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IN OUR NEW BOOK, Breadline Britain: the rise of 
mass poverty, we chart the rise in poverty in 
Britain over the last three decades through

four large scale surveys – the ‘Breadline Britain’
surveys of 1983 and 1990 and the subsequent
‘Poverty and Social Exclusion’ (PSE) surveys of
1999 and 2012. These surveys measure the
level of poverty and deprivation using the pub-
lic’s views on what is an unacceptable standard
in contemporary Britain. Respondents are asked
which of a long list of items and social activities,
from a basic diet and minimum housing decency
to a number of personal and household goods
and leisure and social activities, they consider
to be essential for living in Britain today. 

This method 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. This is the nearest we have to a demo-
cratic definition of poverty and is a method that
has now been applied across a wide range of
low-, middle- and high- income nations, from
Japan, Australia and the member states of the
European Union to South Africa, Vietnam and
Bangladesh. It is a standard that has support
from all groups in society, across different social
classes, gender, age and, significantly, political
affiliation. 

Although the debate on whether poverty is
absolute or relative – whether it should be
based on past or contemporary standards –
continues to rage, the Breadline Britain/PSE
surveys conclusively show that the public take
a clear relativist view of poverty. They identify as

A divided Britain

Britain has a poor record on poverty.

While overall wealth in Britain has

doubled over the last three decades, child

poverty today is much higher than it was

a generation ago and much higher than in

most other rich countries. Moreover, even

though unemployment has been falling

recently, most experts predict that, driven

by an increasingly fragile jobs market, the

continuing rise of insecure work and a

much weaker safety net, poverty levels

will continue to rise over the next few

years. As a new government begins its

term, Stewart Lansley and Joanna Mack

present a picture of a divided Britain.

Figure 1: The rise in poverty, 1983–2012: households lacking 3 or more

neceesities
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600,000 children over 10 (11 per cent of children)
share bedrooms with a sibling of a different sex.

Going backwards
Moreover, deprivation has risen for children in
absolute terms since 1999 across a wide range
of aspects of life (Table 1). For three-quarters of
the publicly defined necessities for children
which were common to 1999 and 2012, depri-
vation levels are higher today than in 1999
(Table 1). For some items, the increase has been
sharp: in 1999, 2 per cent of children could not
afford a school trip once a term; by 2012 it was

necessities items that reflect contemporary and
not past styles of living. People understand
poverty as dependent on the society in which
they live, and that needs extend beyond the
basics of food and shelter. The public endorse
the idea that in contemporary Britain, no child
should, for example, be prevented from going
on a school trip because her/his parents cannot
afford it and that children need access to a
computer with internet for homework.

The four surveys show that the number of poor
– as measured by the standard of the time – has
been rising from just over one in six in 1983 to
nearly one in three today (see Figure 1). 

Moreover, while the proportions of households
lacking some of the most basic of these publicly
defined necessities dropped between 1983 and
1990, they subsequently started to rise again,
particularly from the millennium (Figure 2). Three
times as many households could not afford to
heat their home adequately in 2012 than in 1990
and five times as many live in a damp home.
Overcrowding has also risen sharply in recent
years with the proportion of households with
children over 10 having to share a bedroom up
from 3 per cent in 1999 to 9 per cent in 2012.
Today, 2.6 million children (one in five) live in a
home which is cold or damp, with 600,000 in a
home which is both cold and damp, while

Table 1: Children lacking items and activities seen as necessities in 1999 and 2012, Britain

Percentage of children 
going without because  

family cannot afford item 

Child necessities 01999 02012
0% 0%

Warm winter coat 02 01

Fresh fruit or veg at least once a day 02 03

New properly fitting shoes 02 04

Three meals a day 01 01

Garden or outdoor space to play in safely 04 05

Child celebration or special occasions 04 01

Books at home suitable for their ages 00 02

Meat, fish or vegetarian equivalent at least once a day 04 03

Child hobby or leisure activity 03 06

Enough bedrooms for every child aged 10+ of a different sex to have their own room 03 11

Some new not second-hand clothes 03 04

Outdoor leisure equipment, such as roller skates, skateboards, football, etc 03 06

At least four pairs of trousers, leggings, jeans or jogging bottoms 03 05

Going away on a school trip at least once a term 02 08

Child holiday away from home for at least one week per year 22 26

Construction toys (like Lego, Duplo etc) 03 05

Note: percentages of 1 per cent or under are based on small sample sizes.

Figure 2: The return of poor housing and inadequate heating

12

10

8

6

4

2

0

Can’t afford adequate 
heating in home

1983

Living in a damp home Don’t have enough 
bedrooms

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

o
f 

ho
us

eh
o

ld
s 

1990 1999 2012



8 Poverty 151 

feature A divided britain

five of whom are in work) are also likely to suf-
fer multiple, related problems as well, from
damaged health, fragile finances and declining
work and housing opportunities. 

As shown in Figure 3, 59 per cent of those who
lack three or more necessities say their health is
affected in some way (from ‘slightly’ to ‘a lot’) by
their situation and 73 per cent have at least one
financial problem (that is, from struggling to
keep up with their bills or have fallen behind, to
borrowing to meet day to day needs). In addi-
tion, half of this group suffer four or more of the
standard 12 indicators of stress, anxiety and
depression used in government surveys, a cut-
off widely taken as an indicator of poor mental
health. Those who lack control over their lives,
and sense this lack of control, pay the cost in
poor mental health.

Even those with moderate levels of material
deprivation, those who lack one or two items,
are more likely to face a range of other disad-
vantages. Thus, a fifth of those lacking one item
and a fifth of those lacking two say their health
is affected in some way, a quarter of those lack-
ing one item and 41 per cent of those lacking
two has one or more financial problems, and a
quarter of those lacking one and nearly a third
of those lacking two have poor mental health. 

In sharp contrast, those lacking none of the
necessities are much less likely to experience
other disadvantages. There is a clear gap
between the experience of the 47 per cent of
the population who have all the necessities and
the 53 per cent who lack at least one, and espe-
cially those who lack three or more. Wider dis-
advantage in Britain is heavily concentrated
among those who are also materially deprived. 

The changing face of poverty
One of the most significant trends over the last
thirty years has been a sea-change in the
groups most at risk of poverty. Despite claims
by the 2010–15 coalition government and much
of the media about a lack of personal responsi-
bility driving poverty, the most striking shift has
been the rise of poverty among those in work. In
1983, just over a third of those in deprivation
poverty (lacking three or more necessities) were
in a household where the ‘head’ was in full- or
part-time work. Today, the equivalent figure is
just above 60 per cent.

Over this period, poverty rates among pension-
ers have fallen, but have risen sharply for fami-
lies with children. Overall, adults in households
with children have an above average risk of

8 per cent. Those unable to take part in a hobby
or leisure activity is up from 3 to 6 per cent. 

This rise in child deprivation is despite the
lengths that many adults go to protect their chil-
dren. It has been a constant finding over the
years that parents prioritise their children’s
needs. Thus, as the pressures on people’s living
standards have mounted, more are skimping on
food so that others in the household – nearly
always children – have enough to eat. This fig-
ure has doubled since 1983, from 13 to 28 per
cent. Within families there is an intra-household
distribution in favour of children, so while over-
all poverty rates for children are around 30 per
cent, around half of children live in households
in which adults are deprived. 

But despite these sacrifices by parents, the
findings present a bleak picture of the lives of
many children in the UK today. Four million chil-
dren (one in three) miss out on at least one of
the family activities of holidays, day trips and
celebrations on special occasions, while 1.6
million school-aged children (nearly one in five)
lack at least one of the necessities seen as crucial
to children’s education and development – that
is, books, a space to study, indoor (educational)
games, construction toys (such as Lego), a PC
and internet for homework, and school trips.

A divided Britain
These findings reveal just how divided Britain
has become. While affluence, comfort and an
array of choice is the norm for many sections of
society, daily hardship and struggle is the lot of
a large and growing cluster of the population.
Those households lacking three or more pub-
licly-defined necessities (more than three out of

The most striking

shift has been the

rise of poverty

among those in work

Figure 3: Material deprivation and other harms, UK 2012
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being poor. Forty per cent of couples with one or
two children are in poverty, rising to 48 per cent
for those with three or more children, compared
with 30 per cent for households overall and just
over 14 per cent for those who are retired.
Couples with children are nearly twice as likely
to be in poverty as those without children. 

Lone parents face a particularly high risk, with
67 per cent of lone parents in poverty. While the
majority of lone parents are in work, managing
full-time work and childcare is increasingly
problematic. Childcare is increasingly expen-
sive and the help through the benefits system is
tapered. Children in families with a disabled adult
are also more likely to be deprived and to miss
out on key necessities. For example, children
who do not have new, properly fitting shoes or
only have second-hand clothes are over seven
times more likely to live in a household where
one of the adults has a long-standing illness or
disability. Disability benefits underestimate the
costs of living with disabilities and this impacts
on the children in such families.

While large families and lone parents are at
greater risk of poverty, claims that large families
and the breakup of families are a major cause of
the problem are misplaced. Most children in
poverty live with both parents, are in families
with one or two children and have at least one
person in the household in full-time work. 

What has gone wrong?
Since the 1980s, the gains from growth have
come to increasingly bypass the poorest, while
the great interlocking social and economic
upheavals of the last thirty years, many of them
politically imposed, have played havoc with pay
and life chances for a rising proportion of the
workforce. Britain now stands in second place,
behind the United States, in the low pay league
of rich nations. Moreover, since the millennium,
while top income groups have continued to get
richer, low and middle income households have,
on average, faced sharp falls in living standards.
Stagnant and deteriorating incomes, aggravated
by rising rents and food prices, have not only
boosted deprivation levels, they have made it
more difficult for families to build the reserves
and resilience necessary to cope with harder
times. The 2012 survey found that a third of
households cannot afford to put aside even a
small sum for savings for a rainy day, with
sharply rising proportions unable to cope with
emergencies. This has made even those above
the poverty threshold more vulnerable to slip-
ping below it and forcing increasing numbers
into borrowing just to get by. 

These problems have been compounded too by
the shrinking of housing opportunities for many,
and the deliberate shift in the burden of eco-
nomic and social risks from the state and employ-
ers to the individual. People have increasingly
been left to cope for themselves at the very time
when insecurity and uncertainty have been on
the rise and the opportunities to meet rising
aspirations have been more firmly capped. 

Britain has been moving closer and closer to
the American model, with extreme affluence sit-
ting aside growing and deepening hardship,
with the poorest facing a declining prospect of
progressing beyond the barest of living stan-
dards. Economic growth is now, remarkably,
associated with rising, rather than falling, hard-
ship for a significant and growing minority.
Indeed, a high level of poverty is now endemic
to the British economic and social model, driv-
en by increasingly limited job opportunities,
punitive policies towards the poor themselves
and an economic system that allows the richest
to colonise a disproportionate share of eco-
nomic growth. 

The 1997–2010 Labour government did make
tackling poverty a priority – culminating in the
2010 Child Poverty Act, passed with cross-
party support. But it did so largely through more
generous and wide-ranging tax credits, rather
than tackling inequalities at source, leaving the
social security system with both a much bigger
job – to help compensate for the widening gap
– and the improvements vulnerable to future
reverses. Indeed, while the parties to the last
coalition government supported the Act, they
distanced themselves from it in government,
effectively abandoning its targets and disown-
ing the principles on which it was based. On
coming to office, the child benefit rate was
frozen from April 2011 to be followed by wide-
ranging – and much harsher – reforms to the
benefits system. With the new Conservative
government planning to cut a further – as yet
unspecified – £12 billion a year from the welfare
budget by 2017/18, yet more serious hardship
for many of the most vulnerable is set to rise.

How can poverty be tackled?
Ultimately, reversing the rising poverty tide and
reducing it to the levels found in the most suc-
cessful nations requires policies that ensure the
poorest receive a higher share of the national
cake by tackling directly the roots of Britain’s
increasingly low paid and divided economy.
This, in turn, requires a radical shift in the polit-
ical mindset, one that stops pinning the blame
on the poor themselves, that accepts that
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education, to all of society. To tackle the high
rates of poverty in households with children it
needs to be increased. 

There is nothing inevitable about condemning
such a large proportion of the population and so
many children to a life with few opportunities
and low incomes. Levels of deprivation and
poverty are, ultimately, down to decisions on
the way the economic cake is divided, on how
the fruits of economic growth are shared and a
recognition of the importance of social spend-
ing to ensure decent opportunities for all. Other
choices are possible.  ■

Stewart Lansley is a visiting fellow at the University of
Bristol and Joanna Mack was the Open University’s lead
on the Poverty and Social Exclusion research study. They
are the authors of Breadline Britain: the rise of mass poverty,
Oneworld, London 2015 (RRP £9.99) 
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poverty is driven by an accumulated reduction
in opportunities, pay and life chances. It means
tackling core inequalities in the workplace and
reducing the extent of low pay.

In addition, countries with lower rates of poverty
typically have higher rates of social investment
in services – from education and training for
those with low qualifications to more universal
childcare provision – that enable people to
improve their life chances and thereby reduce
the numbers on benefit, especially those in
receipt for long periods. Higher levels of social
spending (including in social housing) are need-
ed and, to fund this spending, a more progres-
sive tax system – bearing more heavily on the
rich – along with a war on exploding personal
and corporate tax avoidance. 

Progress also requires a reformed social security
system. The growth of means-testing – a strat-
egy followed by all political parties – reflects a
combination of the need to mitigate the impact
of the rise in inequality and an increased prefer-
ence for targeting as a way of keeping costs
down. This is turning social support into an
increasingly residual service, pitting ‘them’
(those receiving) against ‘us’ (those paying). A
more effective strategy would require a greater
emphasis on universalism as a way of promot-
ing wellbeing for all, not just the poor, with the
risks and costs that can be encountered
through life – from raising a family to disability to
greater infirmity in old age – collectively shared.
Child benefit is a benefit not just to the recipi-
ents and their children but, like universal free




