Social exclusion can be thought of in terms of positioning or distance from the norm, where those who fail to subscribe to, or live by society’s standards are marginalised. One of society’s most prominent ideals is that of the nuclear family (Cutas and Chan, 2012). The dominant ideology of the family, that of the white heterosexual married couple and their children, is firmly embedded in society and reinforced and legitimised through its social structures (McGlynn, 2006). As such, alternative family forms are stratified in terms of their distance from this ideal and considered lesser (Zartler, 2014). This portfolio will explore the lived reality of three diverse family forms which deviate from the normative family model - that of the lone parent family, the same sex family and the refugee family. Each will be considered in terms of the challenges they face in not being representative of the idealised family form. Their experience of marginality will be examined and the reasons behind their invalidation explored. A critical analysis of the ‘inferiorizing and invalidating labels’ imposed on these diverse family types will seek to challenge the prejudiced assumptions on which they are premised (Kallen, 2004). 

Image 1: Single Mother and Child
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Image 1 is that of a lone parent family and in this instance, a single mother. In 2017, there were 2.8 million lone parent families in the UK, the third most common family type following married and cohabiting couple families (ONS, 2017). The image above is representative of the majority of single parent families in that it is headed by a woman (Rabindrakumar, 2018). Also, observable from the image is the apparent low socio-economic position of the family given the housing pictured in the background. These two observations are not unrelated. The gendered nature of single parenting compounds the often-disadvantaged socio-economic position of the family, owing to the existence of gender inequalities which limit women’s access to well paid employment opportunities and impact in myriad other ways (Ridge, 2002). The disadvantaged economic position of single parents can be attributed to the lack of a second earner in the household and the additional insecurity this brings in times of unstable or temporary employment (Nieuwenhuis and Maldonado, 2018). The cost to the state of supporting single parent families has been the focus of much political concern. The politicisation of the single parent family during the 1980s and ‘90s popularised a moral underclass discourse which associated single mothers with welfare dependency and moral inferiority (Levitas, 2005; Berrington, 2014). The pathologising of single mothers, disregards the value of their unpaid work and overlooks the structural inequalities which constrain their agency (Nieuwenhuis and Maldonado, 2018). They are alternatively, constructed as a social problem, responsible for their disadvantaged financial position due to their moral conduct and poor choices (Levitas, 2005; Dermott and Pomati, 2016). 

The overt demonisation of single parents is no longer accepted and the political focus has shifted towards supporting families through a mixture of redistributive and social integrative measures, such as working tax credits and free childcare, which provide financial support and facilitate inclusion in the labour market (ref). The link between welfare dependency and single mothers is now largely obsolete with 68.5% of single mothers in employment, a figure which increases to 86.2% as their children get older and exceeds the rate of employment of mothers in a couple (ONS, 2017). Single parents, however, still face challenges in providing economic security for their family, with a third of children living in poverty, despite having a parent in employment (Rabindrakumar, 2018). A growing political emphasis on facilitating employment introduced not only supportive policies but also ‘lone parent obligations’ which attached conditions to the financial support received (Coleman and Riley, 2012). The increasing pressure to find employment has given rise to a situation where single parents are pushed into low paid and insecure employment which fails to improve their standard of living (ref). This is supported by a review of qualitative studies on the experiences of lone parents participating in compulsory welfare to work programmes, which concluded that the enforcement of such measures may not reduce poverty and may adversely affect health and wellbeing (Campbell et al, 2016). The review reported that lone parent obligations, produces work-family conflict where individuals struggle to meet the conflicting demands of work commitments and childcare responsibilities, leading to stress and poor mental health. Additionally, the rigidity of the measures and their obligatory nature reduces the individual’s control over major life decisions and their everyday circumstances which was linked to poor mental and physical health. Nieuwenhuis and Maldonado (2018) refer to the challenges outlined as ‘the triple bind of single-parent families’; a combination of inadequate resources, employment and social policies which can interplay and affect wellbeing.  

The problems associated with lone parenting in terms of cost to the state have in large part been lessened by social policies which facilitate their inclusion in the labour market. However, political discourse implying the inferiority of single parenthood remains, with a more recent emphasis on children’s outcomes (Berrington, 2014). Critique of lone parenting is part of a wider concern regarding the bad parenting practices of socially excluded families and the consequence to both children and society (Gillies, 2008). Dermott and Pomati (2016) contest the claim that lone parent families provide deficient parenting, reporting that lone parents ‘engage in good parenting practices to the same extent as parents living in couples’. Additionally, the report finds that lone parents are more likely to self-sacrifice than two parent families in order to protect their children from the harsh realities of poverty. Children in lone parent families as a result of divorce can have poorer outcomes educationally and psychologically than those in two parent families (Parke, 2013), however there is now significant evidence to support that this is a consequence of parental conflict and financial hardship rather than the absence of a parent (Golombok, 2015). Research into single mothers by choice, where the risk factors associated with divorce were not present, revealed no difference between the outcomes of children in solo mother and two-parent families. This supports the view that single parenthood does not in itself disadvantage children’s wellbeing and that it is the family practices and not family structure which determines outcomes (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008; Golombok et al, 2016). 

The above analysis reveals that the stereotype of the welfare dependent and morally deficient single mother is very much in contrast with the statistical evidence. These erroneous claims and ‘negative stereotypes obscure the everyday realities’ of single parenthood and can obstruct the achievement of social inclusion (Ridge, 2002 p11). This is particularly so where negative perceptions of single mothers and their children induce stigma which can increase the likelihood of exclusion. 

Image 2: Same Sex Fathers
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Image 2 is of a male same sex couple and their children, and represents what Weeks (date) refers to as ‘families of choice’. “The love that dare not speak its name” has borne witness to a remarkable shift in attitudes, from its almost universal prohibition to its increasing celebration, as displayed in this picture (Douglas, cited in Meem, Gibson and Alexander, 2010). Homosexuals have historically been confined to the margins of society and socially constructed as ‘deviant’, initially from religious condemnation which perceived it as ‘sinful’ and ‘immoral’ and later via a medical model of homosexuality in which it was understood as an ‘illness’ (Bullough, 2009). Fifty years since the decriminalisation of homosexuality, much progress has been made, largely as a result of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) activism, however the discrimination of LGBT people continues to impact upon their everyday lives. A report by Stonewall (2017) based on YouGov statistics reveals that ‘one in five gay men experienced a hate crime in the last year because of their sexual orientation’ and ‘three in five gay men’ feel uncomfortable holding their partner’s hand in public for fear of victimisation. Despite same sex couples having secured the right to adopt and more recently the right to marry, judgements continue to be made about the acceptability of same sex families (Farr, 2017). These judgements are often made on ethical grounds which cite the welfare of the child as a concern, however they are often coloured by a heteronormative worldview* (Pennington and Knight, 2011). This is evident in the anxiety held by many, that children raised by same sex couples will become homosexual themselves, which presupposes that homosexuality is itself detrimental (Pennings, 2011). Aside from the heterosexist reasoning behind the concern, research has demonstrated that same sex parenting does not influence the sexual orientation of a child (Allen and Burrell, 1996). As to the overall development and wellbeing of children in same sex families, the outcomes are substantively positive (Farr, 2016; Golombok, 2016; Knight et al, 2017). Research has demonstrated that the psychological, emotional and social development of children does not differ between children raised by same sex or heterosexual parents (Lamb, 2012). It is now widely acknowledged that rather than the structure of the family, it is the quality of relationships within the family and the external environment that influences child development (Golombok, 2017). 

The family pictured above is headed by two fathers which challenges not only the heteronormative concept of the family but also the gendered nature of care. As a result, they face stronger opposition to the acceptability of their parenting (Pennings, 2011). Findings show, however, that gay fathers provide an equally supportive environment in which their children are reported to flourish (Golombok, 2015). The prejudiced assumptions surrounding gay father families makes visible the power of hegemonic masculinity and its subordination of women and alternative masculinities. Pharr (1997) asserts that homophobia acts as ‘a weapon of sexism’ in that it confines both men and women to gender normative roles and sustains the existence of gender hierarchies. Same sex family forms challenge the heteronormative family construct and the inequalities which it so often embodies, introducing more democratised ways of ‘doing family’ and presenting an opportunity to move towards a more egalitarian ideal (Weeks, Heaphy and Donovan, 2001). 

Despite empirical evidence verifying the positive parenting practices of same sex parents, many remain steadfast in their prejudicial beliefs on the inherent unnaturalness of homosexuality (Pennings, 2011).  Given the importance of the wider social environment on children’s wellbeing, this continuance of prejudice and discrimination against same sex families serves to harm the very wellbeing of the child which critics of same sex families purport to protect. It is reported that exposure to external stigma adversely affects children’s health and wellbeing (Crouch et al, 2015). This stigma may be induced not only from discrimination and prejudice, but also from the challenges same-sex families face in navigating their everyday life in a normative heterosexual world. Everyday interactions and conversations (which may have no intent to cause harm) reinforce the normative concept of the heterosexual family and consequently reproduce the oppression of those whose sexual orientation deviates from the norm (Kitzinger, 2005). Whilst heteronormativity can appear to be without consequence, it serves as a ‘a social and political organizing principle’ which perpetuates the existence of heterosexist attitudes and reinforces the ‘otherness’ and marginality of same sex families (Seidman, 1996 p9; Pennington and Knight, 2011). Despite the existence of heteronormative conflict, the overall outcomes for children of same sex families remain positive as parents seek to protect against the adverse effects of stigma, through the use of resilience building strategies (Crouch et al, 2015). It remains however, that the wellbeing of children in same sex families would not be an issue in the first place, should they not be exposed to the prejudicial attitudes of those who deem it fit to cast judgement, on the basis that their family fails to conform with the normative nuclear model. 

Image 3: Syrian Refugee Family
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Image 3 is of a Syrian family, granted refuge in the UK following the government’s pledge to resettle up to 20,000 people in response to the ongoing conflict in Syria (McGuinness, 2017). The Syrian Vulnerable Person Resettlement Program is one of a number of ways in which the government protects those fleeing from persecution, war or violence in line with its obligations under the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (UNHCR, 2010). Whilst refugees are not a homogeneous group, as they will arrive from different countries with differing pre-migratory experiences, they do all have in common a shared vulnerability (Larkin, 2009). They will often have experienced a range of difficulties pre-and trans- migration which can include exposure to war atrocities, loss, separation from family, difficult living conditions and fear for their safety (Measham et al, 2014). It is shown that refugees construct the UK as a place of safety, however their experiences post migration can compound their existing stress and place them at risk of exclusion (Kirkwood et al, 2016 ; Larkin, 2009). 

Refugee families are amongst the most disadvantaged groups in the country, facing a range of barriers and experiencing multiple forms of discrimination which negatively impact upon their resettlement experience in the UK (All Party Parliamentary Group, 2017). The lived experience of refugees is explored using the concept of integration; ‘a two-way process of mutual accommodation’ between refugees and the host community (Council of the European Union, 2004). There is an expectation that refugees will engage with the host culture (without obligation to relinquish their own) and that the native population will facilitate this process by providing a welcoming environment. Whilst there exists many examples of hospitable gestures which have made a tangible difference to the lives of refugees, immigration is a highly-contested issue which generates considerable opposition (Hampshire, 2013; All Party Parliamentary Group, 2017).  

Opposition to immigration is a persistent feature of liberal democracies, where the ‘politics of fear’ is invoked by populist figures and the right-wing media to portray immigrants as a threat to the nation state (Wodak, 2015).  Dichotomising discourses stoke hostility towards an immigrant ‘other’ by promulgating the ‘myth of scarcity’ - a perceived competition between natives and immigrants over jobs and scarce public resources (Pharr, 1997; McLaren, 2015). Hostility towards immigration however, is largely attributed to fear of cultural difference and a desire to protect the status quo (Hampshire, 2013). An analysis of European Social Survey data concluded that anti-immigrant attitudes derive predominantly from fear of diversity and the ethnic and cultural change it engenders, rather than the economic reasons which are often cited to justify the restriction of immigration (Sides and Citrin, 2007). This suggests that even though opposition to immigration is rarely voiced in explicitly xenophobic and racist terms, out-group hostility persists, and is now articulated through the discourse of culture rather than race (Hampshire, 2013). This anti-refugee discourse is regarded by Fekete (2009) as a new form of racism which acts much like the old form but excludes, regardless of skin colour. 

The construction of immigrants as a ‘problem’ has heightened in recent years following a number of terrorist attacks both in the UK and overseas (Haralambos and Holborn, 2013). Most prevalent is the significant rise in anti-Muslim prejudice (Islamophobia) which sees Muslims treated as ‘the enemy within’ (Warsi, 2018). The Muslim family is represented as holding beliefs at odds with Western values as is evident from the results of a YouGov (2017) poll where 44% of the respondents believed there was a fundamental clash between Islam and British values, compared with 29% who thought they were compatible. This is perhaps not surprising giving the amount of vilification Muslims have received in the British press, where the dominant discourses construct Muslims as ‘threats’, ‘problems’ and ‘terrorists’ (Moore, Mason and Lewis, 2008). Protection from the adversity of their place of origin may come in the form of refugee status for many families but their experiences in the UK may only seek to compound their disadvantage. 

The experiences of the family types explored above, are marred by their identification as different or ‘other’ to the normative white, heterosexual, nuclear family. Each represents a different form of oppression, however, whether oppression is experienced through sexism, homophobia or Islamaphobia, it can have the same devastating effects and most importantly, all have the same source. The social construction of each family’s otherness serves to maintain the current dominant system of power and inequality.  Maintenance of the norm is facilitated through both invisibility and distortion (Pharr, 1997). Positive representations of otherness are rendered invisible, as in the case of gay families in the media and on television, or otherwise a false or distorted portrayal is expressed through stereotyping, as in the case of the ‘benefit scrounger’ single mother and ‘terrorist’ Muslim youth. For the purpose of this portfolio, three different family forms were chosen to highlight their risk of exclusion and experience of oppression. It is important to note however, that the experience of oppression is often complex and multidimensional. An intersectional approach explores the relationship between categories which mark difference in people’s lives, revealing the impact of these intersecting oppressions (Platt, 2011). A full understanding of the lived reality of family members will therefore acknowledge the interplay of categories of difference, such as gender, class, sexuality, race, ethnicity and disability in formulating their experience. The disadvantage experienced by a single mother from a low-socio economic background, for example, may be influenced by the intersection of class and gender. Similarly, the occupation of ‘multiple non-normative categories’ as in the case of a minority ethnic, gay man could lead to exclusion from both normative and minority cultures through the experience of racial and homosexual prejudice (Meem, Gibson and Alexander, 2010). Whilst the experience of marginality will be common to many sharing the same non-normative family type and similar challenges may be encountered, there will likewise be significant heterogeneity which must be acknowledged, else risk forming essentialist preconceptions.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, the exploration of these three non-normative family types reveals that the construction of their difference produces inequalities and injustices. Investigating the intersections of these inequalities leads to a better understanding of the lived experience of difference and marginalisation (Platt, 2011).  The categorisation of difference and the language which describes it, is imbued with stigma and prejudice which serves to maintain the status quo and marginalise those who fail to conform (Kallen, 2004). Consideration of these alternatives to the nuclear family, has undermined its superiority and revealed the prejudice which underlies the fear of diversity. Negative representations of these families are often based on essentialist arguments which fail to accept that there is more than one way to live, despite the existence of research which challenges these normative ideals. Difference in each case is perceived as a ‘threat’ and so discrediting discourses are invoked which seek to maintain and legitimise the existing structures of power and protect the ideology of the nuclear family. As observed by Burr (2003, p.109) ‘those who stand most to benefit from society as it is presently arranged have a vested interest in marginalising family forms which appear to question the naturalness and moral righteousness of heterosexual, married family life’. 
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