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“Being estranged doesn’t have to stop you from doing anything”: A
longitudinal study exploring the experiences of estranged students
in UK higher education

Artie Waterman

This thesis explores the lived experiences of students who are not in contact with or supported by
their parents (‘estranged’). This research is situated in a context of ubiquitous ideological views
of family in British society, and in a context of widening participation research and policy that
takes increasing interest in estranged students. It explores the significant moments in estranged

students’ day-to-day lives, and the support they draw upon when facing challenges.

To do so, | conducted a longitudinal study with ten undergraduates in England who were in the
middle of their degree and identified as estranged. In-depth qualitative data was collected
following their narratives through diaries and interviews from December 2020 to October 2021,
capturing both term-time and holiday experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. lterative
thematic analysis offered insights into how estranged students dynamically narrated their

university experiences over time.

In their narratives, estranged students held non-normative views of family that extended beyond
blood relations, but the social illegitimacy of these perspectives became a source of conflict. The
study found that estranged students experience a diverse spectrum of challenges when navigating
academics, finances, housing, and wellbeing, especially during holidays. Alongside these present
difficulties, students simultaneously grappled with the impacts of their past family experiences,
and a need to be looking ahead to prepare for their future survival. While every participant drew
on support from their university, this support fell short and did not consider their unique needs.

Estranged students responded by building supportive relationships to draw upon instead.

The findings of this research highlight the need for universities to adopt a nuanced approach that
understands and supports the individual needs of each estranged student, enabling them to not

only survive their studies, but to thrive throughout.
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Introduction — Ch.1

CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The UK higher education sector is built on the assumption that every student is
supported by their family while studying, but many like myself were not. In the first
term of my undergraduate degree in 2015, | chose to cut contact with my family. This
personal decision had many unanticipated impacts on my experience at university.
There were significant moments of difficulty, such as being kicked out of halls when
term ended and | was told to ‘go home’ because they needed my room for open
days. Ahead of my second year, | faced difficulties in reapplying for Student Finance
as | could not provide evidence of my family’s income — it was here that | learnt the
word ‘estranged’ to describe my situation. Alongside these major events, there were
also recurring moments in everyday life that were challenging to navigate. | often lied
about my family relationships to friends, for fear they would ask me uncomfortable
questions or criticise my decision. Throughout my undergraduate study, | did not
meet any student who could relate to my experiences, leaving me feeling very alone

with my family situation.

The challenges that | faced as an estranged student stemmed entirely from the
ubiquity of family ideology. My issue was not with the estrangement — my decision
to distance from my family was empowering. Rather, the ideological and
taken-for-granted significance of family in social discourse followed into higher
education policies. My institution assumed by default that everyone had support

from their families, placing students with experiences like mine at a deficit.

17



Introduction — Ch.1

1.1 Research background and rationale

1.1.1 Personal background

My frustration with the arbitrary hurdles | had to navigate as a student motivated
me to take a practical and social justice approach towards removing these
structural barriers for future generations of estranged students. This began when |
found out about Stand Alone, a UK-based charity who worked with people
estranged from their families, and who did advocacy work calling for improvements
to higher education policy. | campaigned with them on a national level, sharing my
story at conferences and in the media, with the hope of raising awareness about
estranged students and reducing the stigmatising ‘silence’ (Scharp, 2020) around
estrangement. As an Education student, | used my undergraduate dissertation as
an opportunity to research estrangement in higher education further, interviewing
six estranged students at other universities and listening to their diverse
experiential narratives about studying without family support (see Key, 2018, 2019).
| then applied for and received funding from the Economic and Social Research
Council (ESRC) for my Masters and PhD, allowing me to contribute this thesis to
the field.

| continued campaigning into my Masters year, where | ran a campaign at my
university raising awareness of estranged students’ experiences. Through this, |
finally met others whose stories resonated with mine, but were also vastly different
and deeply personal. Our diverse experiences were at odds with higher education
policies, which acknowledged estranged students but made blanket assumptions
about the ‘day-to-day struggles’ (Costa et al., 2020a, p. 119) we faced, failing to
consider the multifaceted personal narratives of each estranged student. These
experiences shaped the approach of this study — | wanted to uncover the unheard
personal narratives of estranged students over time, and explore how the
taken-for-granted notion of family in higher education (and in society more broadly)

shapes estranged students’ experiences. My proximity to the topic of inquiry has

18



Introduction — Ch.1

been a point of personal reflection throughout this research, making sure my
‘insider’ positionality does not cause me to lead with my own assumptions. Instead,
my position as an estranged student drives an ethical approach that truly listens to

and respects the personal experiences and stories of estranged students.

1.1.2 Wider contextual background

When | applied for this PhD in 2018, my proposal was a collaborative study with
Stand Alone. Their early research (see Bland, 2015; Stand Alone & Centre for
Family Research at University of Cambridge, 2015) had paved the way for
estrangement to be included as a student characteristic within widening
participation policies. Their momentum was building further as increasing numbers
of universities and colleges signed their ‘Stand Alone Pledge’ — a public
commitment to implementing support for estranged students with their transitions
into university, and their finances, housing, and mental health during their studies
(Mueller, 2024). However, my research collaboration with Stand Alone faltered
shortly after beginning this study, as my attempts to get in touch went unanswered.
As we now know, Stand Alone was experiencing issues behind the scenes and
they announced the charity’s closure in March 2024. As such, this thesis is situated
in a time of uncertain futures for estranged students. The campaigns and services
provided by Stand Alone have been adopted by different charities and student-led
organisations (see Go Higher West Yorkshire, 2024), but without a main voice

advocating for their needs, estranged students risk falling out of focus in policy.

Moreover, estranged students are a group that receives little research overall
compared to other student characteristics under the widening participation
umbrella in the UK. This field of research explores how students who do not
traditionally it in’ to higher education may face challenges during their studies to
shape policies and practices to enable ‘non-traditional’ students to succeed
(e.g. Bowl & Bathmaker, 2016; Marshall, 2016). Academic research that focuses
on the experiences of estranged students has been gradually increasing in recent

years, exploring the lived experiences of students in both English (e.g. Marvell &
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Child, 2023; Spacey & Sanderson, 2021) and Scottish (e.g. Costa et al., 2020a;
Minty et al., 2022) contexts. Most of these studies have focused on identifying the
major challenges that estranged students face as a result of their ‘lack of access to
familial economic, material, social or emotional support’ (Stevenson & Bland, 2017,
p. 3). However, much of this research adopts a lens that presumes a ubiquitous
‘struggle’ for estranged students. This promotes a homogenous, simplified
approach that contrasts from the complex and deeply personal narratives that |
heard from other estranged students through my campaigning work. As a result,
being estranged continues to be a deviant and abnormal phenomenon in higher

education, perpetuating the wider social stigma around family estrangement.

1.2 Research aims and questions

Drawing upon these contexts, the field of inquiry for this study is on the experiences
of estranged students within the context of English higher education. When | began
this PhD, | had three primary research aims in mind. First, | wanted to conduct a
longitudinal study of estranged students’ experiences of higher education. All of the
existing research was cross-sectional, collecting data from estranged students in
one period of time — there was little exploration of how their experiences changed

over time or when moments of significance occurred.

Furthermore, | was interested in exploring estranged students’ day-to-day university
experiences. At that time, existing research was focused on the challenges that
estranged students faced during significant temporal transitions — for example, how
the transition into university was met with barriers to access Student Finance; or how
transitions into the summer holidays came with a risk of homelessness. From this
lens, their ‘struggle’ at major academic transitions was the focus of inquiry. However,
the majority of an estranged student’s experience happens outside these periods of
intense upheaval, meaning that their day-to-day lives were still largely unknown. The
longitudinal design aids in this exploration of diverse experience in depth, while also

highlighting changes in experiences over time, and identifying moments that are
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significant to the students themselves but have not yet been explored. As such,
this research aimed to enable estranged students to tell a holistic story of their
experiences in higher education, both good and bad, over an extended period of

time in the middle of their studies.

Finally, | was eager that my study produced actionable recommendations,
conducting research focused on the diversity of lived experiences that could then
inform policy. Driven by my own experiences and feelings of marginalisation, it was
ethically vital to not take advantage of their story and marginalise estranged
students further by perpetuating the deficit lens of ‘struggle’. | wanted to empower
those who participated to share their stories and, together, make steps towards

removing the barriers that estranged students face in higher education.

These factors informed the study’s three research questions:

1) How do estranged students experience family and estrangement during their

higher education studies?

2) What are the significant experiences for estranged students across the

academic year and holidays?

3) What support do estranged students engage with during their studies?

A qualitative longitudinal narrative design (Neale, 2021) was used to collect in-depth
insights on the experiences of estranged students who were in the middle of their
degrees. Ten undergraduate students attending English universities participated
in narrative interviews and wrote diary entries about their experiences in higher
education between December 2020 and October 2021. Using diaries and interviews
in tandem enabled the construction of a narrative about their student experiences
led by what was significant to them, throughout the academic year and its holidays.
Narratives were situated in their present experiences, while also rich with reflections

on the past and their aspirations for the future.
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1.3 Original contributions of the research

This thesis strives to provide novel insights to inform policy and practice with
estranged students. To begin, this research is the first to use a longitudinal design
to explore the experiences of estranged students over time. There is a growing
body of qualitative longitudinal (QL) research which provides rich insights into how
non-traditional students navigate their transitions in, through, and beyond higher
education (e.g. Baker, 2020, 2024a; Christie et al., 2016; Jackson et al., 2005;
Munoz-Chereau & Timmis, 2019), now including estranged students. Furthermore,
this study builds upon cross-sectional research with estranged students by bringing
in-depth temporal insights about the significant ‘turning points’ and ‘transitions’
(Neale, 2019) in estranged students’ day-to-day lives; the unique interplay between
‘fixed” (academic) and ‘fluid’ (personal) time (Adam, 1990); and the ways that
estranged students temporally engage with their present experiences, reflections

on the past, and aspirations for the future.

Moreover, the narrative design of this study enabled focus on individual students’
voices. The exploration of diversity between participants and within each student’s
experience over the year, helps to move past the simplification of estranged
students’ experiences through the lens of ‘struggle’. One side effect of the focus on
estrangement as a diverse characteristic is that this thesis often refers to
‘non-estranged’ students in a way that implies homogenisation. | recognise the
diversity in student experiences and levels of marginalisation across the wider
student population, but exploration of this in depth is outside of the scope of this

particular study.

Furthermore, rather than taking the assumed passive deficit approach that
estranged students ‘lack’ support, this study investigates the ways that estranged
students were actively creating support mechanisms for themselves. It uniquely
draws upon interpretivist concepts of family ‘practices’ (D. H. J. Morgan, 1996),

‘display’ (Finch, 2007), and ‘families of choice’ (Weeks et al., 1999) to consider the
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agency of estranged students in redefining and recreating family, within and beyond

their university.

An unanticipated contribution of the research project is its insights about estranged
students’ experiences in the socioeconomic contexts of the COVID-19
pandemic (the pandemic) and a cost-of-living crisis. The travel restrictions enforced
in response to COVID-19 (lockdown) impacted all students, but the closure of
university campuses and calls for students to ‘return home’ raises questions of how
estranged students navigated the pandemic. Moreover, the rising costs of living
risk further exacerbating economic inequalities faced by estranged students during
their studies. This thesis provides a unique qualitative lens to complement the few
existing studies conducted by charities during this period of crisis (Become et al.,
2020a, 2020b; Unite Foundation et al., 2021).

More broadly, this thesis makes a theoretical contribution by exploring how
estranged students are positioned not just within higher education, but in the wider
interdisciplinary fields around family and estrangement. This thesis explores the
role of ‘family ideology’ (Bernardes, 1997) and ‘family discourse’ (Bourdieu, 1996)
in higher education policy and wider sociocultural life. Framing the experiences of
estranged students this way enables consideration of how the taken-for-granted
nature of family in society exacerbates, and even creates, their disadvantaged

position in higher education.

1.4 Thesis outline

To conclude this introductory chapter, an outline of the thesis structure will be

presented. This thesis is formed of two parts:

1) Chapters 1 to 6 address the context for this research through critical reviews
of the overlapping fields of literature around family, estrangement, and higher

education, and reflect on the methodological approach taken in this research.
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2) Chapters 7 to 12 draw upon the theoretical and conceptual framework
presented in Part 1 to address the research questions and discuss the

estranged students’ narratives of their experiences in higher education.

Chapters 2 and 3 considers a broader field of literature that help to understand the

significance of the term ‘estranged’ in ‘estranged student’.

Chapter 2 engages with Western theoretical conceptualisations of ‘family’,
considering how functionalist approaches to family shape the social discourses and
ideologies that privilege biological ties in contemporary British society. It considers
how conflict theorisations of family, particularly poststructuralism and interpretivism,
offer concepts which enable the exploration of how estranged students may

redefine family in alternative ways.

Chapter 3 builds upon the macro-level theoretical approaches in Chapter 2 to
explore the micro-level lived experiences of family life, and introduces significant
concepts of family resources and capitals, home, and communication. The second
half of the chapter engages with the interdisciplinary field of inquiry around the
experiences of family estrangement, as a potential result of when these familial

components breakdown between biological family members.

Chapters 4 and 5 then explore the ‘student’ part of the term ‘estranged student’ and

contextualise family estrangement in higher education.

Chapter 4 situates estranged students within the research and policy contexts of
English higher education and collates the available data regarding the size and
characteristics of the estranged student population. The core contribution of this
chapter is the discussion of how estranged students fit within widening participation
contexts, exploring how estrangement can intersect with or be distinct from other

widening participation student groups.

Chapter 5 addresses the most directly substantive field of inquiry that this study

sits within by reviewing the literature about estranged students’ lived experiences in
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higher education in the UK, critically discussing what is known about the barriers
that they face and the support they draw upon through their studies from academic

and ‘grey’ literature.

Chapter 6 outlines the methodological approach, design, sampling, data collection,
data analysis, and ethical considerations for this research. Throughout | reflect
on my researcher positionality and the complexities of undertaking this qualitative

longitudinal study.

Chapter 7 begins with introductory profiles for the ten estranged undergraduates
who participated in this study. It then addresses the first research question and
explores how family and estrangement were experienced by the student
participants. It considers the ways that family and estrangement were not
something in estranged students’ pasts, but an ongoing part of their personal lives,

and how this shaped their student experiences.

Chapter 8 considers the second research question and explores significant
moments in the students’ narratives within four experiential domains: academics,
finances, housing, and holidays. This chapter focuses on the experiences that are
unique to, or increasingly complex for, estranged students compared to their
non-estranged student peers. The diverse ways that the participants continuously
looked ahead and prepared for the future to survive, and engaged with their

disadvantaged and deviant positionality in higher education, will be discussed.

Chapters 9 and 10 collectively address the third research question by considering

how estranged students engage with and access support.

Chapter 9 focuses its discussion on the formal support that the students were
aware of being offered by their university, and the limitations of this support. In
particular, the ways that estranged students’ unique needs were regularly
misrecognised by their university will be explored. These shortfalls were often the
result of a deficit model that takes family support for granted in higher education

policies and practices.
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Chapter 10 provides a novel contribution to the research in its exploration of how
estranged students build supportive relationships with others within and outside
higher education. This was significant to students as a means of being self-reliant
away from the burdensome feelings triggered by their institution, and their desire to

build a ‘home’ and future for themselves.

The longitudinal design of this study encouraged students to temporally engage not
just with their past and present experiences, but also prospectively look ahead to
the future. As such, Chapter 11 offers an epilogue that explores how the estranged

students held anticipations and hopes for their future lives post-graduation.

Finally, in Chapter 12 | will conclude the thesis, highlighting the core findings of the
study that help to answer each research question, and the contributions that this
thesis brings to the existing understandings of estranged students in research,
policy, and practice. | will present suggestions for further research, and
recommendations for higher education institutions and national policies to improve
the experiences of estranged students in UK higher education, support them to not

only survive their studies, but to thrive throughout.
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CHAPTER 2

CONCEPTUALISING FAMILY

To understand the ways that estranged young people experience higher education,
the term ‘estrangement’, and ‘family’ more broadly, need to be considered.
Estranged students do not operate in a neutral vacuum at their university, but they
are positioned within a society and higher education sector that places the notion of
family on a pedestal within ideological discourses. Research and policy concerning
estranged students often take ‘family’ as a concept for granted, imposing a
perspective of what is universally ‘normal’ despite the fact that every family is
different and they all experience difficulties. This inherently frames estranged
students’ experiences of having no contact with their parents as ‘abnormal’
(Hugman, 2022). The absence of critical reflections around the term ‘family’ leads
to a ‘language trap’ (Bernardes, 1997, p. 5), viewing these norms as universal
common sense. This ignores complexity in the concept of family and minimises
alternative perspectives, including those that may be held by estranged students
themselves. Thus, the intention of this first literature review chapter is to curiously
and critically explore the concept of ‘family’ by unpacking the varied perspectives

held by Western theorists within functionalist and ‘conflict’ approaches to family.

It will begin by discussing the consensus perspective of functionalism that sees
‘family’ as a universal social grouping, source of consensus, and the foundation
of society, shaping the conservative sociopolitical discourse around which kinds of
family are socially legitimate. This will be followed by examining various conflict
approaches which reject functionalism by considering how family can be a source of
conflict and oppression, focusing on poststructuralist and interpretivist lenses. This

chapter will centre on how these social and theoretical perspectives of family can
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provide a lens through which to understand estranged students’ lived experiences of
family and higher education, including family diversity and parent-child relationships.
Overall, it will argue that functionalism strongly informs the dominant social and
political discourse of family in the UK and positions estrangement as deviant and
illegitimate compared to traditional family relationships. It will introduce concepts
from conflict approaches to enable exploration into how estranged students are able

to redefine family beyond their parents in fluid and agentic ways.

2.1 Common definitions of family

To begin, it is helpful to present an overview of the shared ways that consensus
and conflict approaches define family. At its core, family is a social grouping or
unit where individuals form a shared network (Bernardes, 1997; Goode, 1982) and
is considered permanent and enduring within Western societies (Archard, 2003).
Individual membership in a family is typically determined by biological (blood) or
legal (actions like marriage or adoption) relations (Hill, 2003). Some family members
co-reside and share a household, usually parents and their children, while others live
elsewhere and maintain their relationships through communication (Turner, 2005;
Vangelisti, 2022).

Historically, theorisations of family have spoken of ‘the family’, viewing a nuclear
family structure — a heterosexual married couple with dependent children who
share a home — as the universal lived experience of family (e.g. Hendrix, 1975;
Murdock, 1949). However, as diversified family structures (e.g. stepfamilies and
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer (LGBTQ+) families) have become more
accepted in society, some theorists have shifted their language to consider ‘families’
(e.g. Gabb & Silva, 2011; D. H. J. Morgan, 2019).
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2.2 Functionalist approaches to family

Consensus sociological theorists view family as a harmonious structure that
provides unity and stability for individuals and society as a whole (Quah & Sales,
2000; Steel et al.,, 2012). The core consensus perspective around family is
functionalism, which views family as a social institution with ‘functions’ that they
perform to integrate into society and maintain social order (K. R. Allen &
Henderson, 2016; Lamanna, 2001). Parsons (1956) and Murdock (1949) argued
that the family’s primary function is to reproduce and socialise children
appropriately as they grow up to assimilate into society, emphasising the
importance of sustained parent-child relationships in maintaining social consensus.
Moreover, Durkheim (1961) believed that an important family function is to provide
and maintain a harmonious refuge in the ‘home’, placing significance on a private
familial space for reproduction and socialisation to take place. Functionalists
believe the nuclear family is the most appropriate family structure to fulfil these
functions, as it supports the development of tight-knit, intimate familial bonds
(Parsons, 1956; Steel et al., 2012). The labour of performing these functions of
raising children is collectively shared between family members, traditionally on
gendered lines with men bringing economic stability by joining the workforce and
women engaging in domestic work within the home (Murdock, 1949). In
contemporary life, where women also enter the workforce and gender diverse
families have formed, the division of functions has adapted, but are still considered
a necessary aspect of family life to maintain familial and social consensus by

functionalists (Chambers & Gracia, 2021).

As well as performing these functions within the family, functionalists like Parsons
(1956) argue that shared norms and values are key to maintaining social
consensus, including a collective sense of what a ‘normal family’ is. These
widespread societal beliefs have been termed ‘family ideology’ (Bernardes, 1997):
rather than describing what family is in practice, family ideology prescribes a vague

but strongly moral and emotional image of what family should be, from which

29



Conceptualising family — Ch.2

individuals can compare their own experiences and fit themselves within the norm
(Naldini, 2017; Oinonen, 2008). One component of family ideology that is important
when considering how estranged students may view their own experiences in
relation to familial norms is the symbolic value of parent-child relationships. Strong
relationships between parents and their children are considered the ‘bedrock’ of
family (Edwards & Gillies, 2012, p. 56), and powerful moral ideologies are placed
on the positions of ‘parenthood’ and ‘childhood’. Parents hold a significant burden
to perform family functions, expected to support their children in their transition into
society in acceptable ways with little guidance (Steel et al., 2012). ‘Motherhood’ is
especially revered in family ideology, with mothers positioned at the core of
domestic life and ‘intensively’ involved in raising children (Duncombe & Marsden,
1995; Ennis, 2014), while ‘fatherhood’ has more passive connotations as fathers
are expected to economically provide for their family in the workforce (Hill, 2003). In
contrast, ‘childhood’ is often constructed as a unique life stage of innocence and
vulnerability, with children viewed as in need of protection and nurturing by their

parents as they are carefully prepared for adulthood (Jenks, 1996; Wyness, 2012).

As society changes over time, so do social nhorms and ideals. While the nuclear
family continues to hold a nostalgic strength, structural diversity such as stepfamilies
or LGBTQ+ families are increasingly accepted in contemporary Western societies
(K. R. Allen & Henderson, 2016), as long as it remains a socially recognisable form

of family by adequately performing their familial functions.

In practice, functionalist ideals of the family are often used by politicians in
neoliberal societies to link family unity to social order and blame social issues on
dysfunctional families (Crossley, 2022). In the UK, several examples can be found
from speeches and interviews with Conservative prime ministers (PMs): for
example, Margaret Thatcher (PM from 1979-1990) labelled the family as
accountable for resolving social issues, saying that the UK had a ‘family structure’
(Thatcher, 1987). These perspectives have carried into the 21st century, as David
Cameron (PM from 2010-2016) argued that the answer to societal issues like

anti-social behaviour and education ‘should always begin with family’ (Cameron,
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2014). In these examples, parents are given a political function as being
responsible not just for their children, but for overall societal consensus (Hardacre
et al., 2022). More recently, this functionalist discourse that individuals must always
belong to a stable and unified family structure, even if not a nuclear family, was
echoed by Rishi Sunak (PM from 2022-2024): ‘whatever your family looks like, it
doesn’t matter as long as the common bond is love’ (Sunak, 2023). The usage of
family ideology in political discourse has created a dichotomy between natural and
unnatural relationships, where natural biological families are seen as permanent,
strong, and superior to platonic or romantic relationships which are inherently
fragile (Chambers, 2012; Ganong & Coleman, 2003). Lived experiences involving
rejection, distancing, or estrangement from family are positioned as ‘abnormal’ or
‘deviant’ (Boddy, 2019; Skolnick & Skolnick, 2014). Politicians and the media
problematise these experiences of family to rationalise social issues and create a
‘moral panic’ that the breakdown of family threatens to dismantle the consensus of
society (Chambers, 2012; Naldini, 2017). Indeed, this dominance of family ideology
in sociopolitical language within the UK creates barriers to equal participation in

higher education for estranged students, which this thesis will explore.

2.3 Conflict approaches to family

The functionalist consensus approach to family has been criticised for being driven
by a ‘misfit between material realities and ideological values’ (Hughey, 2016, p. 87),
privileging those that conform to the norm and overlooking those with diverse
structural, cultural, and micro everyday experiences of family (K. R. Allen &
Henderson, 2016; Rapoport & Rapoport, 1982). Arising in opposition to the
idealised perspective of family held by functionalists, conflict theories adopt
different lenses of oppression to consider the ways that family can be a potential
source of harm. For example, feminist and Marxist approaches are interested in
how family perpetuates social inequalities and marginalises individual family
members within the ‘home’, which consensus theorists perceived as a safe space

for personal and societal wellbeing. Feminists are particularly interested in how the
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social structure of gender and its inequalities shape family life (K. R. Allen &
Jaramillo-Sierra, 2015; Few-Demo & Allen, 2020) — the traditional nuclear family
positioned women as ‘mothers’, performing a caring role for the family home and
placing intense pressures on them to sustain the family (Gavron, 1966).
Contemporary working mothers are expected to maintain this high standard of
domestic work alongside economic careers, which feminists argue perpetuates
patriarchal gender inequalities (Delphy & Leonard, 1992). Similarly, Marxism is
concerned with how family perpetuates class inequalities in neoliberal societies —
claiming that the social groupings of family enable capitalism by providing a safe
haven for working men in the ‘home’, preventing larger social revolution against the
bourgeoisie (Zaretsky, 1976). The ownership that men have within the family brings
workplace labour struggles into the home through the gendered division of labour,

echoing feminist concerns (Bernardes, 1997).

The remainder of this chapter will discuss poststructuralist and interpretivist conflict
approaches to family, theories which provide helpful concepts that later enable
exploration of how estranged students engage with family ideology, and how they
experience family and estrangement during their studies. Poststructuralism is
interested in the influence of ‘public’ perceptions on ‘private’ families, providing a
lens that emphasises the socially constructed but discursively enforced nature of
family and how ‘family discourse’ (Bourdieu, 1996) stigmatises and marginalises
‘deviant’ experiences like family estrangement. Interpretivism takes an agentic
approach and considers how individuals can have autonomy to construct their own
family through ‘family practices’ (D. H. J. Morgan, 1996, 2020) and ‘families of
choice’ (Weeks et al., 1999), and the tensions between self-defining family and a

need to ‘display’ family (Finch, 2007) with social legitimacy within family ideology.

2.3.1 Poststructuralist approaches to family

Poststructuralist approaches to family interrogate the relationship between the
‘private’ lived experiences of family members and the ‘public’ social perceptions of

family (Bernardes, 1985). In opposition to the functionalist positioning of ‘home’ as
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a separate, private and safe haven in which families can fulfil their functions,
poststructuralists argue that the state uses policies shaped by family ideology to
interfere with personal lives and ‘homes’, punishing those who deviate from societal
norms (Orloff, 2005; Steel et al., 2012). Two poststructuralist theorists who provide
perspectives on the family which help to understand how estranged students may
navigate their ‘deviant’ positionality as not belonging to a socially accepted family
are Michel Foucault (1977) and Pierre Bourdieu (1996, 2001).

Foucault argued that individual bodies and actions are observed through public
‘gaze’ to ensure that they fit social expectations, and are policed and judged when
they do not (Foucault, 1977). ‘Gaze’ is performed by outsiders and within families,
as individuals use self-surveillance strategies to try to ‘fit’ the external expectations
placed upon them (C. Taylor, 2012). This can be a source of conflict in families,
especially in parent-child relationships where parents typically have more power
and autonomy than children in decision making (du Bois-Reymond, 2003). From
this perspective, family estrangement and not having contact with family is ‘gazed’
upon with judgement, creating a social stigma which will be discussed further in
Chapter 3.

Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, habitus, and field' have been applied extensively in
higher education research with non-traditional student groups, including estranged
students, but he also wrote about his conceptualisations of family. Rather than taking
‘family’ as an assumed reality in the way that consensus scholars do, he argued
that the family is simultaneously a descriptivist ‘structuring structure’ — an objective
categorisation of how people live — and a prescriptivist ‘structured structure’ — a
subjective, fabricated construct that enforces social stratification and control by the
state (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 21). For Bourdieu, the term ‘family’ holds symbolic power
through ‘family discourse’, his term for family ideology®. Through the sustained use
of family discourse in policy and in social talk about the family, as was evident in

the discourse from UK Conservative PMs, Bourdieu argues that family ideology has

These concepts will be introduced in Chapter 3.
2From this point on, | will use the terms ‘family ideology’ and ‘family discourse’ interchangeably
throughout this thesis.
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become ‘ordinary discourse’, or ‘doxa’ (Bourdieu, 2001), seen as the universal truth

and reinforcing the privileged position that family holds in Western societies.

For Bourdieu, when sociopolitical discourse assumes that individuals naturally
belong to supportive and united families, it means that people who are integrated
with their family receive social privileges. As a result, individuals are incentivised to
maintain strong family relationships to keep their privileged social status (Bourdieu,
1996). This maintenance is done through familial actions including public displays
of family like sharing a surname or hosting large familial ceremonies like weddings,
and through ‘countless ordinary and continuous exchanges of daily existence’
(Bourdieu, 1996, p. 22). However, Bourdieu notes that some of these actions
reinforce and normalise social inequalities, for example gendered labour divisions
in the home provide a ‘legitimate representation of that division’ for children
(Bourdieu, 2001, p. 85). Moreover, those who do not fit within a united family lose
those social privileges and are positioned as abnormal, subject to judgement and
questioning of why they do not fit the ‘norm’ (Hugman, 2022). Thus, experiencing
family estrangement marginalises individuals and leads to stigmatisation and
practical barriers when living in contrast to the norms perpetuated by ‘“family

discourse’.

2.3.2 Interpretivist approaches to family

Rather than viewing family as natural or universal, interpretivism considers how
family may be constructed relationally between individuals through active
interactions and familial activities. Three interpretivist concepts will be explored,
each providing a helpful lens to consider how estranged students may engage with
the notion of ‘family’: ‘family practices’ (D. H. J. Morgan, 1996, 2020), ‘family
display’ (Finch, 2007), and ‘families of choice’ (Weeks et al., 1999; Weston, 1997).

First discussed by David D. H. J. Morgan (1996), ‘family practices’ are the active,
fluid, and regularly occurring actions and experiences that make up the everyday

lives of family. These ‘practices’ are routine and emotionally significant
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(D. H. J. Morgan, 2020), and may include communication between family members,
coordination of household routines, and spending ‘quality’ time together
(D. H. J. Morgan, 2011). These are actions that consensus scholars would
associate with their ‘natural’ united family, but the interpretivist perspective
acknowledges how they can be performed with anyone and still be familial rather
than being restricted to biological ties. Indeed, D. H. J. Morgan (2020) argues that
by engaging with these ‘practices’, individuals are able to affirm, redefine, and

effect ‘family’ for themselves.

Expanding on the concept of ‘family practices’, Janet Finch (2007) introduced the
notion of ‘family display’. As family structures have diversified, biological ties or
living together do not in themselves define family. However, to be perceived and
understood by others as a socially legitimate family, there is still a need to align with
the values upheld in broader culture (Walsh et al., 2020). This ‘display’ of family
is done through ‘tools’ which convey family in ways that are recognisable with the
norm, i.e. family ideology — this is achieved with ‘actions’ like gift giving or sharing
photographs on social media, and through ‘talk’ by communicating strong narratives
about family to others, which is especially important during family-focused periods
such as holidays (Boddy, 2019; D. H. J. Morgan, 2020; Shannon, 2022). Being
perceived and accepted as family by others within and beyond the relationship is
what defines it as family. While the emphasis on social recognition can theoretically
allow a diverse range of relationships to be seen as family, the doxa of family in
contemporary British society means relationships that deviate further from what is
seen as normal may be considered a ‘weak display’ (Heaphy, 2011, p. 37) and fail

to be legitimate.

The ability to define family through ‘practices’ and ‘display’ enables the
consideration of how far family can be ‘chosen’. While people cannot choose their
biological relations at birth, they can make active choices throughout their life about
how intimate and committed those relationships are (Keating et al., 2003). The
concept of ‘families of choice’ was first used by Weston (1997) and Weeks et al.

(1999) in their explorations of how same-sex couples formed stronger relational ties
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with their friends and wider community after being rejected by their ‘family of origin’.
The term has continued to be applied when researching LGBTQ+ relationships,
exploring how ‘families of choice’ reject the heteronormative norms and inequalities
imposed by family ideology and redefine them with ‘autonomy, mutuality, and
democratic patterns of relating’ (Heaphy, 2016, p. 391). It is also used by
researchers exploring how young people are increasingly expanding their use of
the term family to encompass all relationships which hold ‘familial’ qualities such as
love or care (Jones-Wild, 2012; Parker & Mayock, 2019). While the term ‘families of
choice’ has been criticised by some queer scholars for imposing the doxa of family
onto LGBTQ+ relationships (Y. Taylor, 2007), the ability to reclaim a strong
ideological term like ‘family’ and counter its assumptions can offer an act of

resistance for those marginalised in society (Mizielinska, 2022).

2.4 Conclusion

This chapter explored how the sociopolitical context of family in the UK is
dominated by functionalist family ideology that views biological ties as universal,
permanent and morally superior (Bernardes, 1997; Chambers, 2012). This ‘doxa’
of family ideology (Bourdieu, 2001) is continuously reinforced by the state,
manifesting as a recurring emphasis on how ‘family’ is responsible for social
harmony by Conservative leaders, normalising this perspective as an unquestioned
truth in British society. However, poststructuralists highlight that this social and
political discourse results in the marginalisation of those with ‘abnormal’
experiences of family (Hugman, 2022), including those estranged from their
biological family. As such, family ideology as a marginalising force on estranged

students is one of the central themes throughout this thesis.

This chapter also explored interpretivist approaches to family, which reject
functionalist ideology and embrace the varied meanings that individuals can place
on family (Steel et al., 2012). The concepts of ‘family practices’ and ‘families of
choice’ (D. H. J. Morgan, 1996; Weeks et al., 1999) provide a lens that will be used
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to understand how the participants of this study actively and relationally
reconstructed ‘family’ for themselves during their studies. While estranged students
can find immense value in creating family for themselves, it can be difficult for these
constructed families to ‘display’ (Finch, 2007) in a way that contemporary British

society sees as legitimate.

Ultimately, family is complicated. With these macro-level perspectives of family
in mind, the next chapter will explore the literature on how these family functions
and practices translate into the everyday lived experiences of individuals, and how

estrangement impacts family in practice.
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CHAPTER 3

FAMILY LIFE AND ESTRANGEMENT

Building upon the macro-level functionalist and conflict theorisations of family
discussed in Chapter 2, this chapter will delve into the literature about how family is
experienced on a day-to-day basis. Functionalists view these elements as
‘functions’ through which harmony in the family (and society) is maintained
(Murdock, 1949; Parsons, 1956), and as responsibilities which families are
obligated to fulfil (Goode, 1982). In contrast, interpretivists view lived experiences
as negotiable and fluid family ‘practices’ (D. H. J. Morgan, 1996) which, with or
without biological ties, individuals may perform to ‘display’ familial relationships
(Finch, 2007).

This chapter builds upon theoretical approaches to family, creating a conceptual
framework for family life and family estrangement that will be drawn upon when
analysing the participants’ narratives about their experiences in higher education.
Family life is a broad and multifaceted area of sociological research, so the first
half of this chapter will focus on three elements which provide the most relevant
concepts to understanding estranged students’ experiences in this study: providing
family resources; sustaining the family ‘home’; and communication between family
members. This chapter will explore how sociological literature addresses theoretical
perspectives and the diverse lived experiences of these family functions/practices. It
pays particular attention to parent-child relationships and the experiences of young
people, due to its relevance when considering students who are estranged from their
parents. Moreover, it will consider how these taken-for-granted functions/practices
can have a ‘dark side’ (Steel et al., 2012), creating power imbalances or enabling
conflict and abuse in families, potentially leading to relationships breaking down and

individuals becoming estranged.
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Following on from this picture of how family life is constructed for young people in
contemporary Western societies, the second half of this chapter will interrogate the
concept of family estrangement as a deviation from the normative understandings of
family. Literature on theoretical conceptualisations, lived experiences, and societal
perceptions of family estrangement will be critically discussed, enabling exploration
of how family and estrangement were experienced in diverse, complex, and even

positive ways by the participants in Chapter 7.

3.1 Family resources

One commonly discussed family responsibility or practice in the literature is the
sharing of resources amongst family members. From a functionalist perspective,
families are expected to provide practical and emotional support to all members,
especially to children when socialising them into society (Edwards & Gillies, 2012;
Parsons, 1956). In addition, interpretivists argue that offering support and sharing
resources can aid in the creation and affirmation of loving and caring familial
relationships (Heaphy, 2011; D. H. J. Morgan, 1996). When exploring the role that
family plays in distributing resources and support to its young members, Pierre
Bourdieu’s theorisation of habitus, field, and capital (Bourdieu, 1977) provides a
helpful lens. As explored in the poststructuralist theorisations of family in Chapter 2,
Bourdieu viewed the family as holding a powerful position in society, which gives
individuals ‘economic, cultural and symbolic privileges’ (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 23)
when engaging with the wider world. Bourdieu conceptualised society as being
made up of various ‘fields’, autonomous social spaces containing individual agents
who negotiate and struggle to hold a position of power within the space
(Bathmaker, 2015; Bourdieu, 1982/2019; P. Thomson, 2014). In this way, family

can be considered a small-scale but significant social ‘field’ (Atkinson, 2014, 2020).

Within the ‘family field’, young children’s socialisation is ‘deeply formative’ in the
creation of their ‘habitus’ (Maton, 2014, p. 58). Habitus is defined as the unique

‘dispositions’ people have which are shaped by their personal experiences and
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influences how they navigate other fields, based on if their habitus ‘fits’ in that field
(Bourdieu, 1977). These dispositions include internalising their family experiences
as ‘normal’ (Charles et al., 2008; Wilson et al., 2022) and internalising their feelings
of ‘belonging’ in the family, later translating those feelings to other fields such as
education or work (K.-A. Allen et al., 2022; Atkinson, 2020). Habitus is not entirely
determined by childhood experiences, but is continuously ‘transformed’ (Bourdieu,
1977, p. 87) through their experiences in other fields, especially in educational fields
(Bourdieu, 1990). As their habitus develops in the family field, young people can
draw upon different forms of ‘capital’ as a resource that they can take into other
fields (Atkinson, 2020).

Forms of capital include economic capital (monetary resources), social capital
(networks and contacts), and cultural capital (knowledge and qualifications)
(Andres, 2016; Bourdieu, 1984/2021). Depending on their class position in society,
families may have greater or fewer types of capital (‘capitals’) to share amongst its
members (K. R. Allen & Henderson, 2016). These material capitals become
symbolic capital when they are recognised as being powerful and prestigious within
a particular field (Bourdieu, 1990). In the field of higher education, students that are
able to access significant economic and social capitals from their family are granted

symbolic capital.

In practice, providing consistent and holistic access to support resources and
capitals is a vital role and responsibility of families across the world (Israelashvili &
Mozes, 2022). Most of a young child’s economic, social and cultural capitals are
provided by parents or other family members through ‘material and social
opportunities’ (Valentine, 2006, p. 366), and they continue to draw upon these
capitals and use family resources to support their transitions into adulthood. While
in previous generations this supply of capitals ended in adulthood, the societal
responsibilities placed on families have increased over time (as driven by
functionalist family discourse in sociopolitical contexts), resulting in the expectation
that family continues to provide for their adolescent children (Aquilino, 1997). For

example, families are expected to aid with the transition into higher education or
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living independently (Scharp & MclLaren, 2017; Scheinfeld & Worley, 2018;
Waithaka, 2014). This is particularly important given the wider socioeconomic
context: rising tuition fees and a ‘cost-of-living crisis’ characterised by significant
increases in the cost of food, housing, and fuel across the UK (Open Data Institute,
2023). Even for those adults able to sustain themselves independently, family
economic and emotional capitals still hold significance as a ‘safety net’ for times of
crisis (Finch & Mason, 1993; Swartz et al., 2011).

A consequence of these social expectations is that young people who are unable to
actively draw upon resources and capitals from their family are positioned as being
at a disadvantage in the higher education field. As such, the marginalisation of
estranged students in higher education stems from their ‘absence’ of ‘family capital’
and their inability to draw upon family support compared to their peers (Bland, 2018;
Costa et al., 2020a). While estranged students may be unable to actively draw
from their family’s material and social capitals during their studies, that does not
mean that they have zero capitals. This ‘absence’ framing often fails to consider that
estranged students come from a variety of class backgrounds and childhood family
relationships, meaning they enter higher education with individually varied habituses
and historically accumulated economic, social, and cultural capitals that may ‘fit’
into the field of higher education to different extents (Bourdieu, 1990). Moreover,
the wider educational and social fields that estranged students navigate provide
them with the opportunity to form supportive relationships with others who may
provide them with material and social resources (capitals) during their studies. This
thesis will draw upon these notions of capital when exploring the estranged student

participants’ narratives of their family and higher education experiences.

3.2 Family and ‘home’

Another concept strongly linked to family is ‘home’. Distinct from the tangible
shelter of a house, ‘home’ is an elusive term with ideological weight attached to it

(Zufferey & Horsell, 2022). Within family ideology, home is a sentimental space that
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offers families comfort, safety, and belonging (K.-A. Allen et al., 2022; Kowal, 2022;
Wright, 1993). Indeed, political messaging instructed people to ‘stay at home’
during the pandemic, moving people entirely into their home to ‘be safe’ (Aaslund,
2021; Quaid et al., 2022). Functionalists view the home as the place where family
functions are carried out, where children are rooted (Rykwert, 1991), and where
their habitus is cultivated (Bourdieu, 1996; Zufferey & Tedmanson, 2022). For
interpretivists, the concept of home is fluid, shaped by individuals’ relationships and
personal circumstances, and can change over time (Smart, 2007; Solimene, 2022).
Rather than being solely the place where family is, they associate home with
familial practices such as providing stability and forming identity (Dupuis & Thorns,
1998; Steel et al., 2012).

Sociologists have also conceptualised home as a ‘private sanctuary’ for families
(Jamieson & Cunningham-Burley, 2003; Mallett, 2004), ‘separate from the public
realm’ (Rykwert, 1991, p. 56), within which the family field is situated, enabling its
members to engage in family responsibilities and practices away from the ‘gaze’
of other individuals and the state (Foucault, 1977). In contemporary reality, the
distinction between public and private within the home is blurred. For example,
Finch (2007) discussed how families use the home as a tool to ‘display’ a socially
acceptable family life when others are invited in, such as keeping the space clean
and having familial artefacts like photographs visible. The growth of social media and
video calls opens the home and family life to the public more frequently (Berriman
& Jaynes, 2022), making it more challenging for families to maintain a consistently

acceptable ‘display’.

Home can become a multifaceted concept for young people who choose to attend
university in the UK. Moving away from the family home to university is considered a
rite of passage (Ellison, 2023a) for undergraduate students who are British residents
(referred to in policy as home students). Even as more home students choose to
study close to their family for ease of access to family support resources (Finn,
2014) or affordability (Antonucci, 2016), many choose to move into a student ‘home’

close to their university campus. Research with undergraduate home students has
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commonly found that they conceptualise their ‘student home’ as a temporary space
and distinguish between their ‘parental home’ and ‘here-home’ (Kenyon, 1999, p. 85)
or student ‘home’ and family ‘home home’ (Holdsworth & Morgan, 2005). Lived
experiences of home are also fluid for young people post-graduation, as it is more
common for students to ‘return home’ to their families when they finish their studies
(Lewis et al.,, 2016) and to ‘stay at home’ for longer afterwards (Butler & Muir,
2017), enabling them to save funds and draw upon their family’s economic capital in

response to the rising cost of living.

Although home is commonly seen in family discourse and by theorists as a safe
sanctuary, lived experiences of home do not always reflect this. Home can be a
space of violence and abuse in families, with its hidden nature enabling further
harm (Kurst-Swanger & Petcosky, 2003; Malloch & Rigby, 2020). Studies with
victims of abuse have found how they often feel ‘homeless at home’ (Mallett, 2004;
Zufferey, 2022) as they lack the emotive components of stability, privacy, and identity
in the home that are purported by family ideology. Indeed, research with LGBTQ+
youth has explored the ways that many have to suppress their identities to stay
safe in their family home, or are subject to rejection and violence after coming out,
with some also experiencing homelessness (Fortier, 2001; Matthews et al., 2019;
Tunaker, 2015). The challenges for young people living in unsafe homes were
likely further exacerbated during lockdown, as they had no ‘escape’ to alternative
spaces like school (Sinko et al., 2022). These difficult lived experiences can fracture
the ideology of home for young people and make it challenging for them to build
their own safe and secure home (Robinson, 2005), a notion that will be considered
when analysing the participants’ narratives about their accommodation and ‘home’

experiences in the second half of this thesis.

3.3 Family communication

The final element of family life to be discussed is communication, considered to be

the ‘core’ of family life by scholars across theoretical perspectives (Vangelisti,
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2022). For functionalists, communication is the means through which family
functions are met, enabling parents to bond with their children and socialise them
into society (Baucom & Baucom, 2022). Moreover, positive communication
between family members is a function in itself, conserving harmony and intimacy in
family and by extension in society (Murdock, 1949; Valentine, 2006). Interpretivists
view high-quality communication as a way for intimacy between individuals in
families to grow, enabling the creation and maintenance of close and trusting
relationships that ‘display’ as familial (Finch, 2007; Jamieson &
Cunningham-Burley, 2003), and facilitating positive and supportive relationships
within and beyond the home (D. H. J. Morgan, 2020).

For parents and children, communication typically transitions from being parent-led
towards equality as young people gain independence and transition into adulthood
(Steel et al., 2012). Some studies have explored how, for young adults and their
parents, quality of communication is more important for maintaining close
relationships than the quantity or frequency of communication (Fang et al., 2021).
Quality communication at a distance is made possible by improvements to
communication technology such as social media and video calls (Hall & Woszidlo,
2022; Valentine, 2006). Maintaining close relationships with parents enables young
adults to continue accessing material and social resources from their family. For
example, using data from a longitudinal study following young people in the US
from ages 14-32, Swartz et al. (2011) found that having a close and affectionate
relationship with parents was associated with having more material support in their
young adulthood.  Emotional support through communication is particularly
common among higher education students in the UK, as a survey with 1701
students at two northern universities in England found that 87% communicated with
their family at least once a week and 51% every day, accessing support and

encouragement for academic and personal stress (Bland & Stevenson, 2018).

However, family communication is also a potential source of conflict and harm in
the family field (Alford, 1982; Atkinson, 2020). Conflicts between family members

can stem from the inherent power hierarchies due to gender or age (Ribbens,
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1994). Power struggles between parents and children can occur when
re-negotiating responsibilities or levels of autonomy in adolescence and young
adulthood (Branje et al., 2022; D. H. J. Morgan, 1996). For LGBTQ+ youth, having,
or fearing, their identity being rejected by their parents can be a source of power
struggles and conflict (Marzetti et al., 2022; Schmitz & Tyler, 2018). Conflict
between parents and children is seen as an inevitability which can be resolved
through communication (Sillars et al., 2022), but at dysfunctional extremes,
communication is the means through which harm is caused with physical, verbal,
and emotional abuse (Bernardes, 1997; C. M. Lee et al., 2022). Negative
communication between parents and children may lead to deteriorating

relationships and family estrangement.

3.4 Family estrangement

So far, this chapter has explored how three taken-for-granted concepts of family life
can be sources of struggle for individuals within a family. The absence of
supportive parent-child relationships and experiences of conflict, abuse, and
homelessness counter the normative assumptions of young people’s family lives,
especially for those who enter higher education. This section will explore what
happens in the absence of those supportive relationships, discussing
conceptualisations and lived experiences of family estrangement. While family
relationships are socially perceived as strong and permanent (Chambers, 2012), a
growing field of literature has begun to explore the prevalence and experiences of
people who are estranged from their family (L. Blake, 2017). The literature spans
across interdisciplinary fields such as communication studies (e.g. Scharp, 2017),
family therapy (e.g. Melvin, 2024), social work (e.g. Agllias, 2017a), and
psychology (e.g. L. Blake, 2017; Conti, 2015). It captures a vast scope of different
family relationships, primarily between parents and children but with growing
interest in estrangement between siblings (L. Blake, Bland & Rouncefield-Swales,
2023; Hank & Steinbach, 2023) and extended family members (Sims & Rofalil,

2013). Studies on parent-child estrangement are often from the perspective of the
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adult child (see L. Blake, 2017, for a review), with fewer interested in parental
experiences (Agllias, 2014; Gilligan et al., 2022; Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2023).
While noting these other important areas of inquiry in this field, this thesis will focus
on the estrangement literature that aligns with the positioning of estranged students

in higher education, i.e. those regarding adult children estranged from their parents.

The following sections will explore different ways that family estrangement has
been conceptualised by scholars and review studies interested in the experiences
of estranged people, to gain insight into the diversity of familial experiences that
estranged students may have prior to and during their university studies. Moreover,
the social perceptions and stereotypes associated with family estrangement will be
interrogated to begin considerations of how institutions such as universities may
perpetuate negative associations with family estrangement, and how estranged

young people navigate these family discourses.

3.4.1 Conceptualisations of estrangement

Similarly to the complexity in understandings of family discussed in the previous
chapter, the term ‘estrangement’ is contested without an agreed definition (L. Blake,
2017). Early conceptualisations and many contemporary scholars in fields such as
family therapy view estrangement as a ‘cut off’ in contact between family members
(Bowen, 1978; Conti, 2015). From this perspective, estrangement is triggered by a
conflict that leads to the ‘breakdown’ (Melvin, 2024), ‘disintegration’ (Barcham,
2021), or ‘rupture’ (Coleman et al., 2022) of a family relationship. Rather than a
permanent fracture, estranged family relationships can be restored through
‘reconciliation’ (Pillemer, 2020). From this perspective, estrangement is a binary

condition where being estranged is abnormal, deviant, and ideally temporary.

Other definitions look beyond this notion of communication ‘cut off’ and consider a
variety of family circumstances within estrangement. For example, Agllias (2017a)
distinguished between ‘physical’ and ‘emotional’ estrangement — the absence of

contact between family members is physical estrangement, while emotional
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estrangement encompasses a diversity of strained relationships, often
characterised by an absence of the familial components discussed earlier in this
chapter. Rather than viewing it as a static event, others have conceptualised
estrangement as a changing and ongoing ‘process’ (Scharp et al., 2015). Over
time, relationships can fluctuate between different levels of physical and emotional
estrangement (L. Blake et al., 2015; Parker & Mayock, 2019), which Agllias (2017a)
called ‘cyclical estrangement’. As such, these scholars view estrangement as a
‘continuum’ which individuals move along as their relationships change over time

(Scharp & McLaren, 2017), as opposed to a strictly binary condition.

One commonality in these definitions is they are all tied to communication between
family members, either as a contact binary or related to its quality. As such, a family
experiencing estrangement becomes distanced from the ideal or ‘normal family’, due
to the absence of core family responsibilities and practices discussed earlier in this
chapter. Furthermore, these conceptualisations align with functionalist definitions
of families structured through biological or legal ties, with estrangement as the
fragmenting or removal when communication, and thus the ‘family’ relationship,
ends. From an interpretivist perspective, where family is defined through practices
and actions, estrangement has been conceptualised as ‘rendered absent as a series

of not doings’ (Barnwell, 2024, p. 4).

However, | will argue that estrangement creates a new set of ‘doings’ and
‘practices’ as individuals actively position themselves physically and/or emotionally
away from their biological family. In a hypothetical world where family could be
wholly and legitimately constructed and redefined by individuals, the concept of
estrangement may not even exist as biological relations became less significant for
family. For as long as the concept of family presumes the ideological sanctity of
blood relations, estrangement from biological family will continue to be a socially

deviant and illegitimate experience.

47



Family life and estrangement — Ch.3

3.4.2 Lived experiences of estrangement

The prevalence of family estrangement globally is still uncertain. The only indicative
figure in the UK comes from Ipsos Mori (2014), whose survey with a representative
sample of 2,082 adults found that 8% were experiencing physical estrangement
from a family member. Recent findings from longitudinal surveys with representative
samples in Germany and the US have enhanced awareness of its prevalence further
— from 10,000 adults in Germany, 20% had experienced a period of estrangement
from their father and 9% from their mother (Arranz Becker & Hank, 2022); from 8,585
adults in the US, 26% had a period of estrangement from their father and 6% from
their mother (Reczek et al., 2023). These figures highlight an interesting gendered
distinction in estrangement, experiences which may stem from a greater acceptance
in family discourses of ‘absent fathers’ (Chambers, 2012; Jamieson, 1999) who
may estrange themselves from their original families and create new ones. While
these recent figures have started to capture the cyclical and changing nature of
estrangement over time, they still only capture physical estrangements where all
contact has ceased. These unknowns around the prevalence of estrangement leads

some scholars to call it a ‘silent epidemic’ (Scharp, 2020, p. 1055).

Family estrangement does not usually happen by chance, often stemming from a
historically difficult relationship with a ‘last straw’ moment that leads to an
‘estranger’ actively distancing from a family member (Agllias, 2014; Scharp et al.,
2015). In a survey with 898 estranged parents and children from an online support
group based in the US, Carr et al. (2015) identified three categories of reasons for
estrangement between two family members: intrapersonal, intrafamilial, and
interfamilial. Intrapersonal reasons are the result of characteristics of one of the
involved family members, such as mental illness, addiction, or narcissism, while
intrafamilial reasons include conflicts between the two family members, such as
abuse or rejection of lifestyles or values. Intrapersonal and intrafamilial categories
often interweave, e.g. if behaviours due to addiction cause arguments between
family members (Agllias, 2016), or if a young LGBTQ+ person receives abuse from

their parents after coming out (Adams, 2016; Scharp et al., 2023). These
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experiences align with the ‘dark side’ of family life discussed earlier, and
estrangement can be seen as a survival mechanism to escape an otherwise
unhealthy situation (Scharp, 2014). The final category, interfamilial reasons, are the
result of conflicts with two family members impacting others in the family — for
example, if family members ‘take sides’ or get ‘caught in the middle’ of arguments
(Agllias, 2017a; Scharp, 2020), or if contact with extended family was done through

a now estranged family member (Sims & Rofail, 2013).

Estrangement ‘practices’

Similarly to how family is understood by interpretivists as maintained through active
‘practices’ (D. H. J. Morgan, 1996), viewing estrangement as a ‘process’ (Scharp et
al., 2015) enables exploration of the ‘practices’ used to maintain physical and/or
emotional distance from family members. In a survey with 1,200 people estranged
from at least one member of their family, Barnwell (2024) described three main
categories of practices associated with maintaining estrangement: managing
disclosure, checking on, and dealing with reminders. This section will discuss each
in turn to enable exploration of the ways that estranged students engage in

estrangement practices during their higher education studies later in this thesis.

Managing disclosure involves limiting who is aware of the estrangement, actively
deciding whether to share information about their circumstances in each context
(Barnwell, 2024). Earlier studies (e.g. L. Blake et al., 2015; Scharp, 2016) explored
the ways that estranged people often only disclose the details of their estrangement
with people they trust, such as partners or close friends. Moreover, some people
may actively avoid circumstances where their estrangement becomes ‘visible’, such
as weddings or funerals (Agllias, 2017b). The choice to not share information about
family relationships may be attributed to fears of not being supported in their decision
by those they disclose to (Scharp & Thomas, 2016) or feeling ashamed for not fitting

normative discourses about family relationships (Melvin, 2024).

Practices of checking on relate to using social media to see how family members

are doing from a distance without a need for reconciliation. The desire to check in
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may stem from curiosity or concern about family wellbeing, both of which were be
exacerbated for some during the pandemic (L. Blake et al., 2020). While access
to information online makes it easy to check on estranged family members, for
many this comes with an awareness that they were likely also being monitored by
estranged family (Barnwell, 2024). As such, other studies (e.g. Agllias, 2017b;
Melvin, 2024) have reported on the importance for estranged people to set personal
boundaries by blocking family from certain communication channels or restricting

what information they share online.

The final category is related to managing emotional reactions when a ‘trigger’
reminds someone of their estranged family member(s). Specific triggers vary, but
those commonly mentioned in the literature include receiving unwanted contact
(Linden & Sillence, 2021), being asked about family (Agllias, 2017a), or comparing
a negative family situation with the happier ‘displays’ that others share (Barnwell,
2024). Alongside these spontaneous events, there can be recurring ‘trigger dates’
that bring up challenging memories and emotions for estranged individuals, such
as socially family-focused periods like Christmas (L. Blake, 2017) and personal

events like birthdays or anniversaries (L. Blake et al., 2015).

Emotional impacts of estrangement

Existing literature has also explored the long-term emotional impacts that family
estrangement may have on individuals. The reasons for estrangement can be
traumatic, but estrangement in itself can also be a distressing and traumatic
experience (Dattilio & Nichols, 2011; Scharp, 2017). Estranged people may feel
anger or resentment towards their biological family (Melvin, 2024) and many
experience mental health conditions such as depression and anxiety (Hank, 2024).
Agllias (2011) has described estrangement as an ‘ambiguous loss’ for estranged
individuals who grieve the family relationships they had, or wished they had, but are

unable to get closure on this loss when those people are still alive.

Furthermore, the literature commonly discusses feelings of isolation that estranged

people experience, as the lack of open discussion creates a ‘silence’ around
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estrangement that can make people feel alone in their situation (Scharp, 2020).
Indeed, only a third of the respondents to the Ipsos Mori (2014) survey answered
‘ves’ when asked if they knew anyone physically estranged from their family.
Moreover, some estranged people have described feeling an intense awareness of
how their estrangement removes their access to their family’s material and social
capitals and support that others can draw upon when needed (Agllias, 2017a). This
may be exacerbated for those surrounded by others who can draw upon family
support (Parker & Mayock, 2019), particularly for estranged young people in higher
education who are positioned at a deficit compared to their non-estranged peers.
These feelings of isolation were especially intensified during the pandemic, when
lockdown prevented many from accessing alternative support systems they had
built, and estranged individuals had to navigate social discourses around missing

and supporting family during a time of crisis (L. Blake et al., 2020).

However, not all emotional impacts of estrangement explored in the literature were
negative. Indeed, the distance that estrangement gives from shared family
identities (Melvin, 2024) offers individuals an opportunity to negotiate a new
self-identity, or ‘differentiated self’ (Agllias, 2017a) away from their difficult past.
The loss of a shared family identity can be deeply challenging for some (Scharp &
MclLaren, 2017), but others embrace and feel empowered by their newly granted
agency over themselves, especially those who hold an ‘estranger’ role (Linden &
Sillence, 2021). Other positive impacts of estrangement include improvements in
emotional wellbeing (L. Blake et al., 2015) and a sense of freedom or liberation
from harmful family members (Melvin & Hickey, 2022). This acknowledgement of
how estrangement can be a positive experience and a solution to otherwise difficult
family relationships counters the emphasis in family ideology that estrangement is

a societal ‘problem’ that must be ‘resolved’ by reuniting the broken-down family.

3.4.3 Societal perceptions of estrangement

While estrangement can be personally empowering and beneficial, it is still

positioned as problematic in societies that hold biological family relationships with
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significance. As discussed in the previous chapter, family ideology within Britain
has mythologised and politically positioned families as responsible for the
maintenance of social order, particularly placing significance on the ‘durable’
parent-child relationship (Jamieson, 1999; Koerner & Fitzpatrick, 2022), and family
instability drives discourse around a ‘moral panic’ (Chambers, 2012). As such,
these dominant narratives position estrangement as a ‘threat’ to society (Agllias,
2017a) or a ‘dysfunctional’ pattern that needs to be ‘fixed’ (J. Allen & Moore, 2017).
As a hidden social experience, high-profile ‘visible’ estrangements are treated as a
fascinating spectacle, as seen in the media portrayals of the Royal Family in recent
years (see Pillemer, 2021), and individuals who experience estrangement are often

portrayed as victims or deviants (Hugman, 2022).

Such social discourses and pressures for family unity creates a strong stigma
around family estrangement. For example, 68% of the 807 estranged respondents
in the UK to L. Blake et al.’s (2015) survey described how they felt judgement from
others for contradicting social norms about family. In a similar study in with 149
adults in the US (Rittenour et al., 2018), 118 believed that there was a stereotype
towards estranged adult children as being selfish and stubborn. Estranged
participants in qualitative studies commonly describe feeling a continuous pressure
to reconcile with their family, from people in their lives who are aware of their
circumstances (e.g. Melvin & Hickey, 2022) and a pervading demand from society
(e.g. Agllias, 2016; Scharp & Thomas, 2016). In periods of social crisis, these
perceptions may alter — 45% of the 801 participants (from the UK, US, Canada
and Australia) in L. Blake et al.’s (2020) survey shared how lockdown changed the
lens of stigma around estrangement. For some, the focus on family intensified the
pressure to check in and reconcile, while for others the collective experience of
social distancing helped to normalise separation from family. This social pressure
around estrangement may become internalised and create personal feelings of
shame or embarrassment (Agllias, 2017b; Wilson et al., 2022). Indeed, many of the
participants in Barnwell’s (2024) survey of 1,200 estranged adults in Australia felt

that the social stigma around estrangement made their situation feel even harder,

52



Family life and estrangement — Ch.3

and they desired more acknowledgement and legitimation of estrangement rather

than viewing reconciliation as the only ‘solution’.

With this overall context of estrangement literature in mind, questions arise around
what these complex lived experiences and strong societal views around family and
estrangement may mean for young estranged people, especially estranged
students. Young estranged people moving from childhood into adulthood are
navigating new identities while forming a personal sense of self away from their
previous shared family identity (Linden & Sillence, 2021; Melvin, 2024).
Additionally, students are navigating a journey through higher education, a social
institution shaped by family ideology in many ways that will be discussed in the next
chapter. The intense pressures for any estranged adult to it in’ to a socially
legitimate family are intensified for younger people, who draw comparisons with
other students that are able to frequently draw upon family capitals, and estranged
students may be met with scrutiny for not doing the same (Rittenour et al., 2018).
Furthermore, younger estranged people are less likely to be able to draw upon an
acceptable alternative ‘family display’, such as their own spouse or children. This
thesis aims to gain a clearer understanding of how estranged students experience
family and estrangement and how their experiences shape their higher education

journeys.

3.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, the diverse ways that family is experienced on a day-to-day level
have been explored to introduce a conceptual framework used throughout this
thesis on family life and family estrangement. Using Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus,
field, and capital help to explore how families handle their responsibility to share
resources within the ‘family field” (Atkinson, 2014). This has led to estranged
students being framed in research and policy as studying with zero capitals, a
deficit framing that this thesis will counter by examining how estranged students

draw upon other forms of formal and informal support. The concept of ‘home’ as an
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ideological, emotional construct distinct from physical housing was introduced,
considering how the significance of ‘family home’ for university students positions
estranged students as ‘abnormal’. Moreover, communication is a core component
that maintains family relationships but is also a source of conflict tied strongly to the

notion of estrangement.

Finally, the interdisciplinary literature that explores the contested conceptualisation
and diverse lived experiences of estrangement was discussed, to understand the
personal contexts that estranged students enter higher education with. It considered
how family estrangement has ‘practices’ (Barnwell, 2024) and is actively maintained
by those experiencing it. As such, estrangement is not something in estranged
students’ pasts but an ongoing, and even empowering, present experience during
their studies. This study aims to explore how their student experiences are shaped

by estrangement over time.

This chapter and Chapter 2 interrogated the ‘estranged’ part of the ‘estranged
student’ label. The following chapters will consider the ‘student’ aspect,

contextualising estranged young people within higher education policy and practice.
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CHAPTER 4

POLICY AND WIDENING PARTICIPATION

So far, this thesis has explored the varied conceptualisations and complex lived
experiences of family and estrangement, providing a theoretical framework to
interrogate the ‘estranged’ in ‘estranged students’. Moving on to explore the
‘student’ component, this chapter will set the scene of how estranged students are
positioned and understood within English higher education. It will consider the
positioning of estranged students as a non-traditional, widening participation
student group in policy due to the barriers they face, but a group whose

characteristics remain largely unknown.

This chapter will begin with an overview of English widening participation research
and student funding policies in order to understand the different definitions of
‘estranged’ in these contexts, before interrogating the available data on the
estranged student population. The key contribution of this chapter is the positioning
of estrangement alongside other widening participation student characteristics —
rejecting the problematic pigeonholing that the sector does by placing estranged
students into a single category of disadvantage, it will explore how estranged
students can diversely intersect categories, as well as the way that estrangement is
distinct from other non-traditional student groups. The chapter ends by shifting the
focus from how the higher education sector frames estranged students to
considering the ways that students in previous studies align or distance their
identities from terms like ‘estranged’ and navigate the stigmas surrounding this

label.
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4.1 Widening participation in England

Higher education policies are devolved across the UK and each nation has its own
regulation and student funding system. As the focus of this research was students at
English universities, this section will discuss how estranged students are positioned
within the contexts of widening participation research, policy, and student funding in

England.

4.1.1 Widening participation research and policy context

Widening participation policies exist within a marketised higher education system
where institutions are encouraged to compete against one another to drive up
standards, creating hierarchies between institutions (Archer, 2006; Fisher et al.,
2016). The English higher education system has undergone a process of
massification, rapidly increasing the number of university places following the
Robbins Report in 1963 (Robbins, 1963), which allowed many more students to
attend. Later, the Further and Higher Education Act (1992) converted polytechnics
to universities, aiming to combat the elitist binary between institutions (McCaig &
Squire, 2022; Tholen, 2024). Despite this, distinctive clusters and hierarchies
between universities remain, particularly between the older research-intensive
institutions of the Russell Group, and the newer post-1992 universities (Boliver,
2015). Rather than blindly increasing the number of students overall, there was a
desire to make university available to a wider range of students who would not
traditionally attend (P. J. Burke, 2002; Bow! & Bathmaker, 2016), driven by the New
Labour agenda and their belief that higher education enabled social mobility
(Boliver & Wakeling, 2020; Crawford et al., 2017). The scope of widening
participation has expanded more recently to consider the entire student lifecycle
and improve not only access to higher education, but also the student experience

while studying and outcomes post-graduation (Atherton et al., 2023).

Groups who are considered under the widening participation umbrella include

students from areas with low higher education participation or socioeconomic
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status, students from ethnic minorities, mature students, disabled students, care
leavers, carers, and students estranged from their families (Office for Students,
2024b). Students under the widening participation umbrella are positioned at odds
with the ‘traditional’ or ‘ideal’ higher education student (Wong & Chiu, 2021), for
whom attending university is the “‘natural’ and taken for granted ‘choice’” (Archer,
2006, p. 39). There is a well-established field of literature exploring how
‘non-traditional’ students navigate higher education. These students often face
academic and practical challenges as a result of their background (e.g. Cotton et
al., 2014; Meuleman et al., 2015), struggling to feel a sense of ‘belonging’, and
finding it difficult to negotiate their identities within higher education (e.g. Crozier et
al.,, 2019; Read et al., 2003). Bourdieu’s theoretical framework of habitus, capital,
and field (explored in the context of family in Chapter 3) is often applied to consider
how these marginalised students must ‘create a new habitus and find a place for
themselves within HE’ (Burnell, 2015, p. 96). This contrasts with those ‘traditional
students’ whose habitus fits’ within the higher education field (Marshall, 2016),
simplifying the transition.  Such research aims to raise awareness of the
experiences of non-traditional students in higher education, encouraging tailored
and effective support to reduce their risks of withdrawal (Boliver et al., 2020; Tinto,
1993). However, some scholars (e.g. McLellan et al., 2016; Stevenson et al., 2010;
Thomas, 2006) have argued that labelling students under the widening
participation umbrella as ‘non-traditional’ may impose a problematic deficit model
onto these students, framing them as needing to be ‘fixed’ to fit into the ‘traditional
habitus’ of the institution, rather than considering that the system could be changed
to be inclusive by default. My research will contribute to these discussions by taking
estranged students, whose family circumstances are already deemed ‘deviant’ in
family ideology, and exploring their positioning within widening participation

research and policy.

In England, higher education is monitored by the Office for Students (OfS), an
independent regulator that aims to ensure all students have a ‘fulfilling experience
of higher education that enriches their lives and careers’ (Department for Education

& Office for Students, 2023, p. 6). Alongside other responsibilities like encouraging
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competition between providers and protecting institutional autonomy, OfS ensures
that universities follow the government’s widening participation priorities, providing
support for non-traditional students to access and succeed in higher education
(McCaig & Squire, 2022; M. Morgan, 2012). One measure they use to regulate this
is through Access and Participation Plans (APPs). To be able to charge the
maximum tuition fees, higher education institutions must submit an APP every four
years, outlining their planned actions and targets to increase access to, success
through, and progression from higher education for the underrepresented groups
they identified (Office for Students, 2024b).

Following a recent reform of APPs, universities are now encouraged to strongly link
their institutional widening participation activities to the OfS’ Equality of Opportunity
Risk Register. This identifies twelve risk factors which impact equal opportunities to
access and participation in higher education, such as lack of information and
guidance, insufficient institutional support, and pressures from external factors
such as costs or the pandemic (Team Wonkhe, 2023). These risks are applied to
each widening participation characteristic, including estranged students (see Office
for Students, 2024a), and universities are encouraged to think about how to apply
their resources appropriately to support the students who are most marginalised
within their unique institutional context. However, the Risk Register's focus on
institutional practice discourages collaboration between universities and risks
perpetuating inequalities in support packages for students across different
institutions (Moores et al., 2024). Moreover, institutions may focus their resources
on supporting the ‘easiest’ student characteristics whose needs are more familiar
or require less support to succeed in higher education (Marshall, 2016), continuing
to marginalise student groups who are ‘newer’ in widening participation discourse,

such as estranged students.

4.1.2 Higher education funding context

A core way that the UK supports more students to access and succeed in higher

education and reduce socioeconomic inequalities is through the provision of
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financial aid from the Student Loans Company (SLC). In England, students can
access funding from Student Finance England (SFE), a regional arm of SLC.
Alongside a loan to cover their full tuition fee, undergraduate students are entitled
to a maintenance loan' to assist with living costs, which is added to the balance of
the tuition fee loan. This loan is repaid through salary deductions, applied like a
marginal tax post-graduation (Student Loans Company, 2025b).  Previously,
low-income students were also eligible for non-repayable maintenance grants, but

these were abolished in the 2016/17 academic year.

By default, students are considered as financially ‘dependent’ on their parents and
the amount of funding they receive is means-tested based on two factors: their
parents’ income and whether they live at their family ‘home’ while studying.
Attempting to address socioeconomic and social class inequalities in access to
financial capital, students from low-income backgrounds receive a higher
maintenance loan than those with a higher income. Antonucci (2016) describes this
model as ‘complementary’, as it assumes that families provide financial support to
their children and the role of the state is to make up the shortfall for lower-income
families. This policy stems from functionalist perspectives of family and the state’s
expectation that families share their financial resources with their children, as

discussed in Chapters 2 and 3.

Alternatively, students who fit certain criteria can apply for ‘independent’ student
status and provide alternative evidence rather than their parents’ income. Students
are considered independent if they are aged 25 or over, if they have lived
independently for at least three years, or if they are estranged from their family
(Student Loans Company, 2025b). In these cases, evidence of their own income or
independent circumstances is required to access funding, rather than evidence of
their parents’ income. As financial dependence on parents is considered the ‘norm’
in higher education, independent students fall under the widening participation

umbrella.

'In the 2025/26 academic year, the maximum maintenance loan is £10,544 for students studying
outside of London, and £13,762 for students in London.
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While the financial provision from SLC is a tool designed to widen participation in
higher education by allocating funds to those who need them most, there are
limitations in how far these funds are fit for purpose and provide adequate financial
support for non-traditional students in reality.  Particularly in the context of
the pandemic and a cost-of-living crisis, concerns have arisen that the
maintenance loan does not account for unexpected or increased costs and leave
already financially vulnerable students at risk. For example, in a survey with 1786
students conducted by Save the Student (see L. Brown, 2023), maintenance loans
fell short of living costs by £582 on average, a gap that had grown by over £200
since their 2021 survey. Rather than reducing socioeconomic inequalities, these
shortfalls disproportionately impact non-traditional students as many choose to
take up part-time employment during their studies to cover those costs, impacting
their ability to fully engage with the traditional on-campus student experience
(All-Party Parliamentary Group for Students, 2023). This thesis aims to explore the
ways that estranged students navigated higher education within these

socioeconomic and student funding contexts.

4.2 Defining ‘estrangement’ in higher education

In Chapter 3, the conceptual complexity around what constitutes family
estrangement was introduced, including physical, emotional, and cyclical
estrangement (Agllias, 2017a). Such complexity is echoed within the higher
education sector, as different definitions for ‘estrangement’ are used across
research, policy and student-facing organisations. This section will critically discuss
how these varied definitions may create confusion or even exclude estranged

students from being identified and receiving support during their studies.
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4.2.1 Definitions of ‘estrangement’ from funding contexts

The primary definition used to describe estrangement in higher education stems
from student funding contexts. As just explored, students who apply for statutory
financial support are either categorised as financially dependent or independent on
their parents, where one category of independent students are those ‘estranged’
from their families. SFE considers estranged students to be those under the age of
25 who are ‘irreconcilably estranged’ from both of their parents, meaning they have
no verbal or written contact with them, and that this is unlikely to change (Student
Finance England, 2023). Historically, students needed to have no contact for at
least 12 months to be considered as financially independent (this is now reviewed
on a case-by-case basis), and students are only given funding if SFE believes that
their family situation is unlikely to change. To ‘prove’ their estrangement status and
receive the maximum maintenance loan, students have to provide evidence from a
reputable third party, such as a doctor, teacher or social worker (Student Loans
Company, 2025b). Although this ‘formal’ definition of estrangement originates from
funding contexts, universities often implement this definition as eligibility criteria for
student support mechanisms designed for estranged students (Spacey &
Sanderson, 2022). It has also been used in some research studies on estranged
students’ experiences when using Student Finance databases to recruit
participants (e.g. Bland, 2018; Bland & Blake, 2020).

This ‘formal’ definition has a number of limitations. Firstly, the need for students to
be ‘irreconcilably estranged’ from both parents is tied to an extreme, binary
perspective of estrangement, ignoring developments in research explored in
Chapter 3 which identified estrangement as an ongoing ‘process’ that moves along
a ‘continuum’ (Scharp et al.,, 2015; Scharp & MclLaren, 2017). It excludes a
diversity of estrangement experiences where students may still face barriers to
accessing financial and other resources from their family, such as being estranged
from one parent, experiencing cyclical estrangement by fluctuating between contact

and no contact over time, and emotional estrangements where students have a
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challenging relationship with family but are unable to ‘cut contact’ (Agllias, 2017a;
L. Blake et al., 2015).

Moreover, if this definition is used by institutions to identify their estranged student
population and deliver support mechanisms, a number of seemingly arbitrary
restrictions are enforced that can disadvantage students with intersecting
characteristics. For example, SFE does not claim that students aged 25 or over
cannot be estranged — rather that those students are automatically considered
independent by virtue of being ‘mature’ students, so they do not need to ‘prove’
estrangement to receive funding (Student Loans Company, 2023). As such,
‘estranged’ according to SFE is really ‘independent by virtue of estrangement’.
When universities rely on this as a definition of estrangement, it causes challenges
for mature estranged students who are excluded from estranged student support
mechanisms. Similar challenges in being identified as ‘estranged’ may also be
faced by other students who do not access Student Finance for various reasons,
such as international students, self-funded students, and those who have received
funding in the past for a different degree. As institutions are encouraged to identify
their estranged students using the data they receive from SLC (see Office for
Students, 2020a), estranged students who fit multiple categorisations risk falling
through the gaps in support. These intersectional components will be explored

further later in the chapter.

4.2.2 Moving towards an inclusive definition of ‘estrangement’

Acknowledging the limitations of the ‘formal’ definition, other organisations in the
higher education sector have begun to shift towards a definition which is more
inclusive of a range of student characteristics and estrangement experiences.
Universities and Colleges Admission Service (UCAS), the company that hosts the
main university application route for home students, have allowed prospective
students to self-identify as estranged in their application form since 2023 under the

following definition:
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An estranged person is someone who no longer has the support of their
parents, and often also other family members, due to a permanent
breakdown in their relationship which has led to ceased contact. This might
mean your biological, step or adoptive parents or wider family members
who have been responsible for supporting you in the past (UCAS, 2023)

This definition distances from the arbitrary financial restrictions around age or
previous funding status, and accounts for varied family structures of support rather
than being tied to biological parents. However, there is an unfortunate continuation
of conceptualising estrangement as a ‘permanent breakdown’ or cut-off in contact
(Conti, 2015; Melvin, 2024) and a lack of engagement with the diversity of

estrangement circumstances that applicants may have experienced.

In contrast, charities and other organisations who work directly with estranged
people in the higher education sector have broader definitions that distance even
further from those used by SFE or UCAS. Before their closure in 2024, the charity
Stand Alone? provided support to those ‘studying without the support and approval
of a family network’ more broadly (Spacey, 2020, p. 2). Student-led advocacy
movements such as Estranged and Care Experienced students (EaCES) (2024)
and the All of Us community (funded by charity Unite Foundation, n.d.) choose not
to define ‘estrangement’, instead using inclusive messaging that their work is in
support of any student who ‘self-identifies’ as estranged from their family. Recent
qualitative studies have followed this approach to recruit based on self-identification
of estrangement status, or characteristics like not having contact or support from
family, enabling the exploration of a broader range of estranged student
experiences (e.g. Key, 2018; Marvell & Child, 2023). One limitation of fully
implementing these inclusive definitions is that it would create practical challenges
when supporting estranged students, such as for universities with limited material
resources and a desire to focus on those who need the most support. However,
appropriate  movements towards inclusive self-definition in the wider higher

education sector would be a positive step to acknowledge the complex and

2See Chapter 1 for a summary of Stand Alone’s work.
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multifaceted estrangement experiences that students can have, and to reduce the

burden of ‘proof’ currently placed on estranged students.

4.2.3 The implications of conceptual complexity

The use of different definitions of estrangement within higher education has
resulted in a complex landscape. Institutions receive estranged student lists from
both Student Finance and UCAS, but their different approaches to defining and
identifying estranged students mean they are disjointed and may contradict each
other. Anecdotal reports from support staff at universities during Stand Alone
events | attended in 2018-2019 highlighted a consistent difficulty in practice around
how universities should define and identify estranged students in order to support
them. These are echoed in recent findings described by Bhattacharya and Payne
(2024) about how universities have struggled to identify and track care experienced
students even when they are identified by UCAS or Student Finance. The
complexity here leads to some universities using inconsistent criteria and
definitions for their support, for example aligning with Student Finance when
providing monetary support with financial or housing issues, and more inclusive

definitions for informal peer support (Sanderson & Spacey, 2021).

This complexity then has implications for estranged students themselves.
Throughout the student journey they will encounter contradictory definitions of
‘estrangement’ from SFE, UCAS, and their university, possibly leading to confusion
of whether their personal family circumstances entitle them to any support. The risk
of exclusion is further compounded when the onus to disclose their estrangement
is placed on the student, where the social stigma around family estrangement
makes this more challenging (Agllias, 2017a, and discussed further in Chapter 5).
The result of conflicting and restrictive definitions means that estranged students
‘remain largely unidentified and invisible’ (Bland, 2018, p. 69) within UK higher

education.
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The first step towards making the diverse experiences of estranged students
‘visible’ is to look beyond the restrictive definitions in research. Throughout this
thesis, | align with a broader definition of estrangement which is inclusive of
students who have lived experience of strained familial relationships and have
limited contact and/or support with their parents and/or wider family while studying.
This is regardless of whether they have disclosed to SFE, UCAS or their institution.
An inclusive approach to estrangement enables the exploration of the experiences
of estranged students who have previously been excluded by formal categorisation

and subsequently fall through the gaps when trying to access formal support.

4.3 Mapping the estranged student population

Compared to other widening participation student categories, there is limited data
to provide a coherent overview of what the estranged student population looks like.
This section will collate the population data that currently exists about estranged
student numbers, characteristics, experiences, and outcomes, in order to critically
discuss the gaps in the higher education sector’s knowledge of estranged students.
Indeed, this data should not be considered representative of the entire estranged
student population, as the majority comes from sources aligning with the formal
definition, and data is skewed towards those who have been recognised as
estranged by SFE. However, it provides insights which will act as a springboard to
discuss the diverse experiences within the estranged student population

throughout this thesis.

65



Policy and widening participation — Ch.4

4.3.1 Data on estrangement prevalence in higher education

Despite the social ‘silence’ that surrounds family estrangement (Scharp, 2020), it
directly impacts 8% of people from all ages in the UK (lpsos Mori, 2014).
Estimations from Buttle UK (2022) using youth homelessness and student data
suggest that around 150,000 16 to 20-year-olds are estranged from their families,
around 4% of the population of this age group (Statistica, 2024). While these
estimations around prevalence have limitations, we can assume that estrangement
will impact some students in higher education. Our first insight into the prevalence
of family estrangement within the student population came from a freedom of
information request to SLC by Stand Alone (2019), which found that 8,080
undergraduate students had been granted independent ‘estrangement’ status in
England, Wales, and Northern Ireland in the 2017/18 academic year, approximately
0.5% of the undergraduate student population. SLC has since begun publishing
these figures with national and institutional breakdowns each year — as of March
2025, the most recent figures show 10,902 estranged undergraduate students
studying in England in the 2023/2024 academic year, and the provisional number of
estranged students for the 2024/2025 academic year is 9,115 (Student Loans
Company, 2025a). However, the limitations previously identified with SFE’s
definition of estrangement apply to this figure, as it only captures those who applied
for and successfully received independent status under the ‘estrangement’ bracket.
It is likely that there are many more estranged students studying at English higher

education institutions in reality.

While our sense of scale about the estranged student population has historically
been limited to this figure from SLC, other data is becoming available over time. As
of 2024, UCAS publishes figures on how many applicants ticked the estrangement
identification box on their university applications, with their most recent publication
showing that 11,600 people who self-identified as estranged were accepted into
university in 2024 (UCAS, 2025). It is necessary to highlight the difference between
these figures — using UCAS’ broader self-identification method, there are 11,600

estranged students in one year, which is more than the 10,902 estranged students
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SLC identified across all years of undergraduate study. The UCAS figure is not
perfect: it does not count students who apply to study through other routes, and
there is no verification that students who tick the box actually fit their definition.
Despite this, the disparity between the two statistics is clear evidence that many
estranged students have fallen through the gaps in identification, and as a result

may have missed out on support during their studies.

4.3.2 Data on estranged students’ characteristics

As knowledge on the number of estranged students in higher education has
increased, so has understanding about some common characteristics, namely
study locations and estrangement circumstances. This section primarily draws
upon data published by SLC (2025a), and early data reported on by Stand Alone
(Stand Alone & Centre for Family Research at University of Cambridge, 2015; Unite
Foundation & Stand Alone, 2015). Once again, the discussed figures are limited to
those who fit the ‘formal’ financial definition of estrangement and do not capture all

estranged students.

One characteristic of estranged students tracked by SLC is the distribution of
estranged students across higher education institutions. While there are estranged
students attending almost all higher education institutions in England (Student
Loans Company, 2025a), there are some universities where estranged student
numbers are higher. From the data provided by the Higher Education Statistics
Agency (HESA) and SLC, Unite Foundation and Stand Alone (2015) reported that
most estranged students studied in large cities and urban areas — 59.7% of
students studied at institutions in London, with other common areas including
Birmingham (8.45%), Manchester (8.26%) and Liverpool (5%) — and were more
likely to be studying at a newer institution than at prestigious Russell Group
universities. This is echoed by recent data which shows that the institutions most
commonly attended by estranged students in 2023/2024 were post-1992
universities in Manchester, Nottingham, Birmingham, and Sheffield (Student Loans

Company, 2025a). These trends may be influenced by large cities hosting more
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opportunities for part-time work and options for affordable accommodation,
assisting with the practical challenges of affording university without parental
support, which will be explored further in the next chapter. Furthermore, estranged
students may prefer to study at newer universities if they worry they would not it in’
at academically prestigious environments as a non-traditional student (Stevenson
et al., 2020). This mirrors research with working-class students about how they
negotiate their positionality of ‘other’ in higher education through major identity
work or choosing to attend institutions that align closer to their ‘habitus’ (Read et
al., 2003; Reay et al., 2010).

In contrast, one characteristic which is less systematically reported on, available
from studies on those who fit the ‘formal’ definition, relates to common family and
estrangement circumstances. For example, Bland (2015) conducted a survey with
584 estranged students (94% of whom studied in England) and found that 79%
of the students became estranged at age 18 or under, often before or early in their
university studies. As such, it is likely that estranged students enter higher education
with experiences of difficult family circumstances or trauma in their childhood, which
may influence both their academic trajectories and their mental health while studying
(Dattilio & Nichols, 2011; Marvell & Child, 2023). Indeed, in a larger survey of 807
recipients of support from Stand Alone, the 84 student respondents commonly cited
emotional abuse, mismatched expectations from family, and clashes in personal
values with family as the reasons for their estrangement (Stand Alone & Centre for

Family Research at University of Cambridge, 2015).

Overall, there is still very little understanding of common characteristics in the
estranged student population other than their location. Despite the diverse forms of
family estrangement explored in Chapter 3, there has been little exploration since
these early Stand Alone surveys into the personal familial backgrounds of
estranged students entering higher education. This, as well as the emphasis on an
extreme binary experience enforced by SFE’s definition, risks making crude
assumptions about how estranged students engage with and perceive their

families, and the impacts this may have during their studies. Furthermore, data on
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estranged students’ intersections with other non-traditional student categories is
near-absent, with little understanding about how estrangement may intersect with

gender, race, disability, or sexuality and gender identity.

4.3.3 Data on estranged students’ experiences and outcomes

There is an increasing demand for data to be systematically collected on students’
experiences and outcomes to inform student choice and drive competition in a
marketised higher education system (Roksa & Robinson, 2016), and these
measures can provide some insight regarding estranged students. Calls for the
major student experience surveys to add estrangement status (e.g. K. Brown &
Rawls, 2024; Ellison, 2022) have recently been met: estrangement was added as a
student characteristic to the National Student Survey (NSS) in 2023, and to the
Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) Student Academic Survey in 2024 (Neves
et al., 2024). This means that trends over time in estranged students’ experiences
and perspectives within the domains of teaching, learning, assessment, finances,
emotional wellbeing, belonging and support will become available in the coming
years. While HEPI's Student Academic Survey adopted a self-identification metric
for estranged students, the NSS only identifies estranged students based on their
‘formal’ estrangement status (Office for Students, 2023a), continuing trends that
datasets only capture a subsection of the population. The currently available
quantitative and qualitative data around estranged students’ experiences in higher

education will be explored in Chapter 5.

Additionally, data on estranged students’ outcomes in higher education from recent
academic years has been consolidated by the Office for Students (n.d.). Figure 4.1
on the following page highlights select findings from their data that highlight how
estranged students have lower outcomes across the student lifecycle than their
non-estranged peers. These figures are indicative of how estranged students face
a number of challenges throughout all stages of their higher education studies that
may increase their risks of withdrawal (Bland, 2018; Tinto, 1993). One core aim of

this longitudinal research project is to build upon these findings and identify
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Figure 4.1: Comparison of academic outcomes between estranged and
non-estranged students in the UK. Continuation and Completion statistics represent
students who entered during the 2018/19 academic year. Attainment and
Progression statistics represent students who qualified in the 2021/22 academic
year. This attempts to follow the same cohort, assuming a three-year degree. Data
from Office for Students (n.d.)

significant temporal moments faced by the estranged participants during their
studies, which can help to inform improvements to support mechanisms across

their student journey.

From the available data, the OfS have identified estranged students as
experiencing seven out of the twelve risk factors in higher education in their
Equality of Opportunity Risk Register: lack of information and guidance about
higher education, insufficient academic support, insufficient personal support,
mental health, cost pressures, capacity issues, and progression from higher
education (Office for Students, 2024a). However, charities who work with care
leavers and estranged students have argued that estranged students should
additionally be considered as at risk of three further factors, totalling ten of the
twelve: lack of knowledge and skills to be accepted into higher education,
perceiving higher education as inaccessible to them, and lower application success
rates (see Care Leaver Covenant et al., 2023). This is suggestive of a gap in the
official data that excludes much of the estranged student population, and that the

impacts of family estrangement on student experiences continue to be
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underestimated across the higher education sector, likely due to the enduring

strength of family ideology and the taken-for-granted notion of family support.

To summarise, while population data on the prevalence, characteristics, experiences
and outcomes of estranged students is increasing over time, there are still major
knowledge gaps. This is especially pertinent for estranged students who do not
fit the ‘formal’ definition required to receive funds from SFE. There is also an
absence of longitudinal analysis of existing data on estranged students at present.
Accordingly, many estranged students in higher education are rendered invisible in
the existing data, highlighting a need for inclusive definitions and for the diversity of

estranged students’ voices to be heard in research moving forward.

4.4 Intersections with other student categories

So far, this chapter has discussed how estranged students are defined as a
widening participation group in English higher education and collated the limited
data that is currently available about this student population. A core issue with the
existing widening participation framework is that estranged students are placed
within a single category of ‘disadvantage’ where their independent student funding
status is privileged over other marginalised characteristics they may hold. In fact,
students entering higher education are multifaceted humans who may experience
inequalities as a result of their race, age, sexuality, gender, socioeconomic status,
or other personal contexts and backgrounds. There is a strong need for the sector
to holistically consider each student’s individual contexts and allow them to hold
multiple ‘non-traditional’ categorisations at once, in order to understand and
address the ways that intersecting characteristics create unique forms of

inequalities in higher education.

To begin this exploration, the intersections of estrangement with care experience,
age, and LGBTQ+ identity will now be explored. This should not be seen as an
exhaustive list: a handful of coinciding characteristics were identified by Unite

Foundation and Stand Alone (2015) (see Figure 4.2 on the next page), and
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individual estranged students may also hold any other widening participation or
non-traditional student category. These three aspects specifically were selected for
discussion as they reflect some of the characteristics held by participants of this
study®. The goal of this section is to justify the need for higher education to more
appropriately identify students intersecting multiple marginalised categories, to
better understand the diverse experiences and needs of widening participation
populations broadly, and particularly to move past the homogenous approach

currently taken when discussing estranged students.

Estrangement

Low
income

Ethnicity

/
[
Care

experience I/ /

LGBTQ+
identity

Age 21+

J

Figure 4.2: Non-traditional student characteristics that may intersect for estranged
students, as identified by Unite Foundation and Stand Alone (2015)

4.4.1 Intersections with care experienced students

The most frequently acknowledged widening participation characteristic that
intersects with estrangement for students is experience in the care system. In the
same way that there are ‘formal and more inclusive definitions used for

estrangement in higher education, there are different terms used for people with

3A summary of the participant characteristics and individual profiles for each student who participated
in this study are available in Chapter 7.
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care experience. Care leavers are legally defined as young people who have been
in formal care for at least 13 weeks before the age of 16, and those who fit this
definition are entitled to support from their local authority until the age of 25
(Bhattacharya & Payne, 2024; Simpson & Murphy, 2022). In contrast, the term
‘care experienced’ takes a broader approach and is inclusive of those who have
had any experience of care (N. Harrison et al., 2021). The use of this latter term is
encouraged by the Office for Students (2022) due to the similar support needs of
those who have experience of care but are excluded from the legal definition,
mirroring the rationale behind the adoption and advocacy of more inclusive

definitions of estrangement.

There is growing research on the prevalence and experiences of care-experienced
students in higher education. N. Harrison (2020) identified that while official
government figures show only 6% of care leavers entering higher education in the
UK, when accounting for the inclusive definition of care experience, up to 25% of
care experienced people in the UK participate in higher education during their lives.
Experiential studies have identified common practical challenges that care
experienced students face with learning, finances, and housing, often attributed to
the absence of family capitals or ‘safety net’ (Cotton et al., 2014; Jackson et al.,
2005; Hauari et al., 2019). Moreover, their past experiences in the care system
may lead to traumas that impact on their studies, such as feeling isolated in higher
education (e.g. N. Harrison et al., 2021; Simpson & Murphy, 2022) or feeling their
care experience is stigmatised in society, similar to estrangement (e.g. Ellis &
Johnston, 2024). This research has called for improved support for care
experienced people with their transitions into, through, and beyond higher
education, particularly for those who do not have legal ‘care leaver’ status and
therefore face greater gaps in support (e.g. Baker, 2024a; N. Harrison et al., 2021;
Pinkney & Walker, 2020). Chapter 5 will explore the experiential similarities in

higher education between care experienced and estranged students further.

In practice, estranged and care experienced students are commonly grouped

together in higher education support initiatives. For example, universities may
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group them together under an EaCES support programme (e.g. at Durham
University, n.d.), and student-led networks take a similar approach (e.g. EaCES,
2024). A number of recent student experience research studies have explored
estranged and care experienced students’ experiences in tandem (e.g. Marvell &
Child, 2023; Spacey & Sanderson, 2021; Stevenson et al., 2020). However, there is
a risk that when grouping these students together, estranged students still sit on
the margins of support considerations and academic research due to their newer
status in widening participation discourse compared to care leavers and care
experienced students. It is important to not homogenise this group and assume
that all estranged students are care experienced, or vice versa. In Bland’s (2015)
survey with 584 undergraduate students with formal estrangement status, 76% had
not been in care and 59% had no contact with social services during childhood.
Moreover, not all care experienced people experience family estrangement during
their studies and may maintain relationships with, and access practical and/or
emotional from, their biological and/or foster families (e.g. Bhattacharya & Payne,
2024; Hauari et al., 2019). These important distinctions are little acknowledged in
the higher education sector, risking the minimisation of each group’s unique

experiences.

4.4.2 Intersections with mature students

Another common widening participation characteristic that intersects with
estrangement is age, with older students known in the higher education sector as
‘mature’ students. While Student Finance considers a student financially mature
and independent from the age of 25, other bodies such as OfS and UCAS define
mature students as those who begin their undergraduate studies at age 21 or older.
Experiential academic research has found a range of challenges mature students
face when navigating higher education (e.g. Gregersen & Nielsen, 2023;
Munoz-Chereau & Timmis, 2019). For example, mature students often report
feeling isolated or alienated in their university and from their younger peers,
impacting their sense of belonging (e.g. Mallman & Lee, 2017; Read et al., 2003).

Academically, mature students may feel anxious and have lower confidence due to
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their gaps in learning (e.g. Busher et al., 2015), and struggle to manage their
studies alongside their personal responsibilities, especially those who are also
parents (e.g. Hayman et al.,, 2024; Reay, 2002). Stevenson and Clegg (2013)
argued that mature students also differ from ‘traditional’ students in how they
narrate their experiences of higher education, in that they actively aim to create a
better future for themselves through education despite the challenges they face in

the present.

These challenges and the varied definitions of mature students in higher education
complicate the picture when intersecting with estrangement. As estrangement
definitions orientate around ‘young people’, estranged students over the age of 25
are excluded when discussing the population and the support mechanisms that
could enable them to succeed at their institution. This is particularly exacerbated by
the common perception that mature students are heavily situated within their family
‘field’ outside of higher education (O’Boyle, 2015). In contrast, students between 21
and 24 years old are able to apply for ‘formal’ estrangement status and make up a
large proportion of those who receive it: reporting on HESA and SLC data from the
2014/15 academic year, (Unite Foundation & Stand Alone, 2015) found that 52% of
students with formal estrangement status were 21-24. Moreover, in their analysis of
the HEPI Student Academic Experience Survey results, Bhattacharya and Payne
(2024) found that around half of the UK-based care experienced and estranged
students who responded to the survey were over 25. This significant overlap
between estrangement and mature identities may be attributed to how some
estranged students take slower or non-traditional routes into higher education if
their earlier education or young life was disrupted by family estrangement
(Stevenson et al.,, 2020). However, if universities prioritise categorising their
students by age, even ‘formally’ identified estranged students may be excluded
from support mechanisms. While some qualitative research studies have large
numbers of mature students in their sample (e.g. Costa et al., 2020a; Spacey &
Sanderson, 2021), there has not been any research that specifically explores
mature estranged students and the unique inequalities they face in higher

education.
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4.4.3 Intersections with LGBTQ+ students

The final intersection to be discussed regards estranged students with LGBTQ+
identities. As discussed in Chapter 2, the concept of ‘families of choice’ is often
applied to those who have been rejected by their biological families as a result of
their sexuality or gender identity, and their creation of strong family-like ties with
peers (Heaphy, 2016; Weeks et al., 1999). While social attitudes towards LGBTQ+
rights have steadily become more accepting in the UK (see Huchet-Bodet et al.,
2019), there is a sense in contemporary British society that hateful perspectives
towards the LGBTQ+ community are socially and discursively legitimised,
particularly around trans and gender diverse people (Todd, 2020). This has
resulted in many young LGBTQ+ people experiencing rejection or increasingly
fearing rejection from their families (e.g. Freeman & Stephenson, 2024). Thus,
estrangement is likely to be more prominent for LGBTQ+ people than the wider
population: in their survey of 1,736 LGBTQ+ 18-25-year-olds in the UK, charity Just
Like Us (2023) found that 46% were estranged from at least one family member,

and 5% were estranged from their entire family.

Interestingly, the first discussions of estrangement within higher education came
from concerns about the experiences of LGBTQ+ students in higher education,
from a survey of 30 students in the UK by NUS (2008). This survey identified an
association between estrangement and being LGBTQ+ and identified barriers that
they faced when trying to evidence their estrangement when accessing Student
Finance support. Building upon this foundation, Unite Foundation and Stand Alone
(2015) found that family rejection based on sexuality or gender identity was a
common reason for estrangement cited by the 275 respondents, and more recent
studies with estranged students have had LGBTQ+ participants (e.g. Costa et al.,
2020a; Marvell & Child, 2023; Minty et al., 2022). While the intersection between
LGBTQ+ and estrangement circumstances is widely acknowledged in the sector,
there has been little exploration of how LGBTQ+ estranged students may have

exacerbated challenges within higher education.
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4.5 Distinctions between estrangement and other

student categories

As estranged students are still an under-researched population in higher education,
their positionality in the widening participation context broadly has not yet been fully
explored. In this section, | will reflect on two unique aspects of estrangement
compared to other widening participation categories — that estrangement can
impact any student during their studies, and that estranged students can have
different levels of access to family resources. | will consider the impact of those

aspects on estranged students navigating these labels during their studies.

One factor that makes family estrangement unique from other widening
participation categories is how it is tied to an experience that can impact students
from any background and occur during their studies. Marvell and Child (2023)
discussed how there is an expectation that an ‘ideal student’ comes into university
with their studies as their priority, able to focus on it exclusively with no external
challenges. Many non-traditional student categorisations are tied to relatively static
parts of a person’s identity or history that they bring with them, such as age,
ethnicity, care experience, or socioeconomic background. These elements shape
how they navigate and experience higher education, but do not necessarily change
during their studies. In contrast, estrangement may be experienced by anybody at
any time, including those who are otherwise an ‘ideal student’, and the active
‘practices’ used to maintain estrangement (Barnwell, 2024) will add external
challenges which may create inequalities for students. Indeed, in their guidance to
universities about estranged students, Office for Students (2020c) note that
estrangement is an underrepresented experience that students are at risk of during
their studies and encourage universities to account for these personal changes in
their support measures, but the continued reliance on SLC data to identify
estranged students means that those who experience estrangement during their
studies may not be identified and supported. Estrangement is not entirely unique

within widening participation categories in this regard: for example, students may
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develop new disabilities or have added caring responsibilities during their studies.
However, it raises an important point about an under-explored dynamic in how
students’ external life circumstances may change during their studies and run the
risk of falling through the gaps for support, especially when this identification is

often tied to slow and challenging processes like Student Finance status.

Another key distinction between estranged students and other non-traditional
student groups is differences in access to resources from family. As explored in
Chapter 3, access to financial, social, and cultural capital and resources is
considered a core part of family life, particularly for young people navigating the
transition to adulthood (Scheinfeld & Worley, 2018); and technology plays an
important role to facilitate communication with family at a distance, enabling
university students to regularly access support (Bland & Stevenson, 2018). Recent
studies with non-traditional students have highlighted the importance of family
support, especially emotional support, when navigating the unfamiliar field of
higher education (e.g. Azaola, 2020; Bathmaker et al., 2016; Raaper et al., 2022).
Therefore, Costa et al. (2020a) argue that estranged students’ inability to seek
guidance and support from their family places them at a major disadvantage.
However, while this is a unique position for estranged students in higher education,
it is important that this claim of disadvantage does not fall into a deficit model.
Current perspectives assume that having no family support or ‘capital’ means
having no support at all, aligning with approaches to family that view family
estrangement as problematic and socially ‘deviant’. The findings from this thesis
will explore how, in reality, estranged students draw capitals and resources from a

wide range of sources of support such as peers, partners, and extended family.

4.6 Student alignment with the term ‘estranged’

This chapter has examined how estranged students are perceived within the higher
education sector as a non-traditional, disadvantaged student group within widening

participation research and policy. Across its varied definitions, family estrangement
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is conceptualised as an experience that results in the student losing access to
capitals and resources from the family: SFE positions estranged students as unable
to access financial capital, while inclusive definitions also consider the loss of social
and emotional capitals. As a result, the challenges faced by estranged students in
their studies echo the discourse used in care leavers literature, framing them as the
result of their ‘lack of social and economic capitals’ from family (Costa et al., 2020b,

p. 869, my emphasis).

| believe these narratives constructed by and imposed upon estranged students by
the higher education sector create a ‘deficit discourse’ (Marvell & Child, 2023,
p. 100), marginalising estranged students’ own perspectives of their estrangement
and student experiences. Rather than assuming a homogenous group of students
whose identities are associated with ‘struggle’, as is done in existing literature, it is
vital to uplift and hear the diverse perspectives that estranged students have, to
better understand and reduce the inequalities faced by this group in higher
education. This final section will explore the ways that estranged students may
align with or reject the term ‘estrangement’, drawing on media written by estranged
students themselves and some academic studies that have touched on these

elements.

While the sector has agreed on the term ‘estranged’ to describe students who have
difficult relationships with their family, some students may not identify with the term
for various reasons. For some, ‘estrangement isn't as simple as it sounds”
(Anonymous Oxford student, 2018) and fails to capture the complexity of individual
family circumstances, while others view ‘estrangement’ as a label that acts as a tool
to access university support (Y. Taylor & Costa, 2019). Some students view the
term ‘estrangement’ through a negative lens, seeing it as a deviant or stigmatised
label tied to darker periods of their personal history that does not align with their
desired selves (Costa et al., 2020b). Indeed, the stigma around family
estrangement can permeate individual identities and create a sense of guilt,
particularly for students who initiated their estrangement (Anonymous Oxford

student, 2018; Scharp & McLaren, 2017). As a way to distance from the negative
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connotations with the term ‘estrangement’, undergraduate and postgraduate
students from two Scottish universities in Costa et al.’s study aligned with terms
that reflected “what you are now instead of what happened” (postgraduate student
Emma, in Costa et al., 2020b), such as ‘independent’ (see also Lisa & Unite
Foundation, 2022).

Other students do align more positively with the term ‘estrangement’. As explored
in the previous chapter, family estrangement can be a source of liberation from
challenging family environments (Linden & Sillence, 2021; Melvin & Hickey, 2022),
and these sentiments have been echoed by estranged students who describe
estrangement as a means to gain independence from their family (Buttle UK, 2022;
Key, 2019). For example, in interviews with 25 undergraduate students from
Scotland, some students described how estrangement was a transformative and
emancipatory process that gave them freedom to embrace their identity, especially
for those who had experienced conflict with family over their culture or gender
identity — “getting away from them | feel a lot better about myself and | feel much
more comfortable in my own skin” (estranged student in Minty et al., 2022, p. 47).
Thus, estrangement may represent an empowering identity for young people and
exemplify a journey from a challenging past into a better future (Casey, 2018).
These narratives emphasise the importance of moving beyond the ‘deficit’” model
that estranged students are positioned within in higher education: while their
history can pose practical barriers when entering and navigating higher education,

it can be one that provides many personal strengths.

4.7 Conclusion

This chapter has situated estranged students within the English higher education
research and policy context, considering the complex positioning of estrangement
as a widening participation category. Flawed definitions used across the sector fail
to acknowledge the dynamic and fluid nature of estrangement as explored in

Chapter 3, resulting in students falling through the gaps of identification in
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population data and to access support. In particular, the way that widening
participation policies fit students into one categorisation of ‘non-traditional’ student
marginalises the intersecting layers of inequality that may shape individual
students’ experiences — which this chapter explored further for estranged students
who are also care experienced, mature, or LGBTQ+. Overall, this chapter has
considered how the taken-for-granted nature of family in British society shapes
higher education policy in ways that perpetuate a deficit model towards estranged
students, and the importance of moving past this stigmatising perspective and

listening to estranged students themselves.

With the joint contexts of family, estrangement, and higher education in mind that
have been introduced through the thesis so far, the final literature review chapter
will focus on the growing field of research about the everyday lived experiences of
estranged students in higher education and their engagement with different sources

of support that this study fits within.
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CHAPTER 5

LIVED EXPERIENCES OF HIGHER EDUCATION

Chapter 4 discussed the positioning of estranged students within the higher
education sector as a widening participation category and the emerging data that
helps to contextualise what the population of estranged students may look like. It
highlighted a vital need to listen to estranged students’ perspectives about their
own university experiences, rather than imposing a presumptuous deficit model
around family ideology. Thus, this chapter will critically analyse the existing
literature that explores the lived experiences of estranged students within higher
education, considering how they navigate their day-to-day lives at university, the
formal support mechanisms that they draw upon, and will touch on the ways that
they build support for themselves. This is the field of inquiry that my research
project directly contributes to by providing a longitudinal narrative lens to gather
in-depth insights of the transitions and turning points that are significant to

estranged students themselves in the middle of their studies.

It will start by discussing the literature on estranged students’ experiences during
their higher education studies, exploring the common domains of finance,
accommodation, and mental health. Within each domain, insights on how
estranged students’ experiences may vary over time will be highlighted, including
during holidays and within the socioeconomic contexts of the pandemic and the
cost-of-living crisis. The second half of this chapter will critically analyse the
support mechanisms that are commonly implemented to aid estranged students

through their studies, discussing the strengths and limitations of such support.
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Compared to other widening participation student groups, few academic studies
have explored the lived experiences of estranged students in higher education.

Therefore, this review draws upon research across three main categories:

» survey research conducted by charities, especially Stand Alone, to identify
common themes in estranged students’ experiences of higher education (e.g.
Become et al., 2020b; Bland, 2018; Unite Foundation & Stand Alone, 2015)

» mixed-methods studies commissioned by charities or government within a
theme to present recommendations for improving policy and practice (e.g.
Minty et al., 2022; Rouncefield-Swales & Bland, 2019; Stevenson et al., 2020)

» qualitative exploratory studies conducted by academics interested in
deepening understanding of how estranged students navigate higher
education without family support (e.g. Costa et al., 2020a; Key, 2019; Marvell
& Child, 2023; Spacey & Sanderson, 2021)

Rather than privileging academic studies over ‘grey’ literature, this chapter will
consider these different studies in tandem as together they provide the strongest
insight into how estranged students experience higher education. Moreover, this
review also incorporates news articles and autobiographical blog posts from
estranged students. These student-led sources provide diverse and unique
personal narratives about their university experience, unfiltered by external
analysis, which aids in breaking down the homogenous and deficit-based
perspectives of family estrangement currently favoured by society (Hugman, 2022)

and in the higher education sector.

5.1 Estranged students’ experiences

This section will discuss the existing research on estranged students’ lived
experiences in higher education to situate my research within this context.

Compared to other widening participation groups, there is very little research on
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their transitions in to higher education, instead focusing on the ‘struggles’ (Costa et
al.,, 2020a) that estranged students face once they have entered the higher
education field. Four thematic domains in the literature about their experiences will
be discussed in turn: finances, housing, wellbeing, and holidays. Before beginning,
it is important to acknowledge that the experiences of estranged students
discussed in this review are not necessarily unique to estranged students — they
may be experienced by the wider student population, especially in the temporal
context of the pandemic, or by other widening participation student groups. The
discussion will pay particular attention to how these shared experiences may be
uniquely experienced by or exacerbated for estranged students due to their family

circumstances.

5.1.1 Financial experiences

The core experiential theme in existing research with estranged students is a sense
of ‘struggle’ when navigating their finances in higher education. As explored in
Chapters 3 and 4, university students are expected to draw upon economic capital
from their families during their studies (Scharp & MclLaren, 2017; Scheinfeld &
Worley, 2018), reinforced by SFE’s parental-income-based Student Finance model
(Antonucci, 2016).  The challenging financial experiences of students from
low-socioeconomic backgrounds include students struggling to afford the
necessities of student life (e.g. Crawford et al., 2017; Horddsy & Clark, 2019), and
research with estranged students has considered how these issues may be further
exacerbated when studying without the expected economic ‘safety net’ (Spacey &

Sanderson, 2021, p. 43) of family.

Indeed, Student Finance is only intended to cover term-time costs due to the
assumption that students ‘return home’ and are supported by their families during
the holidays (Bhattacharya & Payne, 2024; Minty et al.,, 2022). In contrast,
estranged students commonly need to stretch this same financial support to last
throughout the calendar year. An early survey with 584 students with Student

Finance estrangement status by Stand Alone found that 53% of estranged students
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felt their maintenance loan was not enough to live on (Bland, 2015). Even when
receiving additional financial support through bursaries, estranged students often
feel that their funds are insufficient to cover all the costs of student life on campus
(Marvell & Child, 2023), and the challenges with managing finances are particularly
exacerbated during the holidays (Costa et al., 2020a; Key, 2019). Things become
even worse in periods of crisis — the recent socioeconomic contexts of
the pandemic and a cost-of-living crisis have exacerbated these pressures for all
young people (Open Data Institute, 2023), but emerging findings have considered
the ways that financial concerns are exacerbated even further for estranged
students. Surveys conducted by charities during the initial stages of lockdown
found that estranged students often continued to pay for all their usual expenses
while also encountering unexpected costs, such as upgrading their technology or
internet connections to continue studying from home (Become et al., 2020b; Buttle
UK, 2022). For those unable to cover these costs with their limited funds, estranged
students may have experienced what Mueller (2020) described as ‘digital poverty’,
as their financial situation had a knock-on effect on their ability to engage in
academic and virtual social life at university. My research aims to expand upon
these dominant narratives of financial challenge and explore how estranged
students navigated their finances and managed their economic capital over time

during this unique temporal context.

The difficulties in affording student life are further exacerbated for estranged
students due to the widely reported challenges faced in accessing Student
Finance. The need for students to provide ‘proof’ of estrangement from a reputable
professional, such as a teacher or doctor, has been commonly identified as a major
barrier preventing estranged students from receiving the maintenance loan (Bland
& Blake, 2020; NUS, 2008; Spacey, 2020). For example, obtaining evidence
requires students to disclose and share their estrangement story — which may be
deeply traumatic or emotionally challenging (Hank, 2024; Scharp, 2017) — with
someone they may not know well, and this has been described as a distressing
experience by students (e.g. Key, 2019). While alternative evidence such as

documentation from social services or homelessness registration may assist with
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the application (see Minty et al., 2022), Bland (2015) argued that even students
with this formal documentation also struggle with the confusing and bureaucratic
process to access financial support, with some waiting for up to ten months into

their course to receive their maintenance loan.

Moreover, there has been increasing consideration in the literature of how Student
Finance imposes a narrow perspective of estrangement which can majorly
disadvantage those whose lived experiences deviate from the presumed norm.
Echoing the previous chapter’s discussion around the issues with the ‘formal’
definition of estrangement, S. Blake (2023) labelled the definition as imposing a
‘harsh binary’ of estrangement, that does not reflect or acknowledge the diverse
forms of estrangement captured in the wider literature such as cyclical or emotional
estrangements (Agllias, 2016). Indeed, this ‘harsh’ approach to SFE’s handling of
estrangement was highlighted by a media controversy in 2018 that SFE were trying
to catch out and ‘persecute’ estranged students by monitoring their social media for
family contact and removing their funding if their family contacted them, even if not
consensually (see Weale, 2018). This demonstrates a dissonance in how the state
positions estrangement as a deviant problem through the lens of family ideology,
and the diversity of lived experiences of estrangement that have been captured in
the wider literature (as explored in Chapter 3). The current higher education
funding system positions students who have fluid or cyclical relationships with their
parents as invalid and ‘cheating’ the system or undeserving of support. The end
result is that estranged students are discouraged from trying to rebuild family
relationships, because their survival relies on financial support from SFE that will

be taken away if they contact their estranged family.

Another common source of funding that estranged students use to supplement the
gaps in statutory support is through part-time work. Surveys of the overall student
population in the UK have found that between over 50% of students work part-time
during their studies, often doing so to help cover their living costs (Bhattacharya &
Payne, 2024; NUS, 2022b). Historically, universities have discouraged their

students from working part-time by imposing limits on the number of hours they can
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work or banning it entirely, but the changes in socioeconomic context have led to an
increased tolerance of students working alongside their studies (Freeman, 2023).
Indeed, qualitative studies with estranged students have consistently found that
students take part-time work to help cover their increased costs in term-time and in
the holidays. For example, Minty et al. (2022) found that 13 of the 25 estranged
students (in further and higher education) in their Scottish study did part-time work
during their studies, working between 3 and 40 hours per week in term time. While
this work is often necessary to cover the costs of living, it takes a significant
proportion of their time away from them to dedicate to their academics or engaging
in the wider student experience compared to their peers who can draw upon
financial support from their family (Key, 2018; Spacey & Sanderson, 2021),

perpetuating inequalities in participation.

Furthermore, many estranged students report difficulty finding consistent and
reliable work, especially during the holidays, becoming reliant on precarious,
insecure, or even dangerous work to cover their costs (e.g. Costa et al., 2020a;
Marvell & Child, 2023). The need for stable work became especially precarious
during lockdown, as the overall ‘student economy’ crashed and many job
opportunities for students disappeared (Parrott, 2020a). Many students did not
have formal employment contracts, meaning they could not benefit from the
government’s ‘furlough’ scheme, and full-time students are unable to claim
Universal Credit, placing students at a disadvantage compared to non-students
during the pandemic (Become et al., 2020b; Buttle UK, 2022). These issues would
be especially devastating to estranged students already facing the financial
challenges discussed earlier, and highlight a concern that economic systems in the
UK within and beyond higher education are shaped by family ideology (see Chapter
2), disadvantaging those who are unable to draw upon the economic ‘safety net’ of

family.
5.1.2 Housing experiences

Alongside finances, another common experiential theme is that of estranged

students struggling to find affordable and suitable accommodation as a result of
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their family circumstances. There are societal and cultural assumptions that most
university students move away from ‘home’ and study closer to their university
campus, and this is the dominant experience as 62% of the full-time student
population live away from their family home (Hubble & Bolton, 2020). For estranged
students who may be forced to move out of their ‘family home’, it is easy to assume
they would have a ‘normative’ student housing experience of living on campus with
other students, but the literature highlights the varied housing circumstances for
this population. Early surveys with estranged students found that their living
situations commonly differed from the norm, with many estranged students living in
rented accommodation alone or with non-students (Bland, 2015, 2018). Indeed, in
the HEPI| Student Experience survey, with a sample of 791 self-identified
undergraduate estranged students participating, 50% lived over 10 miles away from
campus, compared to 33% of the overall population (see Bhattacharya & Payne,
2024). These emerging findings suggest that estranged students’ experiences may
also intersect with ‘commuter’ students, another widening participation umbrella of
students. These ‘commuter’ students face barriers to higher education participation
due to their geographical distance from campus (Donnelly & Gamsu, 2018; Maslin,
2025), where the physical distance from the ‘institutional community’ may lead to
an emotional distance too, impacting students’ ability to feel they belong (Casey,
2018). It is clear that there are further lenses of disadvantage and intersectionality

that have yet to be discussed in the literature on estranged students.

Unite Foundation and Stand Alone (2015) attributed the diverse housing situations
for estranged students to the barriers they commonly face when accessing student
accommodation. Indeed, both university-owned and private accommodation for
students often require a guarantor, a (financially stable, usually older) person who
takes legal responsibility for the rental contract in case the student fails to pay rent or
causes damage to the property. The consequences of not having a guarantor may
include students needing to pay up to a year of rent in advance (Ellison, 2023b), or
losing out on the opportunity to live in their desired accommodation (Ellison, 2023a).
While this may be improved in coming years, as the upcoming Renters Rights Bill will

ban landlords from charging more than one month of rent in advance (see Dickinson,
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2025a), the continued need for a guarantor may still exclude estranged students
from their desired housing. This inability to provide a guarantor can be faced by
other student groups, such as working-class or international students who do not
have an eligible person due to financial or residency reasons (Bland, 2018), but the
consequences particularly disadvantage estranged students who may not be able
to rely on the financial or emotional capitals from their family to assist them in finding

alternative housing.

Without a guarantor, estranged students may have their accommodation choices
limited to less secure options. Qualitative studies with estranged students report
how many are reliant on shorter-term contracts and have to regularly find new
places to live (Buttle UK, 2022; Key, 2019). Rather than having their own room or
space, estranged students describe sofa-surfing between friends’ or family
members’ homes, an informal experience of homelessness which increases the
risk of being unhoused entirely (Casey, 2018; Minty et al., 2022). A common thread
in estranged students’ narratives when they have secured a stable housing
environment is sentiments of luck and gratitude (e.g. Anonymous Cambridge
student, 2020; Key, 2018; This Is Us, n.d.), highlighting how secure housing
circumstances that are taken for granted by the majority of students are more
precarious for estranged students who cannot draw upon family support. This
housing insecurity was exacerbated further during the pandemic: messaging
during lockdown encouraged students to ‘return’ to their family home and stay
there, but thousands of students were forced to isolate in their student housing or
wherever they happened to be when restrictions came into force (Hurst, 2022). A
collaborative charity-ran survey with 251 care experienced and estranged students
highlighted a common concern that their housing was at risk due to the lack of
communication from their housing providers (Become et al., 2020b). In a follow-up
survey in the summer of 2021 with 166 students, many care experienced and
estranged students reported being misplaced from their intended residence during
lockdown, and 13% considered breaking national guidelines and risking their health

to leave unsafe living situations (Unite Foundation et al., 2021). This disruption to
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housing causes stress and interrupts the students’ ability to focus fully on their

studies.

One aspect of housing that is considered an extremely unlikely circumstance for
the majority of students, but holds a looming presence in estranged students’
narratives, is the experience of homelessness. Many estranged students in
exploratory studies voice a fear of homelessness during their studies and after
graduation (Key, 2018; Spacey, 2020), with some students in Minty et al.’s (2022)
Scottish study recalling how attending higher education felt like their only route to
prevent homelessness. This is a warranted fear given the prevalence of
homelessness in estranged young people, as 33% of students surveyed by Bland
(2015) had formally registered, or considered registering, as homeless at some
point before entering university. The persistent threat of homelessness and the
challenge in accessing secure housing differs from their non-estranged peers,
where secure housing is often both a rite-of-passage and a presumed fact — this
study will explore how estranged students navigate these difficulties with housing

during their studies.

While most research on estranged students focuses on their physical living
situation, an interesting dimension that my research will investigate is the
importance of ‘home’. As explored in Chapter 3, the concept of home is strongly
tied to family ideology, positioned in society as a stable place that nurtures and
protects family (e.g. Steel et al., 2012; Zufferey, 2022). For many British students,
there is an emotional significance given to the family ‘home home’, while their
university ‘home’ is considered more of a temporary space (Holdsworth & Morgan,
2005; Kenyon, 1999), and there is a widespread notion that many students
experience ‘homesickness’ when studying away from their family home (Prospects,
2024). Given the practical barriers discussed so far, this raises questions as to how
estranged students engage with ‘home’ and how far they can create a ‘home’ at
university. Estranged students may experience what | have called ‘emotional
homelessness’ (Waterman, 2019) — even when estranged students have a roof

over their head, inadequate and insecure housing conditions prevent students from
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creating the safe sanctuary needed to feel ‘at home’ in the way other students do in
their ‘family home’. Spacey and Sanderson (2021) reflected on how students in
their study created safe spaces and cultivated a sanctuary in their university
accommodation, providing a place of freedom compared to their negative
experiences in the family home. My study aims to explore this notion of how
estranged students grapple with the concept of ‘home’ during their studies further,
considering the positive role that personally built support can have in fostering a

sense of ‘home’.

5.1.3 Mental health and wellbeing experiences

The third experiential theme explored in the existing literature on estranged
students is their mental health and wellbeing. Experiencing mental health
difficulties or being diagnosed with a mental health condition has become more
prevalent in higher education overall, as 1 in 4 students have a diagnosis and even
more self-report mental health difficulties (Lewis & Bolton, 2024). The
socioeconomic context of the pandemic and a cost-of-living crisis increased anxiety
and stress levels across the student population (NUS, 2022a): for example, 74% of
the 1,339 students surveyed by Student Minds felt that lockdown negatively
impacted their mental health, introducing mass uncertainty and disconnecting them
from their student community (Frampton & Smithies, 2022). Mental health problems
are the most common reason that undergraduates withdraw from their studies

(Sanders, 2023), highlighting the importance of supporting student wellbeing.

In the overall landscape of student mental health issues, estranged students are
particularly at risk, impacting their continuation and success in higher education.
As discussed in Chapter 3, the reasons for family estrangement often include
traumatic experiences like abuse, neglect, or family conflict (Agllias, 2017a; Carr et
al., 2015), and estrangement can be a distressing experience in itself (Dattilio &
Nichols, 2011; Scharp, 2017). With this context, it is little surprise that many
estranged students have mental health conditions including anxiety, depression,

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and eating disorders (Marvell & Child, 2023;
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Minty et al.,, 2022). Moreover, emotionally processing those challenging family
experiences may be difficult to do in a higher education context, as one student
anonymously wrote in an article, “the pace of Oxford life meant that | had very little
time to stop and gather my thoughts at what had happened to me” (Anonymous
Oxford student, 2018). These findings highlight a complex lens of disadvantage
with mental health that stem from estranged students’ personal lives and histories

outside of the institution.

Estranged students’ wellbeing is also impacted by events that happen during their
studies at university. The barriers that estranged students face in other areas of
their student life, such as with finances and accommodation, add more pressure
that students need to balance alongside their studies. Difficulties accessing
support may exacerbate these issues, especially considering how students must
recall and disclose their histories to access Student Finance or support from their
institution (Bland & Blake, 2020; Stevenson et al., 2020). These processes that
demand emotional labour from estranged students can be challenging, especially
when there are fears of judgement and stigmatisation. Moreover, emerging findings
highlight how existing wellbeing struggles were exacerbated as a result of
the pandemic. Estranged students’ perspectives shared in the initial stage of
lockdown had common themes of feeling isolated in empty accommodation while
everyone else ‘went home’ (Become et al., 2020b; Mueller, 2020; Weale, 2020).
Estranged young people surveyed by Buitle UK (2022) later in the pandemic
reflected on intense feelings of isolation, especially when unable to afford or access
technology to digitally connect with their peers. This loneliness enhanced the
emotional strain around family, as many young people described being concerned
about the health and wellbeing of their estranged family members (Anonymous
Cambridge student, 2020; L. Blake et al., 2020). My research aims to expand upon
these initial findings and consider how estranged students managed their mental

health during the pandemic.

One element of student experience that can enhance their wellbeing during their

studies is feeling a sense of ‘belonging’ within their university. Research with other
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non-traditional students using a Bourdieusian lens has considered how these
students can struggle to assimilate into higher education when their habitus does
not fit in” as well as traditional students (e.g. Burnell, 2015; Crozier et al., 2019).
For estranged students whose habituses are missing the expected level of family
closeness and support, they may experience ‘othering’. For example, Marvell and
Child (2023) highlighted that the normative student is a young person whose
primary focus is on their education, enabling them to fit’ in the higher education
field more comfortably than care experienced and estranged students, whose past
experiences of trauma are not accounted for in higher education. Moreover, the
family-oriented practices and perspectives deeply entwined with studenthood can
give estranged students a sense of culture shock or imposter syndrome (Ha