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Abstract

® Summary: Social workers and their young adult clients with mild intellectual disabil-
ities (MID) often clash over money. This is hardly surprising given the very different
meanings they attach to money. Social workers tend to see money pragmatically through
pedagogical lenses as they seek to support their clients through financial education in
order to keep their personal finances in order. But for young adults with MID who
often suffer from poverty, debt, and abuse, the spending of money is a way to maintain
self-worth.

® Ffindings: This comes to the fore in our in-depth ethnographic qualitative study,
including participant observation of 50 young adults with MID and of 75 social profes-
sionals in the Netherlands. This article builds on sociological discussions, combining
Zelizer’'s meaning of money and Lamont’s notions of self-worth.

o Applications: Taking the meaning of money for young adults with MID seriously has
significant implications for social work practice.

Keywords
Social work, ild intellectual disabilities, critical reflection, young adults, poverty

Corresponding author:

Monique Kremer, Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam,
the Netherlands.

Email: M.Kremer@uva.nl


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3193-2113
0000-0003-0650-0818
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2531-1900
mailto:M.Kremer@uva.nl
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/jsw
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F14680173251351264&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-06-30

Kremer et al. 399

Introduction

Earning and spending money are integral to what young adults with mild intellectual dis-
abilities (MID) often call a “normal” life. But both earning and spending money can be far
from straightforward. Paid jobs are difficult to find and keep due to the demands placed
on workers and because low-skilled work is usually temporary; the money that comes in
is often not enough (Putnam & Woittiez, 2020). People with MID also often struggle to
manage money (Jungmann et al., 2018). Digital payments have made money more
abstract while managing household finances has become increasingly complex
(Tiemeijer, 2016). Many young adults with MID are in debt; some turn to sex work or
crime to make ends meet (Collot d’Escury, 2007). The subject of money invokes a lot
of stress, both for people with MID and in social work practice. “Don’t talk about
money or all hell will break loose,” one social worker warned us. This is precisely
why we decided to pursue research on this sensitive issue.

Our long-term qualitative study focused on how young Dutch adults with MID and the
people that work with them understand and deal with money. The transition to adulthood
is often difficult for young persons with MID, not least because they have new financial
responsibilities. When they reach legal age, they obtain powers such as the ability to take
out a loan or gamble legally, together with new responsibilities such as the need to take
out health insurance, often without effective supervision. Not all young adults with MID
need intensive support from social workers, but those with additional problems such as
involvement with the criminal justice system, drug addiction, or mental health problems
certainly do. To get a better picture, we pursued intensive qualitative research among 50
young adults (aged 18 to 30 years) with MID, all of whom were receiving official help
and guidance. We also spoke to a large number (75) of those who work with them
about practices of social work. The departing point of this study was not (ortho)peda-
gogical but sociological, in which disabilities are not perceived as a deficit of the indivi-
duals but as shaped by social-relational factors (Barnes, 2019; Shakespeare, 2000;
Tgssebro, 2013).

What emerged from this study is not so much the material importance of money as its
sociological meanings. For Zelizer (1994), money is a language through which we com-
municate; on what and how we spend our money expresses who we are and who we want
to be. Because self-worth arises through the eyes of others, how people in our immediate
environment and in broader society view and value us shapes our self-image.
Understandably, people at the bottom of the social hierarchy are highly invested in main-
taining self-worth (Lamont, 2000, 2023). This is particularly true of young adults with
MID as they struggle to meet society’s narrow standards of independence, achievement,
and intelligence, especially as other sources of self-worth such as friendships and love
relationships are fragile (Sebrechts, 2018; Sebrechts et al., 2019). Some young adults
with MID thus resort to more problematic sources of (self-)respect such as crime and
sex work (Teeuwen, 2012).

In our study we focus on the meaning of money for the self-worth of young adults with
MID. Michele Lamont (2023, p. 42) argues that while “material resources are the main
source of dignity” for members of the upper-middle class, people in more marginal



400 Journal of Social Work 26(3)

positions tend to have other sources of “personal worth” than “material success.” But
does this apply to our young adults? Is it for them either material sources or other
sources, or is this more complex? How do young adults with MID give meaning to
money? And how do social workers who work with them view—and act upon—money?

In this article, we will first describe the Dutch context and show how support and
financial guidance of our young adults has been organized in the Netherlands, where
people with MID are a specific category in the care system. When they are diagnosed
as such, they will receive tailor-made support. Second, we will describe the research
methods used, followed by our findings: delving deeper into young adults’ meaning of
money, followed by social workers’ perspectives, and showing their conflicting logics.
Conclusion and discussion are elaborated in the last section.

Support, financial guidance, and the role of social workers in the
Netherlands

In the Netherlands, an estimated 1.1 million people (out of a population of 18 million)
have an MID. MID is not an academic concept but a diagnosis given by care professionals
to people with an 1IQ of below 85 and who have few ‘“adaptive skills” to function
adequately in society. Some have additional problems such as addiction or mental
health problems (the professional jargon refers to this latter group as MID+). While
people with MID do not receive public support in many European countries, those in
the Netherlands (Woittiez et al., 2018) receive different forms of support depending on
the extent of their daily challenges, as stipulated in the Long-Term Care Act (Wet
Maatschappelijke Ondersteuning). People with severe problems can live in an institution,
while others will receive help on an outpatient basis.

People with MID in the Netherlands often have little money, with only 40%-55% of
them having paid work (Putnam & Woittiez, 2020). Young adults with MID are mostly at
home (Woittiez et al., 2018). While the Netherlands previously had a tradition of provid-
ing sheltered workplaces, these have been cut back, and the new emphasis on supported
employment in regular workplaces has not made up for their loss. When people with MID
work, it is often for minimum wage, also because working full-time is difficult for many
(Putnam & Woittiez, 2020). As the benefits they receive if they are not gainfully
employed are meagre, many people with MID live in poverty and debt (Barendregt &
Rodenburg, 2013).

People with MID, especially if they receive official help, are often under professional
financial guardianship. The “guardian” is responsible for applying for benefits and allow-
ances, making payment arrangements with creditors, and paying off debts. Financial
guardians have little time for each client: they can spend 17 h per year (22 h if there
are problematic debts) on “the file.” This leaves little time for personal contact
(Jungmann et al., 2018).

Social workers, professionals who give guidance to people with MID at home or
within an institutional setting, previously helped their clients with MID with their admin-
istration, cash withdrawals, and planning the household budget. They sometimes also
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managed their clients’ private finances. This made people with MID vulnerable to finan-
cial mismanagement while the increasing complexity of finances created too much of a
burden for social workers, who were vulnerable to false accusations of financial abuse.
The subject of money often led to conflicts between social workers and their clients,
undermining trust in their relationships. Many young adults with MID are therefore
now under financial guardianship and receive a living or food allowance of about 50
euros a week. Social workers tend to treat this allowance as a pedagogical tool: if their
clients manage their money “well,” they get more freedom. If the money is used to
sustain addictions or if meals are skipped, privileges can be withdrawn, and meals are
provided in kind. While social workers are no longer fully responsible for their clients’
private finances, money issues are still part of daily interactions with people with MID.

Methods

This research was part of a larger project, aiming to look at what factors affect participa-
tion (working, learning social relationships) of young adults with MID and severe pro-
blems in a complex metropolitan context. At the start of our research among the
young adults the focus of our research was broader than the topic of money. However,
quickly it turned out that the topic of money was highly sensitive among young people
as well as among the people who work with them. When young people talked about
money, it was often accompanied by intense emotions, indicating that something of
value was at stake. Money turned out to be an intimate subject; the fact that young
adults with MID were always short of money contributed to the discomfort and embar-
rassment of talking about finances.

The research, which took place in Amsterdam between March 2018 and December
2020, is an ethnography which consisted of various methods: participant observation,
short unstructured interviews, longer interviews with key informants and social
workers, and focus group interviews with social workers. The researcher (Albers)
pursued participatory observation in three locations—two residential facilities and one
site for supported employment—for a total of 65 days, for 4-12 h per day. She joined
in the young adults’ daily activities and shadowed their social workers. Often this was
a matter of “deep hanging out” (Geertz, 1998); sometimes her participation was more
active and “generative” (Pols, 2023). Participant observation has an important advantage
over interviewing: it does not rely solely on the sometimes-limited verbal ability of the
people being interviewed. Not everyone has the ability to converse for extended
periods; attention spans can be short, especially when it concerns young adults with
MID (Pols, 2023). Participant observation, moreover, allows observing interactions
between young adults with MID, and between them and their social workers.

Participant observation generated a picture of 50 young adults diagnosed with MID.
Most were between 18 and 30 years old (a few were slightly older). The group included
as many men as women, from diverse (ethnic) backgrounds, largely from lower socio-
economic classes. For some of them, we only managed to glean superficial impressions.
Many had difficulty keeping appointments; others did not feel like talking, were emotion-
ally triggered by the subject of money, or were suspicious of having to yet again tell the



402 Journal of Social Work 26(3)

story of their lives. We also noticed that many of our informants tended to say one thing
and do something else (see also Jerolmack & Khan, 2014), especially when it concerned
money. Nevertheless, through her recurring presence and caring attitude, the researcher
managed to create rapport and gain trust. In the end, 20 young adults with MID were
willing to be interviewed, providing the opportunity to talk one-on-one for longer
periods and ask more focused questions.

Our research also addressed the perspectives and practices of social workers, by which
we mean professionals who give personal guidance to young adults with MID at home or
in an institution. A total of 60 social workers were interviewed: 17 were interviewed indi-
vidually while 28 took part in five focus groups where questions were asked about the
role of money in their clients’ lives and in the practices of social work. These social
workers were involved in the day-to-day guidance of young adults with MID, and
included seven financial guardians, two of them interviewed individually and five in a
focus group. Finally, we also interviewed 15 social professionals of different types
including probation officers, job coaches, and work supervisors to gain additional
insight into social work practices and policies from their perspectives.

The Amsterdam Institute for Social Science Research (AISSR) granted ethical clear-
ance for this study. Much attention has been given to building a relationship with the
young adults and getting informed consent, following the guidelines of the AISSR, espe-
cially given the vulnerability of young people with MID. All participants were informed
that their material could be withdrawn from the data. Some participants changed their
form of participation during the research. All names in this article are pseudonyms.

Findings

In the next three sections the findings of our research will be presented, starting with the
meaning of money for young adults, followed by the perspectives of social workers. We
will discuss the findings giving voice to the young adults with an MID, by presenting
quotes and cases that are exemplary for what they said or have been through.

Young adults with disabilities: Spending money to be someone

Reaching major age is a milestone for adolescents looking forward toward independent adult
living. While our study participants had the same dreams as their peers without MID—
independent living, work, a relationship, children—they often struggled with the challenges
of daily living such as maintaining healthy day-and-night rthythms and keeping their rooms
in order. Rarely informed about the financial responsibilities that the transition to adulthood
entails, financial problems were the order of the day. Many knew that from the age of 18 one
can gamble, take out a phone subscription, and buy on credit, but not how quickly one enters
financial trouble when the health insurance or phone subscription go unpaid. They often
over-spent, for example when going out with friends. Fines, for instance for fare evasion
or drinking in public, were common; some turned to crime or sex work to make ends meet.

Most of the young adults in our study had structurally low incomes and subsisted on
benefits. As many were also repaying debts, they were on tight budgets. This created
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daily stress, as almost everything in our society requires money. Rosita explains well
what other young adults also said:

The worst thing about money stress is that every time you have an idea, you can’t do it
because of the lack of money. (...) And so it goes all the time, you come up with an idea,
a solution, and then it can’t be done because of money. (Rosita, young adult)

Because many of our research participants were under financial guardianship, they
depended on the guardian’s approval of extra expenses. Such requests often took time
to be processed. Not only did they have little money, they often could not dispose of it
themselves, certainly not right away. Many of them criticize not being in control of
their own money. It affected their sense of dignity.

Our research revealed three main ways in which money helps young adults with an
MID gain self-worth: buying goods to be someone, spending money to belong, and
giving money to others to maintain social relationships.

Buying goods to be someone

Many of our study participants had a poor overview of their finances and readily spent
what money came their way without much thought. Some spent all their food money
on weed; others bought expensive items on credit without thinking about how they
would manage the payments. Some skipped meals or ate cheap instant noodles for
weeks to buy “luxury” products such as fashionable shoes, an expensive jacket, or a
nice perfume.

According to his social worker as well as his financial guardian, Ramiro (age 31)
spends too much money on clothes, money which is meant to buy food. As previous
talks did not change Ramiro’s behavior, they decided to cut off his allowance for food.
Ramiro now has to eat what is prepared in the institution and cannot request extra
money from his financial guardian, a decision that left him frustrated and dejected.
The fact that he has to eat with everyone else means a great loss of freedom. Even
worse, he can no longer buy clothes, which is a problem since he does not want to
wear the same thing twice when he goes to church on Sunday. During the week he
does not care, but on Sunday he does. Ramiro sees himself as an artist; music makes
him happy. “Artists never put the same clothes on twice,” he says. Everything he once
dreamed of—a family, an education—has proved impossible. All he has left is his
artist’s dream. Apart from occasionally being allowed to play at the community center,
he has no other gigs. For Ramiro, clothes and his spectacular blue guitar are the only
things that confirm him in his identity as an artist.

What people spend their money on expresses who they are or want to be. For Ramiro,
new clothes are his only entry to maintain self-worth in a life he neither chose nor wants.
For young adults who cannot yet derive status from their professional or economic pos-
ition in society, consumption often becomes a central means to assert identity (Milner,
2004). This is even more the case for young adults who have few opportunities in
society due to their disabilities.
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What people spend money on also expresses what they wish for. Juan (age 20) dreams
of a music career as a rapper. He lives with his mother, has no fixed income, and occa-
sionally works under the table, taking bar shifts at festivals. The money he earns there he
“invests” as much as possible in himself—he says, in new shoes or in a stereo set for
which he is currently saving. For Juan, his music career is his hope for a better future.
A stereo set makes part of that dreamed future tangible (see also Deutsch &
Theodorou, 2010).

Spending money to belong

At the residential facilities, people wore the same Nike trainers and tracksuits to fit in and
belong to the group. While our society largely revolves around the purchase of consumer
goods, consumption often holds extra meaning for young adults as they are at a stage in
life when they are trying to break away from their parents while establishing their social
positions within their peer groups and wider society (Harter, 1999). For young adults with
MID, conspicuous consumption can become even more important as they do not natur-
ally feel that they belong or matter. By sporting expensive shoes and phones, they show
that they are not inferior to anyone else. Many say they will never buy clothes at Zeeman
(a chain of cheap, decidedly unfashionable shops) or purchase second-hand items.

Consuming together is an important pastime. While this applies to most young adults,
it was even more the case for our study participants, many of whom had little else to do. If
one’s friends all go to McDonalds, it is difficult to say no. When our study participants
had been out and about together, they often returned home broke. Spending money is
necessary to maintain friendships, as the story of Rosita illustrates.

Rosita (age 30) is a mother with huge debts, which is why she is under guardianship.
As she has young children and little money, she rarely gets out of the house. She is there-
fore very happy when two other young mothers she still knows from the mother-child
home, ask her to go shopping with them, now that the child allowance has been deposited.
Rosita is the only one under financial supervision, so she has to wait longer before she can
access her money. By the time she has the cash, the other mothers have long spent theirs.
She also had to turn down an invitation to go for a drink together, because she really had
no money left, and so contact between them suffered.

Multiple young adults stress that money is instrumental for really being part of society.

Giving money to maintain social relationships

Although a taboo subject in the “regular” world, giving money plays an important role in
the commitments people make to one another. Money is a language by which we demar-
cate social relationships, express what we feel for another person, and demonstrate how
we can benefit others (Zelizer, 1996). This also applies to the young adults in our study.
Especially the young men felt it necessary to spend money on a date to show the girl that
they are somebody. Their self-worth is compromised if they do not pay for dinner or a
drink.
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The same applies to giving money to friends. The more willingly and generously one
provides, the deeper the relationship. Money therefore holds a signal value. Juan explains
the differences between “ordinary” friendships and brotherhood:

“I have four thousand friends on Facebook, but I actually hang out with fifty of them. I chill
with about ten or twenty, those are friends. With them I also go out and buy a round now and
then. Five of them are my brothers. In brotherhood, money doesn’t matter.” Juan continues:
“we feel each other out. If someone has no money the others pay, we help each other. To
brothers, you give your debit card.” (Juan, young adult)

Giving one’s debit card to someone else can lead into considerable trouble. The financial
abuse of people with MID is a common occurrence. Juan had experienced this himself.
Lending his debit card ultimately resulted in the blocking of his bank account, which pre-
vented him from applying for a new card. However, for Juan, it was a logical act: giving
money affirms his position in the group and ensures self-respect.

We also saw this with Murad, whose self-worth was compromised when he could not
send money to his sick mother in Morocco. To his great frustration, his financial guardian
refused his application for extra cash to contribute to buying medicine:

“He just says no!” exclaims Murad incredulously: “while he says he is saving for me! (...)
I’'m not even asking for myself, for myself I only need the living allowance to buy food. This
is for my mother! Now what? Lying in my bed crying and feeling very ashamed. What else
should I do?”. (Murad, young adult)

For Murad, this touches on everything he considers important: his mother, her health, and his
role as a son in contributing to the family, which in the Netherlands is more common among
families of migrant background (Singh, 2017). His financial guardian’s refusal to provide
extra funds imperils not only his place in the family but his self-worth. We witnessed a
similar dynamic in poorer families, where it is common for money to flow from one
member to another—to where the need is greatest at the time. Patrick, short of money
himself, did not pay his health insurance for 2 months to help prevent his mother’s eviction.
In short, there is often a lot at stake not only for the family member in question but for them-
selves—namely their worth as a “good friend” or “good son” and thus their self-worth.

As with everyone else, money is more than just a means of payment. What we spend
money on reveals something about who we are or who we want to become and thus bears
directly on self-worth (Zelizer, 1994). Young adults with MID are often less able to rely
on paid work, social relationships, hobbies, or talents to express who they are. For many,
paid jobs and love relationships are out of reach. The small sums of money they are able
to spend are of great value to ensure that they do not lose face.

Social workers: Keeping the cash book in order

Many social workers trace their clients’ financial problems to their inappropriate spend-
ing habits: “They often spend it on the wrong things” (focus group 1, social workers).
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Professionals worry about their clients’ vulnerability and believe they should more effect-
ively stand up for themselves in social relationships without surrendering to the pressure
to provide goods or money. Social workers thus clearly attached different meanings to
money than their clients:

I had a client who once gave her debit card to her mother and sister. Well, that account was
emptied. And then you ask her ‘did you find it annoying?’ [She said:] No, that’s how we help
each other. (Focus group 1, social workers)

Some social workers acknowledged that consumption is a way for their clients to belong,
to be part of a club:

Social worker 1: I know enough people with special needs, also outside work. Then they
have these Canadian jackets on, so I think, how did they afford that? They cost seven
hundred, eight hundred euros. I would not buy them .... But yes, it’s that status after all.
‘I also want to matter.” By buying status symbols, they mask their MID.

Social worker 2: I can’t do something, but I want to mask that very much with everything I
have.

Social worker 3: It’s a kind of overcompensating. (Focus group 5, social workers)

But even those social workers who acknowledge money’s symbolic meanings under-
estimate its importance: many find it almost pathetic that appearance and status symbols
are so important and that spending money on “luxury goods” seems to be the only way
“to connect.” They disapprove of the consumption of status goods as well as “luxury
doner kebabs” and when their clients with MID “don’t shop thriftily.” Money is primarily
a means to provide sustenance; expensive Canadian jackets are beyond the pale as social
workers do not (or do not want to) acknowledge the symbolic role such goods play in
projecting self-worth.

Saving tips and budgeting plans

Social workers want their clients to learn how to make prudent choices. The usual
response to “bad spending” is resilience training, teaching clients to say “no,” as well
as more intrusive financial guardianship. Social workers also make pedagogical use of
the “small cash book”—the living or food allowance that their clients can spend them-
selves—to guide them in making the “right choices” to ensure the household budget
stays in order. The guidance sessions largely focus on saving, planning, and managing
one’s budget (“getting a grip on your purse”). Financial education is seen as the key to
managing money issues. Social workers also give tips on shopping:

I have a client who gets 50 euros a week, but from that 50 euros he goes to the McDonalds
three, four or five times a week. And then he says: ‘I have no bread, I have no drink, I have no
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milk.” But I say ‘open an advertisement leaflet and see what offers there are, maybe some-
times you have five packs of drinks, or four packs of drinks for two euros fifty, you can make
it the whole week with that, or buy syrup....” (Focus group 2, social workers)

Social workers are more strident about “wrong choices” than about “stupid” spending.
The latter refers to expenses they attribute to disability, such as inability to anticipate
long-term consequences, poor impulse control, or because their clients “don’t understand
the value of money.” But here as well, better household accounting is deemed the solution
to gain control over spending. The cash book delineates what the money is for: not to give
away to vague friends or to buy a jacket, but to “live on.” Unsurprisingly, social workers
and their clients often do not agree on what the latter entails. And as the money is usually
entrusted to financial guardians, social workers treat it as a financial-administrative issue
relatively separate from other areas of life. Conversations about money, therefore, do not
address difficult-to-achieve dreams (Juan and his stereo set) or making friends (Rosita)
but rather focus on increasing financial literacy, thereby ignoring money’s symbolic
functions.

In the next section, we present a summative analysis of the previous themes and juxta-
pose the meanings young adults and social workers attach to money.

Conflicting logics: The cash book versus self-worth

Even social workers who acknowledge the importance of spending for their clients’ self-
worth still subordinate this to the goal of getting and keeping the cash book in order.
Obviously, managing one’s finances is important. The young adults in our study
applied the saving tips of social workers (“don’t buy A-brands”) and took pride when
they succeeded in “smart shopping.” However, the cash book loses out when self-worth
is at stake. Our informants spent money on expensive jackets or lent their debit cards to
family members to avoid losing face. In practice, personal budgeting and increased finan-
cial literacy do not make stress over money disappear. Even when the money is controlled
by a financial guardian and neatly managed, it generates constant stress because money is
far more than just money.

Social workers and their clients often talk past each other, with the former disapprov-
ing of purchases and offering tips on saving while the latter nods “yes, yes” but do not
follow through in their actions. The social workers prioritize the logic of the cash
book; the young adults with MID prioritize the role of money in maintaining self-worth.

The practical way in which social workers help their clients fits their practice-based
orientation and the recent emphasis on family budgeting and increasing financial literacy
(McGarity et al., 2019; OECD, 2022). However, although important, resilience training,
financial education, and savings tips are insufficient to ensure that their clients learn to
manage their money more efficiently. Young adults with MID need other forms of
support, such as guidance on the question behind the money question: on the role
money plays in self-worth. Once the multiple functions of money are recognized,
social workers can ask themselves: how do our clients gain self-respect? Are there alter-
natives to money? Only then will social workers be able to create space to discuss difficult
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financial issues such as making money through sex work, going into debt, financially sup-
porting family members while lacking an income, and dealing with disappointments over
the difficulties of living a “normal” life (Table 1).

Limitations of the study

This study is limited in its scope as it focuses on young adults with MID who receive
professional support within Amsterdam. Those who are not diagnosed with MID do
not receive support from the welfare state institutions and are not included in our research.
Since, in the Netherlands, young adults with MID may obtain specific care support as
well as financial support, money may also have a different meaning in other countries.
Consequently, conflicting logics between young adults and social workers may therefore
also be (somewhat) different. Young adults with MID in non-metropolitan areas, might
attach different meanings as well. Comparing the various symbolic meanings attached to
money across locales or countries could be part of a new research agenda. Furthermore,
this study does not provide precise insight into the “objective financial situation” of
young adults with MID: this study was aimed at understanding the meaning of money.
In addition, this study does not provide a structured comparison with young adults
without an MID, which may also be an interesting topic for further research.

Conclusion and discussion: More time and policy attention for
self-worth

Why do young adults with MID buy expensive shoes and jackets or go to McDonalds five
times a week? Why do they lend their debit cards to distant friends, sometimes with dis-
astrous financial consequences, when they are already so tight on money? The fact that
their disability clouds their decision making certainly plays a role. But it is too simplistic
to trace their handling of money entirely to their intellectual disabilities.

Table I. Two logics.

Logic of the household budget Logic of preserving self-worth

Meaning of Means of meeting the necessities Means of showing who | am and whom |
money of life care about
Professional Helping people to make Helping people with life questions and
answer materially sensible choices strengthening self-worth
Interventions * Financial education courses * Bereavement (dealing with
* Saving tips disappointments in life)

* Talking about money and social
relationships
* Strengthening other sources of
self-worth
Value of money  Financial Social
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By spending money on consumer goods, young adults with MID are showing that they
are not inferior to others. Sometimes our research participants used their money to buy into a
dream, with expensive shoes providing them a foothold on the path to becoming a future
rapper. Those who lent their money or debit cards presented themselves to be good
friends, sons, or mothers. Spending money is a language we all speak; purchasing goods
and giving gifts expresses who we are and want to be, and who we care for (Zelizer,
1994). This was especially true among our research participants as their self-worth and
social positions are constantly being challenged. In the absence of a good job or warm
family, spending money is one of the few means available to them to defend their self-worth.

Having access to money, we found, was not so much a goal in itself but a means to
develop and maintain self-respect among those at the bottom of the social hierarchy.
On the one hand, this fits Lamont’s (2023) thesis that material success is an end in
itself only for the upper-middle class as it supports their idea of dignity. On the other
hand, it departs from her thesis that for more marginal people, “dignity” is separate
from material success; we found money to be centrally implicated in developing self-
respect and dignity, especially for people with strained access to other sources of
dignity such as friendships and paid employment. This finding may, therefore, be relevant
to other groups on the margins of society.

The priority of social workers—putting the cash book in order—conflicted with the
logic of the young adults in our study: spending money to maintain self-worth. As
long as the importance of spending money to avoid losing face is ignored, debts will
pile up and stress over money will continue. While financial courses like “Get a grip
on your purse,” resilience training, and purchasing tips are important, they rarely have
the desired effect because they miss the point of what money stands for.

A different approach is thus required from social workers. “Don’t talk about money, or all
hell will break loose,” one social worker instructed us at the start of our study. Nevertheless,
there is a clear need for social workers and financial guardians to talk about money, spending
choices, and what lack of money means for their clients’ self-worth. Many young adults with
MID find that their dream of living a “normal” life, in which income plays an important role,
is unattainable. Social workers should be more attuned to the disappointments these young
adults experience when trying to live a “normal” life.

People with MID also need to be able to access other sources of self-worth. There must
be stronger societal commitment toward providing opportunities for paid work. While
earning money is important for everyone’s self-worth, it is especially so for those who
feel being at the bottom of society. In our society, self-worth is mainly derived from
one’s job, house and family—all things that social workers cannot conjure out of thin
air. What would be useful is greater social and political advocacy by professionals to
ensure that people with MID have better access to paid jobs and sufficient income.
Social workers are not only there to help people to function in their daily lives but to
improve the social conditions they live in (Reisch & Jani, 2012; Webb, 2020).

Social workers can also develop social relationships with young adults which affirm their
self-worth. For example, in day-care settings, as an alternative to paid work, professionals
can create situations where individuals are valued because they are skilled in photography
or caregiving. Finally, more sources of self-worth are needed outside of care settings for
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young adults with MID to gain self-respect, for example volunteering with the elderly or in
neighborhood sports clubs. This is a task not only for social workers but also for all of us.
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