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Preface


For richer, for poorer


 


What thoughtful rich people call the problem of poverty,


thoughtful poor people call with equal justice a problem of riches.


R. H. Tawney, 19131


In 2012, nearly three out of every ten people in Britain fell below the minimum living standard set by society as a whole, twice as many as did so in 1983. One-in-ten households lived in a damp home, a thirty-year high. The number of those who could not afford to heat their home adequately had trebled since the 1990s, rising from three to nine percent. The numbers of those who had skimped on meals from time to time over the previous year had doubled since 1983 – up from thirteen to twenty-eight percent.2 


The reality for people on low incomes today is one of a constant struggle to get by, of endless worry about how to pay the next bill, of parents cutting back for themselves to prioritise the kids, and of young people left with few hopes for the future. Person after person tells a similar story: ‘I only tend to eat one meal a day and that does me, ’cos I like to make sure I’ve got enough for my children’; ‘I try to keep the heating on for a couple of hours and then turn it off – I’m afraid of the bill coming in, to tell you the God’s truth’; ‘It’s just in your head . . . you have to constantly think about money, constantly think about it’; ‘By the time the bills have been paid, we’re left with little to nothing, we’re living below the breadline.’


These experiences echo those of the poor in 1983, when we first researched poverty in Britain. Then, as now, people told us: ‘I can’t cope on the money’; ‘It’s very difficult to manage from day to day’; ‘I make sure the kids have enough for them and if there’s enough, I have just what’s left’; ‘You’re going down and down, it’s very hard to get back on your feet.’


So, in an affluent country such as Britain, why is such a high and growing proportion of its citizens left with an inadequate standard of living, one considered unacceptably low by a majority of the population? Why, with the country twice as rich as it was thirty years ago, have poverty rates doubled? What are the forces that have turned Britain into one of the most unequal and socially fragile countries in the rich world?


Poverty is now one of the hottest political topics of the day. The explosion in the number of foodbanks and other forms of charitable support has sparked ongoing controversy. As in the 1980s, high-profile church leaders have publicly clashed with the government over the impact of its policies on the poor, while leading charities are under fire for the nature of their anti-poverty campaigns. Underlying these clashes are a number of key issues. Should poverty be measured by the standards of today or those of the past? How low a standard of living is too low in contemporary Britain? Is lack of income the root of the problem or is it just bad money management? Do people fall into poverty because of personal inadequacies or because of a lack of jobs and opportunities? Just what is the link between poverty and inequality?


In 2010, just before the general election, the last Labour government passed the Child Poverty Act enshrining in law ambitious targets for the reduction of poverty by 2020. The Act was an unambiguous statement, perhaps the most significant of the post-war era, of the societal obligation to tackle poverty. Significantly it was passed with all-party support, apparently showing that a new political consensus on poverty had finally emerged. However, within weeks of coming to office, the 2010 coalition government moved to distance itself from the Act, effectively abandoning its targets and disowning the principles on which it was based. The same highly charged debates that have dogged policy since the early Victorian age are back. Any consensus now lies in ruins.


The view promoted by government ministers and much of the media is that rising poverty is largely self-inflicted and a matter of individual failure – ‘a lifestyle choice’, as ministers like to call it. In the name of austerity and the need to shrink the state, the coalition government imposed a series of ongoing cuts in benefit levels, and in welfare services, leading to rising numbers turning to charitable help for the most basic of needs.


The evidence presented in this book challenges this individualistic view of the causes and nature of poverty. Rising vulnerability cannot conveniently be dismissed as the result of personal failings. The real cause of the growth of deprivation is to be found elsewhere, in the great interlocking social and economic upheavals of the last thirty years, many of them politically driven.


Today’s working population faces not just a hardening political climate but a much more treacherous jobs market, one that has brought greater joblessness, the spread of low pay and deepening insecurity at work. These problems have been compounded by other changes: from the shrinking of housing opportunities, especially for the young, to a deliberate shift in the burden of economic and social risks from the state and employers to the individual. People have increasingly been left to cope by themselves at the very time when insecurity and uncertainty have been on the rise.


This book draws throughout on the two surveys – and a range of qualitative research – conducted by the largest ever research project into poverty in the UK, the Economic and Social Research Council–funded 2012 Poverty and Social Exclusion project. It also draws on its predecessors; the Breadline Britain surveys of 1983 and 1990, the 1999 Poverty and Social Exclusion in Britain surveys, and the series of detailed case studies conducted in conjunction with each.


Based on face-to-face interviews, these large-scale surveys identify those who are deprived as judged by the standards of the day. This method, which we developed in 1983, establishes a minimum standard based on what the majority of people think are the necessities of life, which everyone should be able to afford and no one should have to do without. The list of necessities chosen by the public covers a wide range of items and activities, from a basic diet and a minimum level of housing decency, to a number of personal and household goods and leisure and social activities. Next, the approach investigates people’s actual living standards, identifying those who cannot afford the items and activities classed by the public, at that time, as necessities. These four surveys enable a detailed comparison of trends in the extent and nature of deprivation – as defined by public consensus – in the UK over the last thirty years.


Those in poverty are then identified as people whose lack of necessities – and the extent of their deprivation – together has a pervasive and multiple impact on their lives. This is a group which is much more likely to experience a range of problems, ones closely correlated with other indicators of poverty, such as poor health and financial stress. We’ve referred to this group as being in ‘deprivation poverty’ and it is used as our measure of poverty throughout. It is a measure based on people’s actual living standards, rather than on an indirect measure, such as income. While there is room for debate about the terminology – though the public does use the word poverty in this way – that is essentially a diversion. Whatever the situation facing those deprived in this way is called, it is one which most people, across all parts of society, think their fellow citizens should not have to endure.


Some may argue that this definition of poverty is too broad. Others, that it is too narrow. But the standards used are those of the public and thus provide a measure that not only has resonance with the people affected but also has societal backing and political leverage.


The latest 2012 survey finds more and more families in Britain face little more than a hand-to-mouth existence, missing out on a range of the most basic of contemporary needs. Their children lack the leisure and educational opportunities that others have, their health is damaged by poor housing and inadequate food, and their self-esteem is harmed through being unable to participate in routine aspects of daily life. In the UK, in 2013, because of lack of money:


 


•  one-in-four children didn’t get an annual holiday away from home;


•  one-in-five children lived in a home which was cold or damp;


•  one-in-ten children lacked an essential clothing item like a warm coat or two pairs of shoes;


•  one-in-twenty households couldn’t afford to feed their children adequately.


 


There has, in particular, been a rise in acute deprivation since the 1999 survey. While this reflects in part the impact of the 2008 financial crisis, it is also the product of a number of deep-seated, longer-term trends.


Not only have the numbers of poor been rising, but a growing proportion of the population is at risk of falling into poverty. Many are clustered precariously close to the poverty line, only just above the living standard defined as the minimum necessary in Britain today, and often struggling financially. The proportion of households in arrears on at least one of their household bills – rent and mortgage payments, gas, electricity charges or council tax and loan repayments – has risen from fifteen percent in 1983 to twenty-one percent in 2012. Increasing numbers of people do not have the financial reserves to cope with emergencies and are unable to save for a rainy day. While not all those facing financial insecurity are in poverty, this lack of financial reserves makes many families vulnerable.


Of course poverty amid plenty is nothing new. But in the UK (and in a number of other countries including the United States) poverty has been growing as affluence has spread. In the first two decades after the Second World War, as Britain got richer, poverty fell. During the 1950s and 1960s, sustained economic growth was used to close the income gap and pay for a more effective war on poverty and improve levels of social protection. Since the late 1970s, that relationship has reversed: Britain has got richer, but poverty rates have gone up not down. Far from providing the means to tackle poverty, the growth of prosperity has been associated with a doubling of the numbers of poor.


Growing economic wealth over the last thirty years has brought greatly improved choices and opportunities for the majority – those near or in the top half of society – but increasingly restricted ones for a significant minority. At one level, Britain is a society of mass abundance. But while the size of the cake has continued to grow, creating a pretty good party for many and a very good one for some, it is one to which entry is increasingly restricted.


A bigger economy has become associated with the spreading of disadvantage and a growth of barriers to individual, social and economic progress. While most are better off than in 1983 – better fed and with better quality lifestyles and living for longer – the gap in living standards between those at the bottom and the rest has been widening sharply, leaving growing numbers not just left behind but in some key respects worse off.


Poverty matters for all groups in society, not just the poor. It brings poorer health, lower levels of educational achievement and fractured social cohesion, and thus wider costs for all. As poverty rates have risen in recent decades, aspirations have been capped and life chances eroded. This has wasted talent, stifled opportunity and lowered economic performance. High levels of poverty are a sign of democratic and political failure. Growing numbers now live on incomes that are not much higher than those of their parents, or in some cases lower, breaking one of the central trends of the post-war era – that successive generations would be better off.


One hundred years ago, the eminent historian and social reformer Richard Tawney attributed the question of poverty to ‘a problem of riches’. He could equally have been writing about today. Britain is a rich nation, historically and internationally. Over the last thirty years and longer, the prevalent view has been not just that poverty is unrelated to what is happening at the top but that allowing the rich to get richer would benefit everyone, including the poor, as their wealth ‘trickles down’ to those on lower incomes. It is a view that has suited those at the top very well.


We argue that this view is fundamentally wrong, that the issue of poverty is intimately linked – socially and economically – to what is happening across the income range, and especially to what has been happening at the very top of society. Indeed, over the last thirty years, in the name of economic dynamism, a small group at the top has been able to colonise a growing proportion of economic output, leading not just to a widening gap in incomes and living standards, but to a deepening divide in life chances. It is, we will argue, this rising inequality, especially towards the very top, that lies at the heart of the spread of deprivation, the reversal of housing gains, and the blighted lives and fragmented communities of recent decades.


Britain has created an economic model that is incapable of delivering a decent publicly determined minimum standard of living to all its citizens. It is the model that is wrong, not the citizens. Other countries of comparable wealth have much lower levels of poverty. The last decade has seen two alternative approaches to tackling poverty, both based on significant adjustments to the welfare system. The first, under Labour, offered improved benefits, especially through more generous tax credits. The second, the strategy of the coalition, was to impose tougher sanctions and lower benefits in the name of ‘making work pay’. Both have had a significant impact – for better or worse – on the lives of the poor but neither attempted to tackle the real root causes of the problem. To do so requires a fundamental change in course, one that constructs an alternative model of political economy, which reduces inequalities, enhances opportunities across society and, in particular, enables people to obtain a decent standard of living from work, by raising wages and improving job security at the bottom end. Without such a change, Britain will continue to live with levels of poverty that are much higher than those of the past and of other comparable nations.


There is nothing inevitable about condemning such a large proportion of the population to a life with few opportunities and low incomes. Rather, the historically and globally high levels of poverty in the UK can be traced directly to the political choices taken by successive governments over the last three decades. Levels of deprivation and poverty are, ultimately, down to decisions on the way the economic cake is divided, and how the fruits of economic growth are shared. Other choices are possible.


 


Stewart Lansley
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To live or to exist: Defining poverty in an age of plenty


 


It’s not unfair and it is unfair, ’cos like other people get to have their houses, all the money and sometimes people don’t have the money even if they save up.


Eleven-year-old, London 20121


Jennie lives in temporary accommodation in Redbridge, north London. She is a single mother with three sons over the age of ten, all of whom have disabilities. While she tries to make sure her sons are properly fed, she struggles: ‘Chicken drumsticks, which I am going to do today for the kids for their dinner, with some chips, beans and spaghetti. They mainly have fruit and veg over the weekends and then usually if I do get fruit, ’cos [there’s] three sons, they tend to eat it as soon as I get it. I can’t go and get any more because I don’t have the money. I have to budget.’


She sometimes gets offered food by friends and neighbours, but in order to ensure that her children are properly fed, she regularly goes without herself. ‘I only tend to eat one meal a day and that does me, ’cos I like to make sure I’ve got [enough] for my children.’


Jennie worked as a hairdresser when she left school, but her middle son, Mark, contracted meningitis as a baby leaving him visually impaired. Jennie, now forty-one, left work to care for him. Having separated from her husband when the children were young, she moved to a women’s refuge and has lived in a variety of temporary accommodation for the last ten years.


Most of the family’s benefit income goes on food, fuel, school clothes and local travel, with rent paid by housing benefit. They rarely socialise and have never had a holiday. They do have a television set, a fridge and a washing machine. Jennie often runs out of money: ‘But I have to stay strong for myself and for my children, and I hate being in the situation that I’m in now.’


Despite their situation, the family don’t necessarily see themselves as poor. Thirteen-year-old Mark: ‘We’ve got this house; we’ve got friends and stuff like that. So I don’t think we are actually poor. Sometimes I think we’re poor, because like we can’t get money to spend on like things we want, so I kind of think and I kind of don’t think we are poor.’ And eleven-year-old Michael, the youngest: ‘We’re not actually poor like in a living on the streets way. We ain’t got the perfect clothes in the world, clothes that other people’s kids have, but we’re happy with what we’ve got as long as we can live.’ ‘I don’t like the word poor,’ is how Jennie puts it. ‘I mean, in a way, yes, I am poor. Poor – it means you can’t afford anything. You can’t afford what you need.’


So are Jennie and her family in poverty? Their standard of living is well below that of most people in the UK, and they experience deprivation in a variety of ways – but are they too poor? The family recognise that their situation could be worse, even drawing some comfort from this. They have a roof – however insecure - over their head. They just get by on food – even if they run short quite regularly. They have a higher standard of living than the poor of a century, or a half century ago – they have access to health services and education. They are not starving.


This question of how to define poverty has long divided opinion between those who see it in more relatives terms and those who see it in more absolute ones. This is not just some academic debate. Definitions of poverty matter. They set the standards by which we determine whether the incomes and living conditions of the poorest in society are acceptable or not and are essential for assessing questions of fairness. From these definitions follow actions to help the poorest. Which approach is adopted has different implications for the scale of and trends in poverty. The narrower the definition, the less action is needed and the more the problem can be swept away. Conversely, too broad a definition will not chime with people’s experiences and risks alienating the wider public.


Absolute measures have traditionally been seen in terms of minimal, subsistence standards, sufficient to secure the barest of living standards. More recently, they have also been used as a measure fixed at a particular point in the past and updated only in line with rising costs. This can provide a useful measure of progress – or lack of progress – over short periods of time. Typically, though, absolute measures, with their emphasis on situations such as hunger and homelessness, have often been employed as a way of underplaying the extent of poverty.


Relative measures, on the other hand, are based on contemporary norms and social standards, and are higher than absolute standards. They change over time, not just in relation to the cost of living but also in relation to changing incomes, needs and social habits. For a period, the debate seemed to have been settled in favour of a relative approach, but in the last few years, just when levels of hardship have become more widespread, these questions have become, once again, more and more hotly disputed.


Apart from the question of whether to take a more absolute or relative approach, there are two main ways of tracking poverty: by looking at income, or people’s actual living standards. Both income- and living-standards-based measures can be either absolute or relative.


Using income to measure poverty


In 1999, when invited to give the ‘Beveridge revisited’ lecture, the Labour prime minister, Tony Blair, stunned his audience by promising to halve child poverty within a decade and ‘eradicate’ it within twenty years. The promise came out of the blue and, while widely welcomed, raised the eyebrows of almost all the leading social policy academics, advisers and journalists in the lecture hall. The move was as ambitious as it was unprecedented. The scale of the task and the timetable laid down were certainly daunting but, as a result, tackling poverty was turned into a central political aim and was never going to be far from the headlines.


The goal set by Blair was based on a clearly defined relative income measure: the proportion of the population with incomes falling below sixty percent of the household income at the mid-point of the income range (known as the median income). This was the first time such a measure had been formally adopted by government and was, in effect, being made the official measure of poverty in Britain.2 It is one that has also become widely used internationally. A year earlier, the Statistical Program Committee of the European Union agreed that such a threshold should be used when making international comparisons of poverty across its member nations. Based on data which is readily available, it allows comparisons between countries and of trends over time.


That poverty should be defined in this relative way also came to be endorsed across the political spectrum. ‘All forms of poverty – absolute and relative – must be dealt with,’ Iain Duncan Smith, the Conservative lead on welfare, wrote in 2006. ‘We should reject completely the notion that poverty can be defined in absolute terms alone. Relative poverty matters because it separates the poor from the mainstream of society.’3 It was a commitment echoed by the Conservative party leader, David Cameron, in the same year: ‘I want this message to go out loud and clear: the Conservative Party recognises, will measure and will act on relative poverty.’ 4


Just over a decade after Blair’s speech, with some, clear progress made towards the goal,5 Labour – now under a new prime minister, Gordon Brown – introduced the 2010 Child Poverty Act. Backed by all the major parties, the Act made reducing the numbers of children living in families below sixty percent of the median household income a legal duty for the government of the UK.6 A statutory recognition that poverty is relative, it was a significant turning point in the long debate on how to measure poverty.


In the agreement to form a coalition government signed by the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats in May 2010, the two partners specifically committed themselves to its aims: ‘We will maintain the goal of ending child poverty in the UK by 2020.’7 Yet, within weeks of taking office in 2010, in a swift political U-turn, senior ministers launched a number of attacks on the Act’s central poverty measure. The new government now wanted to shift the emphasis in tackling poverty away from income. They were also uncomfortable with the target itself. Iain Duncan Smith, the new Work and Pensions secretary, recruited Frank Field – Labour MP for Birkenhead, former director of the Child Poverty Action Group and one of the country’s leading authorities on welfare – to review the case for reform. Field’s task was to examine whether there should be a shift away from income-based measures to ones that included ‘non-financial elements’. 8 The setting up of the review was soon followed by a series of statements dismissing the income-based target as just ‘poverty plus a pound’.9


Initially, it seemed that this might be a move to tackle the deeper causes of poverty. In November 2010, Nick Clegg, the deputy prime minister, wrote: ‘Poverty plus a pound is simply not an ambitious enough goal.’10 He argued that instead we needed to invest in ‘mobility’. In December 2010, the then children’s minister, the Liberal Democrat MP, Sarah Teather, reiterated the government’s new approach: ‘The Government is clear that tackling child poverty requires more than simply treating the short-term symptoms of poverty or moving families across an arbitrary income line.’ 11


In fact it soon became clear that senior ministers were seeking a fundamental change in direction on the poverty question, in definition as well as policy, in ways that directly challenged the principles at the heart of the 2010 Act. Iain Duncan Smith increasingly dismissed the income target itself, arguing that ‘increased income and increased wellbeing do not always follow the same track.’12 Taking this a step further, Frank Field argued that some of the money used to support children should be redirected from benefits to improving ‘life chances’.13


As well as questioning the importance of income in tackling poverty, the government also set out to challenge the relative nature of the sixty percent of median household income measure, claiming inherent problems with the way the target worked. ‘You get this constant juddering adjustment with poverty figures going up when, for instance, upper incomes rise,’ was how Duncan Smith put it shortly after the election.14 Frank Field expanded on this idea arguing that a target based on relative income was impossible to achieve. ‘Any candidate sitting GCSE maths should be able to explain that raising everybody above a set percentage of the median income is rather like asking a cat to chase its own tail. As families are raised above the target level of income, the median point itself rises. Not surprisingly, therefore, no country in the free world has managed to achieve this objective.’ 15


In fact, these particular criticisms of the relative income measure appear to misunderstand some basic statistical concepts. The median is the mid-point of the income range. That is, if you lined up the population in order of their income, the person halfway along would have the median income. So, if ‘upper incomes rise’, as Duncan Smith put it, and just those on top incomes get richer – with incomes elsewhere unchanged – there is no effect on the median income. Thus, a poverty line set at a fixed proportion of the median stays exactly the same. Similarly, raising the incomes of those below the target of sixty percent of the median to just above the target, for example, by raising the generosity of a means-tested benefit for those on the lowest incomes, does not raise the median point. If all households below sixty percent of the median were to rise above this threshold but stay below the median income, the median – and therefore the target – would stay the same and poverty would be eliminated.16


It is a widespread misconception that poverty based on a relative income measure cannot be abolished and will always remain high. A few years ago on the BBC’s Today programme, John Humphrys was interviewing a leading social policy expert on the question of the definition of poverty. But surely, asked Humphrys, if you define poverty as relative, it will never be abolished?17 Or take this leader in The Scotsman on 14 June 2013: ‘Given this is a relative, as opposed to absolute, measure, then we can say with mathematical certainty that the poor will always be with us.’ Such statements are simply incorrect – the mathematics does not work like this. While some people, no doubt, will always be poorer than others, this is not the same as saying they are in relative poverty. A distribution where no one has less than sixty percent of the median is perfectly possible without complete equality. But despite a wide number of websites and commentators highlighting such misunderstandings, they keep coming back. Iain Duncan Smith, in a joint piece with George Osborne for the Guardian in February 2014, returned to his earlier critique. ‘For far too long, a fixation on relative income led the last government to chase an ever elusive poverty target.’18


Cutting relative income poverty may not be easy but it is perfectly possible. Figure 1 shows how the level of child poverty in the UK compares with other countries, using the common sixty percent of the median measure. The child poverty rate in the UK (at twenty-one percent in 2009) stands at around double that of the most successful countries, Iceland, Slovenia, Norway and Denmark, and is also significantly higher than in Germany, Belgium and France. Relative income poverty targets are not, by definition, elusive.
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Figure 1: How relative child poverty rates vary across countries: 2009/10 19


(poverty line at 60% of median income in each country) 


 


 


In the UK, an explicit relative approach to the measurement of low income was first introduced in the late-1980s as part of a new official annual series – Households Below Average Incomes (HBAI).20 Enabling trends in the numbers at the bottom whose incomes were falling behind to be tracked, it proved to be politically explosive ensuring that, from its inception, this relative approach was highly controversial. During much of the Thatcher era, officials were even banned from using the ‘poverty’ word. This was also true in the United States during the Reagan years, a position popularised in a striking cartoon by the American satirist Jules Feiffer. This portrayed two ‘down-and-outs’ philosophising: ‘We used to be poor, then disadvantaged, then deprived, then discriminated against, then socially excluded. We have not got any more money, but we do have a lot of labels.’21


The HBAI findings, however, put the issue of low income and poverty firmly onto the UK political map. They exposed a sharp rise in relative income poverty during the first half of the 1980s, more than reversing the gains of the immediate post-war era.22 Caught on the back foot, the government’s response was to dismiss the concept on which the figures were based. In May 1989, John Moore, the social security secretary, one of Margaret Thatcher’s favourite ministers and once tipped to succeed her, launched a high-profile and public attack on the very idea. Relative poverty was, he argued, ‘simply inequality’ and could therefore be ignored: what the ‘relative definition of poverty amounts to in the end is that . . . however rich a society it will drag the incubus of relative poverty with it up the income scale. The poverty lobby would in their definition find poverty in Paradise.’ ‘Acknowledge British capitalism’s true achievements’, he continued, which had been to wipe out the ‘stark want of Victorian Britain’.23


Moore was, if robustly, merely expressing the view common across the Conservative party in the 1980s, that what mattered was not the position of the poor relative to those who were better off, but whether the poor were getting better off absolutely, even if they were slipping further behind those above them.


There would of course have been a big political dividend from switching from a relative measure – one that reflected the standards of the day – to a past, absolute one. Such a switch would have enabled the government to claim that poverty had fallen and not soared during the 1980s. Though the living standards of the poor were rising more slowly than those of people higher up the income ladder, the poorest were, on average, getting absolutely better off (the John Moore criterion for success). Nevertheless, such a move would have been a clear public statement that those on low incomes did not have a right to participate fully in growing prosperity.


In the event, Moore’s speech was badly received. It was at odds with the visible evidence, ignoring a stream of reports showing the very real problems of hardship facing a growing proportion of the population. It would have been difficult politically to have dropped the relative poverty measure even for a government so ideologically uncomfortable with the concept.


From then on, relative income remained central to the measurement of poverty in the UK. At least for a while, during the 2000s, it came to receive the official backing of the Conservative party with its deep-seated reservations only becoming public on forming a government.


None of this means that the sixty percent of the median income measure does not have important limitations. The official measure, for example, is based on net household incomes (that is, total income, including benefits, minus direct taxes) and as such fails to take account of other financial resources, changes in the cost of living or debt repayments. It is also based on household income before the deduction of housing costs. But because of the hike in the cost of housing over the last decade, the use of an income measure before the deduction of such costs gives a significantly lower poverty count than when they are deducted, along with a much shallower upward trend.24 A study by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation into these alternative measures concluded: ‘Not taking this [housing costs] into account significantly underestimates the risk of poverty and material deprivation for workless households, minority ethnic groups, single people, renters and Londoners.’25


One of the most important issues is the choice of sixty percent of median income as the threshold. Why not fifty or seventy percent? In the 1980s, there was a good deal of discussion – in the UK and across Europe – about the merits of various percentages, and the first HBAI analysis used a number of alternatives.26 The eventual choice of sixty percent of median income as the threshold in the UK was essentially a convenient statistical compromise, with officials preferring a single rather than a multiple of indicators each showing somewhat different trends.


It was not, however, a measure based firmly on evidence about exactly where to draw the line.27 Which threshold is chosen certainly makes a substantial difference to the numbers. In 2012/13, relative income poverty (after housing costs) was twenty-one percent using the sixty percent threshold but, for example, twenty-nine percent using a seventy percent threshold.28


Income matters in that it is the key determinant of living standards, but it is an indirect measure, and without validation from direct measures of people’s living standards is essentially arbitrary.29 Without some external justification as to why one target has been chosen rather than another, it is not always clear as to why what it is measuring matters. The question ‘how poor is too poor’ is therefore better answered by examining people’s standard of living – their actual ways of life.


 


Using actual living standards


In the early studies, poverty in Britain was viewed in terms of a minimum standard of living rather than income. The pioneers of poverty research – Charles Booth and Seebohm Rowntree – based their attempts to measure poverty on how people actually lived. Rowntree, a wealthy Quaker and influential member of the confectionary family, undertook three surveys of poverty in York – in 1899, 1936 and 1951. These aimed at establishing a measure of poverty based on the idea that there is some minimum subsistence level of consumption necessary for the maintenance of physical health.


Rowntree, whose aim was to draw attention to the plight of the poor, set out to establish an ‘absolute’ measure of poverty, based only on subsistence needs. But even concepts such as physical health, minimal shelter or having enough to eat are essentially relative, reflecting the standards and expectations of the time. Because perceptions of what is good health or an adequate diet change, Rowntree found that his standard had to be adjusted upwards over the fifty-year time span of his studies to reflect changes in social norms in the intervening years. Despite setting out to find an objective measure of subsistence, he ended up making concessions to the idea of ‘relativity’. His 1936 and 1951 studies were an explicit acknowledgment that poverty standards would have to reflect improvements in economic and social conditions from the turn of the century. Significantly, they revealed just how difficult it is to apply an absolute standard in the real world and that any conception of a minimum will inevitably reflect the society of the time.30


This idea that needs are socially determined has a long pedigree. Adam Smith, the founding father of modern economics, recognised the importance of custom and expectations – and how they change – when setting out his views on ‘the necessaries of daily life’ in his seminal book, The Wealth of Nations, published in 1776.


 


By necessaries I understand not only the commodities which are indispensably necessary for the support of life, but whatever the customs of the country renders it indecent for creditable people, even the lowest order, to be without. A linen shirt, for example, is, strictly speaking, not a necessary of life. The Greeks and Romans lived, I suppose, very comfortably, though they had no linen. But in the present times, through the greater part of Europe, a creditable day-labourer would be ashamed to appear in public without a linen shirt, the want of which would be supposed to denote that disgraceful degree of poverty . . . Custom, in the same manner, has rendered leather shoes a necessary of life in England. 31


 


Karl Marx, writing in 1849, observed, similarly, that, ‘our needs and enjoyments spring from society; we measure them therefore by society’.32 A century later, the highly influential American economist, J. K. Galbraith, wrote in his global bestseller, The Affluent Society, published in 1958, that:


 


People are poverty-stricken when their income, even if adequate for survival, falls markedly behind that of their community. Then they cannot have what the larger community regards as the necessary minimum for decency, and they cannot wholly escape therefore, the judgment of the larger community that they are indecent. They are degraded for, in a literal sense, they live outside the grades or categories which the community regards as acceptable.33


During the second half of the twentieth century, however, the person who led the way in the development of poverty as a relative concept was the social scientist Professor Peter Townsend. ‘Society itself is continuously changing and thrusting new obligations on its members,’ he wrote in 1962. ‘They, in turn, develop new needs.’34


So how should we determine what are needs, or new needs as Townsend put it, and what aren’t? To translate his idea that poverty is about the ability to participate in society, Townsend conducted a major survey in 1968–9, in which he drew up a list of sixty indicators of living standards ranging from diet and clothing to home amenities and recreation. From this he devised a ‘deprivation index’ limited to twelve of these items and used this to identify a poverty line determined by the point at which people’s risk of lacking these items sharply increased.


In the findings of the study, published in Poverty in the United Kingdom in 1979, Townsend argued: ‘Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty when they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in the activities and have the living conditions and amenities which are customary, or at least widely encouraged or approved in the societies in which they belong.’35 The 1,200-page book was to have a huge influence on the development of our understanding of poverty.


Townsend’s work, however, had several limitations, the most important of which was that the items chosen were essentially arbitrary. Why these twelve and not others? Personal value judgments –in this case those of Townsend and his colleagues – had been applied in selecting the items for inclusion in the poverty standard, as they had been in the previous history of poverty research.


For Townsend, it was sufficient that the items represented common activities and were widely practised and that deprivation fell as incomes rose. But in selecting these indicators, he had failed to take account of, or relate to, any generally accepted view of ‘need’ or how one might determine it.36 Critics, such as David Piachaud, professor of social policy at the London School of Economics, argued that this was a fundamental weakness that left the term poverty devoid of any ‘moral imperative that something should be done about it’.37


Indeed, without evidence of this ‘imperative’, the relativists risked losing the political argument. Harking back to the earlier attempts at the turn of the century, Sir Keith Joseph, Margaret Thatcher’s first education secretary and one of her main ideological soulmates, argued in 1979 that the needs of the poor should be defined in terms of subsistence needs only. ‘An absolute standard means one defined by reference to the actual needs of the poor and not by reference to the expenditure of those who are not poor. A family is poor if it does not have enough to eat . . . By any absolute standard there is very little poverty in Britain today.’38 It was an influential view and widely held on the political right. To move these arguments on, there needed to be a more robust and defensible method of determining what the ‘actual needs’ of the poor were.


‘The necessary minimum for decency’ – the public’s view


The Breadline Britain methodology – developed for a 1983 ITV television series – set out to establish a firmer basis for deciding what should be seen as ‘needs’, or in Galbraith’s phrase, ‘the necessary minimum for decency’. It did so by setting out to measure the public’s, rather than social scientists’, perception of contemporary needs. This was the first time this had been attempted and meant that public opinion was made the central determinant of a minimum living standard in contemporary Britain. Instead of choosing deprivation indicators, as Townsend had, based simply on what was typical or widespread, this approach sought the views of society as a whole. It asked people to distinguish between items and activities that are ‘necessities’ and ‘those that may be widespread and may be desirable but are not necessities’.39


A nationally representative sample of the population was asked in detail about their views on what constituted an unacceptably low standard of living in that year. Respondents were asked to distinguish which of a list of thirty-five items, broadly representative of living standards, they thought ‘were necessary and which all people should be able to afford and should not have to do without’, and which of them ‘may be desirable but are not necessary’.


The 1983 list was drawn up on the basis of focus group discussions of what is and what is not essential. It included items which covered a cross section of social and personal life, from food, heating and clothing to household goods, transport, leisure and social activities.40 It did not include items which, though likely to be core parts of any conception of poverty, are, in the UK, free at the point of delivery (notably health care and schooling).41 In the survey, twenty-six of the thirty-five items were defined as necessities by more than fifty percent of respondents. 


This approach was then developed in the subsequent surveys – Breadline Britain 1990, and the 1999 and 2012 Poverty and Social Exclusion (PSE). Following focus group discussions, a number of new items and activities to be tested were added to reflect new and changing priorities. For example, a question on fresh fruit and vegetables was added in 1990 and one on being able to take part in sport or exercise in 2012, both reflecting changing emphases on maintaining good health.


Among the later additions have been several questions concerned with household finances. In 1983, perhaps because of a lower dependence on borrowing, these matters were not raised by focus groups participants. In 2012, with growing levels of personal debt, the growing insecurity of earnings, and less support from local and national government for emergencies, the focus group research found ‘that long-term financial security, insurance against risks, and hazard prevention, were key priorities for participants, often reflecting pessimistic assessments of the prospects for future public welfare provision including during retirement’42 Additional questions on financial security were therefore added to the 2012 survey of attitudes to necessities.


The public’s view on the necessities for living in Britain for adults is shown in Figure 2 for each year – 1983, 1990, 1999 and 2012. A more detailed list of child items was first included in the 1999 survey and Figure 3 shows the results for children in 1999 and 2012.43 In both these figures, items above the bold line were classed as necessities in 2012.
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Figure 2: Attitudes to necessities for adults, Britain: 1983, 1990, 1999, 2012


Note: See appendix for sample sizes.
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Figure 3: Attitudes to necessities for children, Britain: 1999 and 2012


 


 


 


The findings show that the public accept that minimum living standards need to reflect contemporary and not past styles of living. They believe that needs do not stand outside society as some kind of timeless given. They not only give high scores to items essential to basic survival such as food and shelter; they also give majority scores to a long list of items beyond these physical needs, from a ‘washing machine’ to, from 1990, a ‘telephone’. Many items chosen as necessities enable people to play a wider social role, including ‘celebrations on special occasions’ and ‘a hobby or leisure activity’.


In all the surveys, the most heavily supported items do relate to what traditionally have been seen as basic needs – shelter, food and clothing. For adults, the top three items in 2012 – ‘heating to warm living areas of the home’, a ‘damp-free home’ and ‘two meals a day’ – all received over ninety percent support. For children, the top three – ‘a warm winter coat’, ‘fresh fruit and vegetables once a day’ and ‘new, properly fitting shoes’ – also all gained more than ninety percent support.


But there were also very high figures in 2012 for a range of social items, including ‘visiting friends/family in hospital’ (ninety percent) and ‘being able to afford to attend a wedding/funeral or other such occasions’ (seventy-eight percent). For children, a wide range of activities rank highly, including ‘child celebration on special occasions’ (ninety-one percent) and a ‘child hobby or leisure activity’ (eighty-nine percent). A number of items relating to financial security now and in the future, such as savings and meeting unexpected costs, also gain majority support. The public accept that measures of poverty should enable people to participate, at least to a degree, in the society in which they live and that they should be able to afford some degree of financial security. They are also more generous towards children than adults: on a like-for-like basis, child items get higher levels of support.44


There are clear limits to this process. The public are highly selective. Only fifteen percent of adults think going to the cinema, theatre or music event once a month is a necessity and only ten percent select a dishwasher. And for children, only eight percent choose an MP3 player or iPod and only six percent designer or brand-name trainers.


The public also endorse the idea that needs change over time. While there is a core group of items and activities considered necessities across all the surveys, a process of revision, deletion, substitution and addition has taken place with some items being replaced by others as tastes and fashions change and as perceptions evolve. As societies get richer, yesterday’s luxuries – from telephones to washing machines – enjoyed first by the few, come to be enjoyed by the many, largely because of rising incomes but also because of falls in their comparative prices. As ownership becomes more widespread, the way we live changes until there comes a point when it is difficult to manage without them. For the most part, such items eventually come to be seen – by the public – as essential to contemporary life.


In 1983, the personal computer was only just becoming available to the everyday consumer. In 1990, it was added to the list of items tested and received only five percent support. In 1999, eleven percent thought it a necessity for adults, though thirty-eight percent thought it necessary for children to have access for homework. By 2012, support for a home computer with internet access for an adult had risen to forty percent, but for children to sixty-six percent – a clear majority. As a single parent from Belfast explained in one of the focus group discussions: ‘I do see it as relative, I mean I’m in the situation at the moment where the twins, they’re both doing their GCSEs . . . What they really need is a laptop each, and ten years ago, fifteen years ago, people would have laughed at you if you said I think I’m poor because I can’t afford laptops for my girls.’45


Some items also drop out as tastes and customs change. The ‘roast joint’, for example – once an important family meal on a Sunday – has become less and less popular: the percentage seeing this (or its vegetarian equivalent) as a necessity has sunk from sixty-seven percent in 1983 to thirty-six percent today.


While there has been a shift in perceptions, sometimes up, sometimes down, the overall trend has roughly followed that of wider living standards.46 Between 1983 and 1999, levels of support for most of the items common to all four years went up, though, because of changing tastes, some fell. However, in the tougher economic climate of the 2012 survey, this upward trend came to a halt with a slight decline in support across a range of items, especially in relation to social and leisure activities. This fall in expectations is in part down to changes in tastes and customs. But it also reflects the harsher economic conditions in 2012, with a significant proportion of the population experiencing a sharp decline in incomes during the economic crisis. According to the Office for National Statistics, median income was no higher in 2012 than in 2001.47
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