
editorial
We must win the battle of attitudes 

What do the benefit cap, tougher conditionality for claimants and
means testing child benefit all have in common? They all hit
families with children hard. And they will all drive up child poverty
in the next five years and beyond. Yet despite this, they are all
highly popular policies, for which the government regularly
receives strong approval ratings.

What should we do as poverty campaigners when the policies
that affect our constituencies so negatively have such widespread
support? With social security already identified as one of the key
battle lines for the next general election, this issue of Poverty
explores the complex question of public attitudes to child poverty,
to benefits and, more broadly, to policies that we know have an
enduring effect on child wellbeing. 

It begins with NatCen’s Liz Clery surveying the evidence from the
British Social Attitudes survey. In her feature, Liz explores how
popular opinion is shaped by both the economic cycle and the
prevailing political discourse. She considers, for example, the way
that attitudes to social security have shifted in recent years –
becoming more negative over time and with no resurgence of
more sympathetic views during the recession as one would
perhaps have expected. Similarly, while the vast majority of the
population continues to object to child poverty in the abstract, the
downturn has not, to date, significantly changed opinions about
the causes of poverty. 

Nigel Stanley from the TUC then picks up the baton and
showcases new polling on social security that he commissioned in
recent months. Once again, there is a clear disconnect between
the high-level attitudes people hold – supporting the principles of
solidarity that underpin the welfare state, for example – and the
hostility that specific benefits or claimants themselves elicit. For
him, this speaks to the age-old ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’
distinction: the majority consider it more important, for example,
that those who abuse the system be punished, than that innocent
claimants are inadvertently deprived of support. 

That many individuals hold complex and often contradictory views
on poverty and social security is clear. The question for activists,
then, is what narratives and approaches unlock the more
progressive elements of people’s attitudes, rather than reinforcing
negative, individualistic accounts of poverty? Barry Knight from
the Webb Memorial Trust has considered this question over the
course of this year as part of a project that meditates on the
theme of ‘the good society’. He concludes that framing the
poverty challenge in terms of lack will always generate negative
attitudes. Instead, what is needed is a positive programme that
fosters respect, tolerance, fairness and security for all. 

What is clear is that the battle for public attitudes is one we have
to win. We must continue to challenge the negative stereotypes
and judgemental comments, the mistruths and misuses of data for
sure. But alongside this, the language we use to explain poverty,
the images we use to illustrate our work, and the frames we
embed our work within must all be analysed to ensure they
resonate with, rather than alienate, the majority.   �
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