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CHAPTER TWO 
 

THE LIFE SITUATION OF FAMILIES WITH MULTIPLE PROBLEMS: 
A COMPARATIVE CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS OF 

SOCIAL SERVICE PERSPECTIVES                



 

 

                        This chapter is based on: Tausendfreund, T., Knot-Dickscheit, J., Knorth, E. J., & Grietens, H. (2012). De leefsituatie als explanans en explanandum bij multiprobleemgezinnen. Een vergelijkende conceptuele analyse van hulpverleningsperspectieven in Duitsland en Nederland. Pedagogiek, 32(3), 251–271.  Tausendfreund, T., Knot-Dickscheit, J., Grietens, H., & Knorth, E. J. (2015). The 
life situation of families with multiple problems: A comparative conceptual 
analysis of social service perspectives. Manuscript submitted for publication. 
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The life situation of families with 
multiple problems: A comparative conceptual 
analysis of social service perspectives 

 
Abstract Originally developed in English-speaking countries, the concept of ‘multi-problem families’ is frequently used in the Dutch child welfare sector to denote a target group characterized by experiencing complex, longitudinal and intertwined problems. In German-speaking countries only little reference is made to this concept, and if so, often in disapproval. Alternative terms to characterise families that face multiple adversaries have been forwarded in Germany instead, which link social theories on poverty and social exclusion to the concept of ‘life situations’. This conceptual difference between Germany and the Netherlands prompted a literature review, in which theoretical and practical values of concepts describing families with multiple problems were examined. Central to this review is the concept of life situations from which we proceeded. We examine both similarities and differences in the conceptual approaches, and evaluate their potential value for an ethically justified child and youth care practice. In conclusion the concept of life situations can serve as a valuable frame of reference for social work practice and research. The concept bridges the micro, meso and macro levels of family functioning and as well as the broader social context, thus making it possible to describe and analyse the multitude of problems individual families may face, as embedded within society.   
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Introduction For more than two decades, the concept of multi-problem families has been used in the Dutch child welfare sector to define families who are struggling “with a chronic complex of socioeconomic and psychosocial problems, which the care professionals involved consider as refractory to care”1 (Ghesquière, 1993, p. 43). In the Netherlands, interventions have been developed or modified especially for this target group. The concept, partly equivalent to the English concept of ‘families with multiple problems’ (Spratt, 2009), is coming into increasingly common usage by researchers in the behavioural sciences and within various educational sciences, including the Dutch orthopedagogy [special needs education and youth care], and clinical psychology (Hellinckx et al., 2008). In light of the popularity of this concept in the Netherlands, it is interesting to note the scarcity of the concept in the German literature. As early as 1993, Ghesquière notes, “[We] found only a limited number of German-language publications that correspond to these traditions in the literature of the United States and the United Kingdom. . . . They are related to the relatively recent form of social services known as sozialpädagogische Familienhilfe [social pedagogical family support], which is also a form of home-based care” i (Ghesquière, 1993, p. 24). Even 19 years later, little change has taken place in the scarce number of publications (Tausendfreund, Knot-Dickscheit, Knorth, Strijker, & Schulze, 2012). One possible explanation involves the critical assessments of the concept that have appeared in German-language publications on social pedagogical family support. The concept has been pushed aside, because it is perceived as inconsistent with the core principles of the German social service sector. These principles include resource orientation [German: Ressourcenorientierung], which refers to a focus on actual or potential strengths and skills of the client system, and welfare state principle [German: Sozialstaatsprinzip], which refers to the government’s obligation to eliminate unequal opportunities as much as possible. The concepts of poverty and 
deprivation (of a family) have been advanced as alternatives, as described in the                                                                   1 Translated from Dutch by the author of this thesis, T. Tausendfreund 
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German Handbook on social pedagogical family support (Helming et al., 2004), published by the German Federal Ministry of Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth:  The concept of poverty as accumulation of shortages . . . corresponds better than the concept of ‘multi-problem’ families with a fundamental approach characterized as ‘resource orientation’ in social-pedagogical family support. . . . The concept of ‘multi-problem families’ includes only the level of the family system (‘families that have many problems’) and hides social deprivation, the deprivation of these families, . . . The term also neglects the ‘welfare state principle’, the obligation of the state to intervene to regulate equal opportunities.2 (Helming et al., 2004, p. 74)  The focus of the German system, in contrast to the Netherlands, is thus not on the description of a target group, but on the attitude or vision of the government and social services with regard to a group of citizens (or clients). Concerns regarding the stigmatization associated with the concept of multi-problem families appear to play a prominent role in this regard, although these concerns alone cannot explain why the concept of poverty should be a suitable alternative. To answer this question, we first elaborate on the German concept of poverty and the Dutch concept of social exclusion. We then consider how various aspects are related to the above-mentioned criticism of the concept of ‘multi-problem families’. Based on these insights, we formulate implications for theory on families with multiple problems. In our opinion, these implications are relevant to research, policy, and services, in an international context. 
Conceptualization of Poverty and Social Exclusion One key to an answer to the question posed above, i.e. why poverty is considered a suitable concept in Germany, can be found in its definition. In Germany, the concept of life situations [German: Lebenslagen] has been gaining                                                                   2 Translated from German by the author of this thesis, T. Tausendfreund. 
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considerable popularity in the social sciences since the 1990s. This multi-dimensional concept plays a central role in the analysis and description of poverty in Germany, particularly with regard to children growing up in poverty. The comparable concept of living conditions [Dutch: leefsituaties] has also been applied in research in the Netherlands, particularly in studies on social exclusion of children and families (Guiaux, Roest, & Iedema, 2011; Roest, Lokhorst, & Vrooman, 2010). Before elaborating on several substantive attributes of this concept, we outline the respective national contexts in relation to it. 
The Concepts of Life Situations and Poverty in Germany In Germany, a broad concept of poverty [German: Armut] is adopted, based on the 1984 European definition (Council of the European Communities, 1985) and in accordance with definitions of the World Bank (Haughton & Khandker, 2009) and the United Nations (Administrative Committee on Coordination, 1998). More specifically, in Germany, poverty refers not only to financial deficit, but also to deprivation in a number of socially relevant aspects of life (e.g. physical, social and cultural participation). The sociological concept of life 
situations plays a central role within this broad definition (German Federal Government, 2001). This concept, which was first elaborated theoretically in the 1930s (Neurath, 1931), was adapted empirically for use in social policy in Germany in the 1960s (Weisser, 1978). Since 2001, it has been used in the quadrennial German governmental report on poverty and wealth, entitled Life 
situations in Germany (German Federal Government, 2001; 2005; 2008; 2013). From that time on, the concept has played a prominent role in studies examining the impact of poverty on children, with the conviction that concepts of poverty that are restricted to matters related to income are only of limited value (e.g., Hock, Holz, Simmedinger, & Wüstendörfer, 2000; Holz & Puhlmann, 2005). It is interesting to note that the application of the concept has not been limited to sociological and political studies. It has also been recognized in the German discipline of social pedagogy [German: Sozialpädagogik] as a concept with critical-analytical value for (future) theory production (Böhnisch, Schröer, 
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& Thiersch, 2005; Böhnisch, 2008). The analysis of processes related to the phenomenon of poverty—in the broadest sense—is considered important as theoretical and empirical input for child and youth care, as with the above-mentioned social pedagogical family support (Otto, 2006). In Germany, many strategies that are intended to reduce or prevent the negative effects of poverty on children are therefore located at two levels of action: social policy and social pedagogical practice (e.g., Lutz & Hammer, 2010). 
The Concepts of Living Conditions and Social Exclusion 
in the Netherlands Unlike in Germany, a stricter (i.e. financial-economic) definition is used in official poverty reports in the Netherlands. Although it is assumed that poverty is often accompanied by social exclusion, it is not an identical concept, and poverty must not be automatically included in the definition of social exclusion (Jehoel-Gijsbers & Vrooman, 2007). The Dutch counterpart of the German concept of life situation is translated as living conditions. The best-known operationalization of this concept can be found in the Permanent Survey of Living Conditions [Dutch: Permanent Onderzoek naar de Leefsituatie, or POLS], as part of the NISR Living Conditions Index [Dutch: SCP Leefsituatie-Index, or SLI] conducted by Statistics Netherlands (CBS). In the Netherlands, research on living conditions is used primarily to explore cultural changes and the life circumstances of specific population groups, such as in research on the integration of young immigrants (Vroome & Hooghe, 2013). The concept plays a key role in research on intangible processes resulting from poverty, including the social exclusion of children (Nederland, Mak, Stavenuiter, & Swinnen, 2007). However, the sociological concept of living conditions plays little or no recognizable role in the development of theory in Dutch child and youth care. We return to this point in the conclusion and discussion. 
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Characteristics of Life Situations Overarching attributes of both concepts, i.e. the one of living conditions and the one of life situation, can be identified partly in reference to the works of Jehoel-Gijsbers (2003) for the Netherlands and Voges, Jürgens, Mauer and Meyer (2003) for Germany. In the following, we discuss four mutual attributes of the concepts—multidimensionality, multiple levels, objectivity and subjectivity, and dynamism and relativity—based on concrete examples from social research. In the section thereafter, we use these attributes in the further evaluation of the criticism surrounding the concept of ‘multi-problem families’, as outlined in the introduction. In each of the sections we included one example figure as a visual illustration. 
Multidimensionality 

Multidimensionality—as the opposite of unidimensionality—is a key attribute in the conceptualization of poverty and social exclusion as life situation (Jehoel-Gijsbers, 2003; Voges et al., 2003). Key element of this attribute is the division of the life situations into a number of relevant areas of life. Examples include categorizations consisting of four sub-dimensions (e.g., Holz & Puhlmann, 2005; Jehoel-Gijsbers & Vrooman, 2007) or five domains (e.g., Hock et al., 2000; Voges et al., 2003). Jehoel-Gijsbers and Vrooman (2007) further distinguish two primary dimensions—economic-structural and sociocultural—under which the four sub-dimensions can be arranged. We included Figure 1 (p. 21) as visual example for the concept of multidimensionality. 
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Figure 1. Living conditions divided into primary and sub-dimensions. Adapted from “Explaining Social Exclusion. A theoretical model tested in the Netherlands,” by G. Jehoel-Gijsber and C. Vrooman, 2007, p. 17, Den Haag: The Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP).  Multidimensional conceptualization offers several advantages. The primary advantage is that it reduces the amount of information (‘major points’) while preserving notions of complexity. This type of conceptualization emphasizes the distinction of qualitative aspects (dimensions), each of which can be analysed in greater detail subsequently (Alkire & Foster, 2011). Multidimensionality also makes it possible to interpret a single social phenomenon from multiple perspectives, and reveal possibilities of (problem) accumulation. For example, having a job can be seen as a source of income (i.e. 
material), as a source of guaranteed civil rights (i.e. institutional), as a source of meaningful contacts (i.e. social) and as a source of integration (i.e. cultural). 
Multiple Levels 

In addition to being suitable for offering a concise overview and horizontal ranking of areas of life, the concept of life situations also provides a foundation for analysis at various levels of functioning for actors (or groups). Traditional distinctions include the micro, meso and macro levels. The micro level defines the smallest social unit—the interactionist sphere, the meso level focuses on institutional embeddedness—the organizational sphere, and the macro level encompasses the entirety of the social realm at its highest ranking—the societal 
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sphere (Luhmann, 1996). For example, the following model (Figure 2) can be used to create a vertical ranking of risk factors related to the phenomenon social exclusion. 

 
Figure 2. Dimensions and risk factors in living conditions at the micro, meso and macro levels that increase the risk of social exclusion. Adapted from “Explaining Social Exclusion. A theoretical model tested in the Netherlands,” by G. Jehoel-Gijsber and C. Vrooman, 2007, p. 19, Den Haag: The Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP).  The inclusion of multiple levels in a model allows to embed conditions of individuals or groups into greater frameworks, such as the community or the society. Links between and factors underlying individuals and their social, cultural, institutional and economic environments can be analysed and subsequently incorporated into theory, making it possible to estimate or qualify them for use in designing policy and social services. In this context, 
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‘qualification’ is not limited to distinctions between desirable and undesirable outcomes, but extends also to statements about the possibilities and limits of direct or indirect change (as indicated in Figure 2 (p. 22), with the distinction between factors that can and cannot be influenced). With regard to the attribute of multiple level theories, we see both agreement and fundamental difference with socio-ecological theories in the educational sciences (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In socio-ecological theories and analyses, micro-systems, meso-systems, exo-systems and macro-systems depend on the idea of the individual as centre. (Hamburger, 2008, p. 61). In child and youth care, however, the macro-system, as a relatively constant unit (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 258) is, at least in the Netherlands, often assumed as unit with little or no capacity for change (Scholte, 1999), and excluded from further analytical consideration (Bakker, Bakker, van Dijke, & Terpstra, 2000, p. 28). However as shown in the example (Figure 2, p. 22), the substantive analysis of the meso and macro levels (alone) offers an important additional perspective, particularly with regard to the target group of families with multiple problems. The social-services system, public policy and social developments can be included as contributing factors that can be seen as both, a potential risk factor and a resource (Morris, 2011; Spratt, 2009). 
Objectivity and Subjectivity 

A third primary attribute of the concept of life situations is the theoretical link between the objective conditions or possibilities of the individual (situation) and the subjective interpretation thereof by the individual (actions or behaviour). In German, the use of the etymologically related concepts of 
Verhältnisse [English: situation] and Verhalten [English: behaviour] underlines this point also semantically (e.g., Holz, Richter, Wüstendörfer, & Giering, 2005, p. 47). One example of an analytic diagram emerging from this attribute is shown in Figure 3 (p. 24).  
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 Well-being 
Subjective interpretation 

 Good Poor 

Livelihood 
Objective possibilities 

Good Well-being 
(+/+) 

Dissonance 
Dissatisfaction 

dilemma 
(+/-) 

Poor 

Adaptation 
Satisfaction 

paradox 
(-/+) 

Deprivation 
(-/-)  

Figure 3. Positions of well-being in relation to material deprivation. Adapted from “Methoden und Grundlagen des Lebenslagenansatzes. Endbericht“ [Methods and foundations of the life situations approach. Final Report] by W. Voges, O. Jürgens, A. Mauer and E. Meyer, 2003, p.49. Bremen: Universität Bremen & Zentrum für Sozialpolitik.  Models of this type make it possible to depict similarities or conflicts between individuals and their environments (and the associated conditions). In addition to its meta-theoretical implications (Winkler, 1988), this approach can also be operationalized methodologically for each area of life (e.g., Holz et al., 2005, p. 47), allowing the inclusion of multiple perspectives regarding the direction and level of solutions (e.g., Home-Start International, 2002, p. 39). The analysis and mediation of conflicts between the two poles (subject and environment) can be seen as characteristic of the child and youth care system in Germany (Hamburger, 2008, p. 14). 
Dynamism and Relativity 

The fourth and final overarching feature of the concept of life situations (and the concept of social exclusion) is that it is a dynamic and relative concept. In other words, the living conditions of an individual or group (e.g. a family with multiple problems) are seen as being subject to change (over time) and as 
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dependent upon conditions and developments occurring in the greater population. This is in contrast to relative static concepts, which are used to describe a phenomenon according to the presence of particular features, in independents of their prevalence, as for example absolute definitions of poverty (Ravallion, Chen, & Sangraula, 2008). The characterization of a social phenomenon as dynamic and relative has several consequences for theory and practice. The following figure 4 can serve as an example of the analysis of causal, dynamic links that explain social exclusion of children.  

 
Figure 4. The most important causal routes for explaining the general index of social exclusion for children (with standardized correlation coefficients, 
N=2202). Adapted from “Sociale uitsluiting bij kinderen: Omvang en achtergronden,” [Social exclusion of children: Scope and backgrounds] by A. Roest, A. M. Lokhorst and C. Vrooman, (2010), p. 81, Den Haag: Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau.  The Figure 4, which is taken from a recent study conducted by the Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP), identifies variables that have the greatest effect on each other, thus ‘tracing’ the route leading to the greatest probability of social exclusion amongst children. 
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Several interesting conclusions can be derived from this model. First, “. . . approximately two thirds of the variance in social exclusion amongst children” (Roest et al., 2010, p. 81) can be explained by the financial-economic route. Second, in addition to the direct effect of material deprivation on the part of the parents, the non-Western origin of a family and the experience of growing up in a single-parent family have been shown to have large indirect effects. Nevertheless, caution is advised when interpreting probabilities based on causal chains. The issue is not only that the model explains only a part of the variance, albeit a substantial part (59%) (Roest et al., 2010, p. 82). The interpretation is also limited by the dynamic nature of social exclusion and of the life situation. For both the concept of life situations (Voges et al., 2003, pp. 50 ff) and the concept of social exclusion (Jehoel-Gijsbers, 2004, pp. 135 ff), the 
explanatory concept (explanans) can also be the concept to be explained (explanandum). It is important to consider interactions and changes in the course of time, which are associated with individual, social and cultural developments, and which are dispersed over various levels of action and performance. The advantage of being aware of the dynamic and relative nature of the concept of life situations is that it necessarily leads to caution when interpreting the situation, drawing unilateral conclusions, and developing ‘absolute’ solutions for and with an individual and/or a family. 
Similarities and Differences in Theoretical Approaches Both the concept of poverty and the concept of social exclusion refer to core attributes that could be used to describe families with multiple problems. Their life situations are characterized by an accumulation of problems in multiple areas of life at the same time. Differences and similarities in theoretical approaches can be examined. Our comments in this regard are based on the four overarching attributes of the concept of life situations, as outlined above: multidimensionality, multiple levels, subjectivity/objectivity and dynamism/relativity. We proceed from the criticism of the concept of ‘families 
with multiple problems’ (Helming et al., 2004, p. 74). A part of the criticism can be explained by the sensitivity of the German child and youth care system for the normative capacity and possible 
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stigmatizing effects that concepts can have. As a concept, the term ‘multi-problem family’ has been characterized as unilateral and unidimensional. In conceptual terms, however, this criticism is unfounded. For example, with regard to the attribute multidimensionality, we observe primarily similarities between the German and Dutch descriptions. Dutch definitions of the concept of multi-problem families emphasize both the accumulation of problems in multiple areas of life and their qualitative differences through such measures as drawing clear distinctions between problem areas, e.g. psychosocial and socio-
economic (cf. chapter 3). The criticism that the concept assumes a unilateral perspective thus cannot be confirmed at the conceptual level. Emphasis on an interactionist perspective that includes both the family and the social services is a core element of most Dutch definitions (cf. chapter 3). The German criticism of the concept of multi-problem families extends beyond the conceptual level. One important substantive point has to do with the definition, which should take into account the multiple levels (micro, meso and macro) with which the families are struggling. This imparts an ethical, social-functional and professional-theoretical weight to the criticism. According to the German proposition, a concept in the youth services that describes a group of clients should offer more than mere diagnostic analysis and solutions to problems in individual cases. It should also be able to detect or identify inhibiting or facilitating sources and factors at the societal level. Without concepts that can be connected analytically at the micro, meso and macro levels, it is impossible to recognize and counterbalance a tendency to individualize structural problems through individual professional services. Only in this way can integral solutions be sought that are capable of drawing substantive connections between politics, policy and practice of the care sector.  The identification of existing or potential conflicts between the individual and society, the analysis of such conflicts and, ultimately, the mediation between the conflicting parties at all levels is at the heart of the social 
pedagogy discipline in Germany. This vision plays a central role in academic theory development (Hamburger, 2008, p. 14 ff), as well as in ethically founded professional practice (German Professional Association for Social Work,, 1997, viz., Art. 2.5-2.9). A part of the etymological and semantic sensitivity can be explained from this background as well. A concept such as that of multi-
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problem families should be usable at all levels, both in communications with policymakers and in consultations with clients. According to this line of reasoning, a term that is potentially stigmatizing by unilaterally associating the family with ‘the problem’ is hardly suitable for this purpose. The Dutch concept of multi-problem families, along with the theoretical development associated with it (Baartman & Dijkstra, 1987; Ghesquière, 1993), also includes multiple levels, particularly the micro and meso levels. The concept nevertheless remains tied to the individual family and provides hardly any insight into the macro perspective (i.e. social structures). Socio-ecological models, which are present in Dutch child and youth care development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Scholte, 1999), recognize the dynamic and multiple nature of factors and levels that affect behaviour and situations in bringing up children. Nevertheless, these factors are placed outside the scope of the child and youth care interventions and identified as unchangeable. This reveals a clear difference from the German social pedagogic approach, which emphasizes social responsibility when compensating for unequal opportunities for vulnerable children and families. Finally, similarities and differences can be identified with regard to the dynamic and relative nature of such phenomena as families with multiple problems. The German criticism stresses the priority that the development of an appropriate attitude and basic social-service principles should have, beyond the identification of characteristics of the target group. This view is also reflected in several Dutch studies, as articulated in a ‘conflict of perspectives’ in the interaction between families and care professionals (Ghesquière, 1993), however in the Netherlands solutions are mainly focus on the refinement and development of specific factors, such as intervention programs, rather than general factors or social political advocacy. 
Conclusion As described in this chapter, a paradigm shift can be observed in the social-scientific conceptualization of poverty, social exclusion and similar phenomena, moving away from static, unidimensional interpretations towards dynamic, multidimensional concepts (Jenkins & Micklewright, 2007). Our analysis 
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indicated that, in Germany, the concept of life situations is such a concept used as theoretical framework to describe families facing multiple problems. The concept of life situations, with its division into areas of life and embedded levels, along with acknowledging objectivity and subjectivity, the interaction between them and the concept’s status as both explanans and explanandum, can serve as valuable framework in the refinement of social services for families with multiple problems. Research suggests that multidimensionality and flexibility in the social services provided to socially excluded children and families produce better results than do interventions aimed exclusively at training parenting skills (Thoburn et al., 2013). The inclusion of different levels in the problem analysis can reveal potential conflicts of interests relevant for designing future policy, practice and research on family interventions (Morris & Featherstone, 2010). Research on the phenomenon of resilience emphasizes the complexity of the interplay between (objective) problematic life events and (subjective) individual coping skills (Masten, 2001), hints at the importance of cumulative factors herein (Jaffee, Caspi, Moffitt, Polo-Tomás, & Taylor, 2007), and offers potential guidance in the design of interventions to influence possible pathways to problems (Dallos & Hamilton-Brown, 2000). And last but not least, the acknowledgment of dynamism and relativism, allows for a critical appraisal of research practices in the continuous struggle to identify success factors that contribute to effective and ethically responsible social services (Otto, Polutta, & Ziegler, 2009), which bear relevance beyond national borders (Boddy et al., 2011). The response to these social issues remains a national issue, as do the ways in which these issues are conceptualized, however solutions to globally arising problems should be inspired by international comparison and transnational discourse. The differences found need not be problematic; they can serve as a source of inspiration for shifting perspectives or for developing stronger arguments for retaining the current perspective. On the other hand, similarities between national perspectives can help facilitate a joint search for an approach to social issues that are on the agenda across national borders. 



 

 

  


