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Poverty is the policy journal of the Child Poverty Action
Group. It aims to carry articles and features that will
inform, stimulate and develop the debate on the nature
and causes of poverty in its various forms and on the
action required, especially by governments, to relieve and
ultimately prevent it. Our objective is to publish material
that achieves a high standard of analysis, without
sacrificing clarity or accessibility, to specialist and non-
specialist alike.
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In-work poverty
Tom MacInnes unpicks the latest
statistics

Adding to the shame of poverty
Robert Walker and Elaine Chase examine
the impact of the recent welfare reforms

The poor of the mass media 
Christian Albrekt Larsen describes his
research

Research review 

Poverty watch

Last word

Poverty cannot be reduced to a 

one-dimensional caricature 

As the consultation on the government’s latest three-year child
poverty consultation closes, it seeks to articulate the policies it
sees as reducing poverty, even as it prevaricates over how to
define it. This issue of Poverty explores questions that are
surely important to anyone seeking to reduce poverty, and to
understand it. What does poverty look like? How does it feel?

In his feature, Christian Albrekt Larsen shows how the British
media routinely answers these questions with images of an
undeserving poor, engaged in widespread abuse of the social
security system. Meanwhile, in Sweden and Denmark, where
entitlement is more generous and more universal, such negative
stories are rare. Negative stereotypes and policies that both
play to and reinforce these leave the UK in a vicious circle that
is hard to break.

Robert Walker and Elaine Chase write of how their research,
across a diverse range of countries and places, shows that a
feeling of shame accompanies those living in poverty. This not
only compounds the hardship of poverty, but pushes people in
poverty to go to great lengths to keep up appearances and
often leads to social isolation. The authors find parallels
between today’s landscape and the nineteenth century, when
the Poor Law was reformed to reinforce distinctions between
the deserving and undeserving poor. Stigmatising media and
political discourse is not only immiserating, it also makes
progressive policy reform harder to achieve.

Yet Tom MacInnes’s feature shows the empirical folly of equating
poverty with lack of employment. As he demonstrates, more
than half of people in poverty live in a working household, and
the face of poverty is more likely to be of a family struggling to
get by on low wages or insufficient hours than of one locked
out of work altogether. Demonising people in poverty is no
solution, when the structural causes of the problem are so
complex and multi-faceted. 

Meanwhile, the Smith Institute’s study of poverty in suburbia
shows that, contrary to their reputation as leafy refuges from
the problems of the inner city, the majority of people in poverty
in England and Wales live in the suburbs. With this edition of
Poverty reviewing one research report showing that social
mobility is very hard to achieve against the backdrop of high
inequality, and another that insecurity is spreading throughout
the income spectrum, it is clear that poverty cannot be reduced
to a one-dimensional caricature. 

Poverty has many faces. Increasingly in recent years, people in
poverty are called many names. Discourse and policy on
poverty have been caught together in a downward spiral. Yet
the things that will tackle poverty – secure jobs with decent
wages, affordable housing, childcare and a strong social
security system – are in the interests of us all. The divisive
language employed by the media and politicians is one of the
things keeping us from achieving that. Let us have a virtuous
circle instead.  ■




