was undertaken in is a city metropolitan borough within the

West Midlands. The population comprises of approximately 250,000 residents from a range

of ethnic, cultural, geographical and religious backgrounds.

In line with the Troubled Families agenda as set out by the DCLG in 2012, locally the LA has
responded by setting a target of ‘turning round’ 2,840 families by 2020. Between the years
2012-2015 the LA has reported that it has turned around 810 families who were experiencing
difficulties aligned to the TF criteria. To support this initiative, the LA works closely with
housing providers, health services, police services and education providers to bring about
‘sustained and significant change’. This initiative is referred to as the ‘Families in Focus’

programme.

The LA estimates that the cost of issues and difficulties persisting within families equates to
approximately £75,000 per family. To this end, within the current economic climate of

austerity, the LA is driven towards reducing the costs of public expenditure.

Local Authority — Troubled Families Financial Framework
Guidelines from the DCLG (2012) incentivised local authorities to identify families that would

qualify as ‘Troubled Families’ by offering an ‘attachment fee’. Between the years of 2012-
2015 this fee gradually reduced from 80% to 40% of the overall £4,000 that would be paid for

achieving positive results for families identified (i.e. payment by results scheme).



To this end, the only way that local authorities could gain funding to support ‘troubled
families’” was to firstly identify them to gain an attachment fee and then achieve positive

outcomes for them as set out within the TFP success criteria.

Chapter 2: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Research Design
Realistic Evaluation (Pawson and Tilley, 1997) is an approach to evaluation methodology that

supports researchers seeking to understand and offer explanations on how social
interventions (i.e. Troubled Families programme) work to address social issues (i.e. persistent
school non-attendance, domestic violence, unemployment and crime) by asking questions
such as ‘what works for whom in what circumstances and in what respects, and how?’

(Pawson and Tilley, 2004, pg. 2).

The Realistic Evaluation framework for conducting research is a theory-driven approach. RE
assumes a critical realist position on social interventions by acknowledging that they are
composed of real elements (contexts) which in combination with the actor’s cognitions,

perceptions and actions (mechanisms) results in particular results (outcomes).

Figure 2 denotes the over-arching research design for the present study.



Figure 2: An overview of the research design/ phases for the realistic evaluation of the TFP

—

Phase 1: Theory Phase 2: Embryonic hypotheses Phase 3: Observations Phase 4: Specification
Determination of the What might work, for whom, Assessment and analysis of Refinement/ appraisal of
CMOCs that are assumed how and why and in what relationships between contexts, CMOCs that underpin the TFP
to underpin the TFP contexts? mechanisms and particular outcomes

U -

Actual activities administered within the study to correspond with the realistic evaluation cycle:

-

Review of programme \ Realist Synthesis of Realist Interview with Construction of ‘new
|iterature as presented relevant Iiterature research par‘ticipants CMOCS

7

by authors (if available)

E.g. TFP framework /
local authority plans




Fundamentally, the present study has a realist philosophy permeating throughout its design.

As the principal researcher, | have adopted the stance that there is indeed a real world that
would exist independently from people being able to perceive it through a multi-sensory way.
However, the realist philosophy states that how the real world is perceived by each individual

that can lead to a clearer understanding of what the real world might actually be.

To this end, by adopting a realist stance, it is assumed that there is a social intervention called
the Troubled Families Programme. However, the understanding of what the programme is
and how it might work as an intervention is influenced by how individuals involved in it
perceive it. The Realistic Evaluation approach (Pawson and Tilley, 1997) seeks to uncover how
individuals perceive social interventions rather than the more traditional approach to
evaluation that offers an appraisal on whether or to what degree an intervention was
effective. In realistic evaluations, the term ‘generative causation’ is often referred to as an

account of the reasoning behind the outcomes that a programme achieved (Pawson, 2006).

The synthesis of the contexts in which social interventions occur as well as the mechanisms
that are then activated by these contexts (typically individual perceptions, reasoning, beliefs
etc.) and the resulting outcomes are often presented within realistic evaluation as a series of
context, mechanism and outcome configurations (CMOCs). It is these CMOCs that offer a way
of understanding the theories that may be involved for producing certain outcomes within

particular social interventions.

To aid in the understanding of the present study, an overview of key terminology is presented

with a brief definition of each term.

10



Key terms:

Programme theory

A description of how an intervention is assumed to result in its expected outcomes and the

conditions that are likely to influence this.

CMOC

A proposition stating what it is about an intervention that works (outcomes), for whom and

in what circumstances (context-mechanisms).

Stakeholder/ subjects

The individuals directly involved in facilitating the intervention and/ or being the direct focus

of the social intervention.

Programme/ social intervention

An organised system of activities that are designed to change/ improve the social experiences

of targeted individuals/ groups in society, through an internalisation of social control.

Realist Synthesis

The synthesis of a wide array of literature and evidence that seeks to offer explanation for
the conditions and mechanisms that may underpin the outcomes that are produced by a

particular social intervention.

Realist Interview

The process of presenting the assumed programme theories to the interviewee (stakeholder)
followed by a process of exploring their experience of the social intervention in order to
confirm, falsify or refine theoretical understanding of how, why and for whom the programme

works.

Middle-range programme theory

A level of theoretical abstraction of a social phenomenon that is specific enough to generate

propositions to test whilst being generalisable to apply within different situations.

11



Chapter 3: AN OVERVIEW OF THE REALIST SYNTHESIS APPROACH

Review of the literature
In line with Pawson and Tilley (2006), the present study adopted a Realist Synthesis approach

to develop middle range programme theories from a review of the literature associated with
the Troubled Families programme. This initial process within the review begins to advance
the understanding as to how Phase 1 of the Troubled Families programme may work to

support families towards positive outcomes and changes.

The development of programme theories also generates tentative hypotheses as to what
contexts enable certain social mechanisms, which in turn may lead to produce a particular set
of outcomes. In addition, the development of these assumed programme theories permits
the researcher to utilise a deductive and theory-driven approach within the data collection
phase, as was implemented within the present study. Furthermore, the opportunity to
appraise the assumed programme theories within the data collection phase also provides an
opportunity to refine them to a greater degree than that which could be achieved via a review

of the literature alone.

Aims of Realist Synthesis
In broadest terms, Realist Synthesis is an approach to the review and synthesis of evidence,

which focuses on understanding the mechanisms by which an intervention works, or not
(Rycroft-Malone, 2012). However, it is not concerned with producing generalisable truths but

rather refinement of theory (Pawson et al, 2005).

A summary of the Realist Synthesis approach adopted within the present study, based upon

Pawson (2006) can be seen in Table 1 on the next page.
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Table 1: Overview of Realist Synthesis approach used within study (based on Pawson, 2006)

Identifying and Review question was identified and defined through discussion
defining the review with key stakeholders from the Local Authority (LA) who were
question associated with Phase 1 of the Troubled Families programme.

A review of Phase 1 data that demonstrated the programme may
have worked well to produce positive outcomes for 84% of families
involved.

Reviewing the Troubled Families framework and its unique
implementation within the Local Authority to ascertain what was
deemed to be the most supportive and recognised outcomes.

Literature scoping and | Scoping, searching and identifying literature that explored the
search phase outcomes identified through discussion with stakeholders and
review of LA approach to implementing Troubled Families
intervention.

For example — Examining if and how the TF programme might work
to produce positive outcomes via the role the dedicated family
worker plays. In addition, relevant literature would be appraised to
test the theory that certain mechanisms are facilitated by the
family worker within the TF programme and its related outcomes.

Quality assurance Evaluating the literature’s quality and professional rigour to ensure
robustness of synthesis.

Data and evidence The use of an analytic reading framework to collate relevant data

extraction

Synthesis of the data/ | Utilisation of data to explore possible links between the contexts
evidence and mechanisms (reflected within the literature) to develop
assumed programme theories that broadly explicate how the TF
programme may support families towards achieving the positive

outcomes and changes outlined within the LA’s TFP framework.

ldentifying and defining the review question
In keeping with the tradition of Realist Synthesis approaches, the review question was

identified and defined in collaboration with key stakeholders and commissioners of the

research study (Pawson, 2006). This included liaising with the Principal Educational
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Psychologist of the LA, the head of children and families early help service and the Troubled

Families lead co-ordinator.

During the initial discussions it became apparent that it was a corporate priority to keep
families together whilst reducing the number of children entering the social care system. In
addition, Phase 1 of the Troubled Families programme had reported a payment by results or
success rate of 84%. The key stakeholders felt that this was a relative success but were also
interested as to why the programme appeared be successful in a significant proportion but
not all cases. It was agreed that a focus on this particular phenomenon might also be useful
towards developing the quality of practice with families within the next phase of the Troubled
Families programme. To this end, in line with the tradition of Realistic Evaluation, the primary
aim of the research was to refine the theoretical understanding around the particular

contexts and mechanisms that support positive change for troubled families.

Initial scoping of the documentation and literature suggested that a synthesis of studies and
articles related to how the Troubled Families programme and other related family
intervention programmes might be successful in supporting them towards positive outcomes
and changes such as employment, raising school attendance, reducing anti-social behaviour

etc.

Consequently, it was agreed that a useful focus for the review question would be:

How the Troubled Families programme might work to enable families to produce

positive outcomes and changes aligned with the criteria of the Phase 1 TF framework?
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To this end, it was agreed that the review would aim to explicate:

- The outcomes that are essential in needing to be supported by the TF programme in
order to enable families to produce positive changes.

- The mechanisms that are facilitated by the TF programme that enables these
outcomes to be produced.

- The context conditions that enable these mechanisms to be initiated.

|dentification of programmes
The initial scoping and subsequent review of the literature aimed to begin to formulate the

programme theories that underpinned phase 1 of the TF programme, with a view to
explicating how the TF programme might have worked for the 84% of families that achieved
positive outcomes and changes (or payment by results) within the LA between the years 2012-

2015.

To this end it was important to include literature that had been produced by both Local and
National Government, as well as independent studies that had been conducted. However,
when considering the various issues that define Troubled Families, it would have been a vast
exercise to review all of the relevant literature concerned with producing positive change for

families in relation to the criterion set out within the TF framework.

The criteria for being identified as a ‘troubled family’, as reported within the Troubled Families

framework document (DCLG, 2012), are outlined within Table 2 below.
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Table 2: Identification of “Troubled Family’ criteria (DCLG, 2012)

Troubled Family criteria (Phase 1)

Details

Involved in crime and anti-social

behaviour

— Households with 1 or more under 18-year-old with a
proven offence in the last 12 months; AND/ OR

— Households where 1 or more member has an antisocial
behaviour order, anti-social behaviour injunction, anti-
social behaviour contract, or where the family has been
subject to a housing-related anti-social behaviour

intervention in the last 12 months.

Have children not in school

Child has been su