Conference report
Report on the proceedings of the first Critical Welfare State
Studies Network Conference: Critical Perspectives on Stigma,
Shame and the Irish Welfare Imaginary

On the 20/09/2019, the first conference of the Critical Welfare State Studies Network, held in
association with the School of Applied Social Studies and the Institute for Social Sciences in
the 21st Century (ISS21), took place in University College Cork (UCC). Proceedings got
underway at 9am in the Aula Maxima with an excellent and insightful opening address by
Professor Chris Williams, Head of the College of Arts, Celtic Studies and Social Sciences at
UCC. This was followed by a powerful and moving plenary address from Professor Imogen

Tyler of Lancaster University. Professor Tyler’s address, ‘Welfare Stigma Machines’, drew on
her upcoming work which is based on her ongoing research and has been supported by a Philip
Leverhulme Prize (2015-2019) and is set to culminate in a single-authored book 'Stigma: The
Machinery of Inequality' to be published by Zed in 2020.

A packed plenary session with Professor Imogen Tyler

Following Professor Tyler’s address, and after a brief question and answer session, the plenary
session was brought to a close and delegates broke for tea, coffee and refreshments in the Aula
Maxima before the making the brief walk across campus to the O’ Rahilly Building for the
remainder of the conference.
The remainder of the day consisted of a number of parallel paper sessions, along with a final
four paper session, and featured papers from a host of institutions and from both nationally and

internationally based presenters. Papers were approximately 15-20 minutes each followed by
questions and comments from attendees.

Paper sessions
Parallel session 1A was themed as ‘Contemporary Welfare Imaginaries’. It was chaired by
event co-organiser Joe Whelan and featured papers by Dr Mary Murphy of Maynooth
University ‘Nesting and Gaming: how lone parents are stigmatized in contemporary Irish
welfare policy’ and by Dr Tom Boland and Dr Ray Griffin from the Waterford Institute of
Technology ‘What do social welfare systems think?
Parallel session 1B was themed ‘Stigma Governance and Control’ and was chaired by Dr
Rosie Meade of the School of Applied Social Studies (UCC). It featured papers by David
McKendrick of Glasgow Caledonian University, ‘Crafting the society of control: Exploring
Scottish child welfare policy in a neoliberal context’ and by Stephen Gaffney and Professor
Michelle Millar of National University of Ireland, Galway, ‘Doing the dirty work of neoliberal
governmentality? “Welfare Fraud” policy in the Irish Social Protection system 2011-2014’.
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Following the first parallel sessions, there was a brief break for those who wished the observe
the day of climate action which was being acknowledged by UCC through symbolically
lowering the UCC green campus flag to half-mast and during which staff and students were
encouraged to make their way to the main quadrangle in a show of solidarity.

Students and staff gathered to mark the climate protest

After the break for climate action, parallel session 2 commenced. Session 2A was themed
‘Institutionalising Stigma’ and was chaired by Lydia Sapouna of the School of Applied Social
Studies (UCC). It featured papers by Dr Tracey Monson, Director at Daughter of Charity Child
and Family Services, ‘Risk, Blame and Stigma –Exploring the Impact of Moral Discourses,
Managerialism and the ‘Problem Family’ Agenda on Multi Agency Professionals Attitudes,
Decision Making and Responses towards ‘Complex Youth’ in the Republic of Ireland’, by Dr

Sinead McMahon and Sasha Noonan from the Limerick Institute of Technology, ‘Re/Forming
Irish Youth Work through Policy Framing and Shaming’ and by Kenny Doyle of the Waterford
Institute of Technology, ‘JobPath and the Institutionalisation of the Welfare Imaginary’.
Parallel session 2B was themed ‘Structures of Stigma’ and was chaired by Becci Jeffers of
the School of Applied Social Studies (UCC). It featured papers by Dr Martin J. Power and
Professor Eoin Devereux, University of Limerick, ‘Framing and Shaming: The 2017 Welfare
Cheats Cheat Us All Campaign’, by Dr Claire Dorrity, Dr Jacqui O Riordan and Mike
Fitzgibbon, University College Cork, ‘Asylum Policy and Processes of ‘Othering’: Social
Control under the Guise of Welfare Support and Provision’ and by Dr Lorcan Byrne from the
Limerick Institute of Technology, ‘How Status Ambiguity Generates Apathy towards Welfare
Retrenchment: Shame, Social Housing and Urban Regeneration’.
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Following this session, delegates and presenters took a break and lunch was enjoyed by all in
the social area of the O’ Rahilly Building.

Delegates and presenters enjoying lunch

After the break, the penultimate paper sessions got underway. Session 3A was themed
‘Historical Continuities of Stigma: The work ethic’ and was chaired by event co-organiser Dr
Fiona Dukelow. It featured papers by Dr Clara Fischer of University College Dublin (via
Skype), ‘Shameful Crisis: Lone Parenting in Ireland During the Great Recession’, by Dr Tom

Boland, Kenny Doyle and Dr Ray Griffin of the Waterford Institute of Technology. ‘Passing
Stigma: Negotiations of welfare categories as street level governmentality’ and by Dr Philip
Finn of Maynooth University. ‘‘You can’t always pretend to be buying a stamp’: Experiences
and Navigation of Stigma Among Irish Job-seekers’.
Parallel session 3B was themed ‘Navigating Stigma’ and was chaired by event co-organiser
Joe Whelan. It featured papers by Lydia Sapouna of University College Cork, ‘Decontextualising madness and distress; a critical consideration of anti-stigma initiatives and
recovery narratives in Ireland’, by Nancy Evans from the University of Liverpool, ‘A feminist
exploration of experiences of and responses to classed and gendered stigma among women
who claim means-tested benefits’ and by Alan Connolly from Lancaster University, ‘Stigma or
Starve: The Experience of Food Bank Use in the UK’.
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Following this session, delegates broke briefly for refreshments before attending the final four
paper session which was themed: ‘Destigmas and Restigmas’ and which was chaired by event
co-organiser Dr Robert Bolton. This session featured papers by Dr Jay Wiggan of the
University of Edinburgh, ‘Stigma, shame and the forging of pathways to exclusion: A
longitudinal qualitative study of the experiences of people with ME-CFS claiming social
security benefits in Northern Ireland’ by Becci Jeffers, from University College Cork,
‘“Protests will not build houses…” A critical analysis of young activists’ contribution to the
Irish Housing Movement’, by Carol Ballantine from the National University of Ireland,
Galway, ‘‘Hope will suck it in’ Narratives of Resilience among African migrant women’ and,
finally, by Uisce Jordan from Edge Hill University, ‘Incapacity-related benefit claimants:
welfare dependency or welfare resilience?’.
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Following a brief and positive discussion about the idea of establishing a research network
under the banner of the Critical Welfare State Studies Network, the day was brought a close.

Final thoughts
All in all, the day was huge success, the tone having been set by the powerful plenary address
given by Professor Imogen Tyler. Ultimately the conference showcased the diverse scholarship
that is ongoing in the broad area of welfare and the welfare state and in respect to shame and
stigma specifically both in Ireland and further afield. All sessions were well attended
throughout the day and feedback to the organisers both from delegates and presenters was
hugely positive. As a result, a clear appetite for events of this nature was apparent. Following
on from this, the organising committee plans to meet to discuss future actions and events and
these will be communicated to interested parties via the Critical Welfare State Studies Network
website and by email where required. The presentations from throughout the day will also be
made available on the website in due course. In relation to establishing a network, the website
will soon contain a feature where interested parties can enter their details to join and will
therefore become part of a mailing list of members.
Finally, the first Critical Welfare Studies Network Conference was organised by Dr Fiona
Dukelow, Joe Whelan and Dr Robert Bolton in conjunction with ISS21 and the School of
Applied Social Studies. The organisers would like to thank all those who attended and those
who contributed in various ways. Thank you to Professor Chris Williams for expertly opening
the conference. A special thanks must go to Professor Imogen Tyler for her excellent
contribution which really set the tone on the day and was therefore a continuous point of
discussion in the paper session throughout. A thank you must also go to colleagues in the school
of Applied Social Studies who kindly chaired sessions and helped out on various ways. We

look forward to future events and actions and hope that the energy that made this first
conference such a success, continues to underpin scholarship in this important area.

