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other questions about the nature of poverty and
its causes, and so the solutions to it. If paid
work is to be ‘the best form of welfare’ to end
poverty, then decent wages have to be paid and
the problems which cause people to lose or
leave work need to be tackled. Lisa Harker’s
independent report for the DWP stressed the
particular importance of this for helping prevent
lone mothers from falling back into poverty.3

The high risk of poverty in families with low-paid
workers is considered almost entirely in terms
of the characteristics of the worker – why is he,
and more often she, low-paid? – and rarely in
terms of the work – why is this job low-paid?
Pursuing that second question raises further
questions of appropriate pay. What is it, for
example, about caring for vulnerable people of
any age that leads it to be paid so often at or
below the minimum wage when other work
receives very much more? Not surprisingly,
Harker picked out the ‘undervaluation of [low-
paid service] work and the persistence of the
gender paygap’ as major factors maintaining
poverty in work.4

The low-pay no-pay cycle not only fails to pre-
vent poverty, but its growth imposes long-term
undermining effects on family life and health.5 A
better balance between preventing and reliev-
ing poverty would give higher priority to remov-
ing low pay, very long hours and other
family-unfriendly working conditions.

This requires greater engagement with govern-
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How can we expect to prevent child
poverty better without more decent jobs
with fair wages? 

Preventing child poverty requires we give more
attention to those families who are not in poverty,
and how and why they manage to remain out of
it. The main source of income that keeps most
families out of poverty is their employment:1

In a society where unemployment is accept-
ed, great material and social gaps develop,
resulting in the mutual isolation and alien-
ation of different groups. Any social order not
based on full employment must imply a
restriction of living conditions and a squan-
dering of human resources.

More people are in work today than ever but, at
the same time, more of these workers and their
families are in poverty: two-thirds of children
growing up in poverty have a worker in their
household. We have neglected what Beveridge
said: full employment means jobs ‘at fair wages,
of such a kind, and so located that the unem-
ployed can reasonably be expected to take
them.’2

The dominant ‘work-first’ strategy absorbs too
much attention and deflects us from asking
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ment and also with employers and their associ-
ations, workers and their unions about reason-
able and appropriate reward. We need better
jobs with decent careers and fair wages and
should not just leave it to taxpayers, including
poor ones, to subsidise low-paying employers. 

Higher rates of child poverty and poor pay tend
to go together, and low pay is ‘much more com-
mon in nations where the labour sector is weak,
government does little to manage the economy
in the service of all, and public participation is
less than the case in other countries’.6 Preventive
policies therefore require a broad, structural
strategy that connects economic, industrial,
environmental and social policy with  specific
attention to poverty.7 This is a particular chal-
lenge, given the need to develop preventive
policies that work with and support the neces-
sary transition to a sustainable economy that
achieves a fairer prosperity without growth.8

Remarkably little attention has been given to
how these might be most effectively combined.  

How can we expect to improve poverty
prevention without strengthening the
preventive powers of the welfare state?

The generosity of the welfare state is the
dominant cause of how much poverty exists
in affluent Western democracies.9

This is how David Brady concludes that many
countries ‘socialise the responsibility of pre-
venting citizens from being poor’ much more
successfully than others in his comparative
study of the experience of 18 ‘rich democra-
cies’ over more than 30 years.10 Similarly, in her
analysis of the European Union, Bea Cantillon
finds that:11

… rich, high employment countries where
social spending is low end up with high
poverty. This leads to the conclusion that, if it
is possible to attain a low risk of poverty with-
out substantial spending, it has not yet been
demonstrated. 

Countries with lower rates of poverty tend to
have maintained universal systems with more
effective preventive strategies. Good benefits
are needed to prevent families falling into
poverty when earnings are interrupted or cease:
a decent level of benefits enables people to
cope and to plan more easily when faced with
uncertainty and all the other problems of the
loss of earnings.12 Total income support should
be set above the poverty line and in accordance
with established minimum income standards to
ensure that ‘every citizen willing to serve

according to [their] powers has at all times an
income sufficient to meet [their] responsibili-
ties’.13 Good and accessible social services are
also a necessary part of an effective welfare
state. High-quality childcare and support for
those with disabilities, for example, play an
important part in preventing, as well as reduc-
ing, poverty. Limited alleviation of need for
those seen as most deserving and poor servic-
es not only fail to prevent the growth of poverty,
they deepen and exacerbate it.

The preventive value of a decent social security
system, automatically stabilising demand, help-
ing to maintain consumer spending and so
employment, is considerable and must not be
neglected as it has been. By contrast, cutting
basic benefits only undermines other strategies
to boost the economy, in addition to adding to
poverty and weakening communities.

How can we expect to strengthen the
preventive powers of the welfare state
without spending more on it?
In one of the richest countries in the world we
are constantly told that there is no money, and
‘austerity’ policies demand less public spend-
ing. We have allowed a halving of the analysis of
redistribution: who contributes to it and how are
just as important questions as who benefits
from it and how.14 We need progressive redistri-
bution, but the total tax system has long been
‘resolutely proportional’.15 In fact, the propor-
tionate contribution of the poorest fifth is mar-
ginally larger (36.4 per cent) than that of the
richest fifth (35.4 per cent).16 The regressive
impact of council and indirect taxes on those in
or very close to poverty is considerable (31.8
per cent for the poorest fifth, 12.6 per cent for
the richest). This is rarely mentioned, while
much is made of the large proportion of income
tax paid by the top few per cent of taxpayers.
The absurd result is that those on low incomes
contribute at least as big a share of their income
to the welfare state, defence and everything
else as the richest do.

How can we adequately finance a welfare state
when the main way of funding it, at best, main-
tains inequalities, undoing much of the progres-
sive work and depriving it of resources needed
to strengthen its preventive impact? It is partic-
ularly relevant, but little known, that a major
cause of the revenue loss to public welfare is
through a regressive siphoning off to private
welfare for those already well protected against
poverty. This largely invisible support through
large tax reliefs and generous occupational wel-
fare and pensions with their own tax privileges
goes largely to the better-off, and the best-off in
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particular – an upside-down tax welfare state. 

The top tenth of the top 1 per cent of taxpayers
has 36 times as much income as the average,
but gains 86 times as much through beneficial
tax reliefs.17 The losses from these not only limit
publicly funded support for the rest of the pop-
ulation, including the poorest, who lack these
‘fringe benefits’, but may even push their tax
contributions up if public services are not to 
be cut.

In addition, corporate sleight-of-hand in taxa-
tion with and without tax havens enables com-
panies and many of their senior staff to reduce
their contribution to the common wealth of
countries even more. Even official estimates put
the tax gap at very many times the benefits gap
– maybe, £30 billion to £1 billion (and that
ignores the benefit take-up gap). The Tax Justice
Network shows how much more revenue could
be raised without increasing tax rates by clos-
ing loopholes and restricting reliefs.

How can we expect to prevent child
poverty better without significant
reductions in economic inequality?
The widening and persistence of social and
economic inequalities combined with declining
social mobility handicap policies to prevent and
reduce child poverty. In forty years, the basic
benefit for those out of work has fallen 50 per
cent behind average earnings while the total
remuneration of the FTSE 100 top executives
has risen by at least 1,000 per cent. To make a
major impact on child poverty we must recog-
nise that ‘the welfare state is only a way of
redistributing some income without interfering
with the causes of its maldistribution’.18

Even the Managing Director of the International
Monetary Fund acknowledges the importance
of greater equality:19

Excessive inequality is corrosive to growth
[and] to society… the economics profession
and the policy community have downplayed
inequality for too long… a more equal distri-
bution of income allows for more economic
stability, more sustained economic growth,
and healthier societies with stronger bonds
of cohesion and trust.

So more work needs to be done in analysing
and tackling the broader, structural factors
upstream, ‘the major drivers of poverty, such as
high levels of wage and wealth inequality’20

which undermine preventive policies. 

‘Where poverty is widespread… there has been

a failure to institutionalize equality’.21 Measures
to promote greater equality across all groups
can help to prevent and tackle the greater risk
of poverty, and long-term poverty. Despite some
improvements, women’s concentration in low-
paid part-time jobs through occupational segre-
gation and lack of affordable childcare continues
‘to make them more vulnerable to poverty and
also make it more difficult for them to establish
themselves in secure, well-paid employment
that protects them from falling back into pover-
ty even when in work.’22 More, therefore, needs
to be done to construct a broad equality agen-
da within which specific goals of preventing and
reducing child poverty can be achieved.

Before World War One, Richard Tawney pointed
out: ‘What thoughtful rich people call the prob-
lem of poverty, thinking poor people call, with
equal justice, the problem of riches.’ Most pro-
posals to tackle inequality focus on lifting the
lowest incomes closer to the middle. Much
could be achieved by moving closer to full
employment, higher minimum wages, more on
or above the living wage and effective collective
bargaining.23 But can we make a major impact
on preventing poverty without narrowing the
whole income range?

‘To recognise inequality as the problem’ rather
than poverty ‘involves recognising the need for
structural change, for sacrifices by the majority’
and acknowledging ‘the limits of conventional
welfare.’24 We need to tackle ‘the elaborate hier-
archy of wealth and esteem, of which poverty is
an integral part’.25 Action on inequality needs to
‘close the opportunity gap’ all the way to the
top, reducing the powers of those in control,
which has been little challenged so far.26

How can we make the breakthrough to
a close and sustained engagement with
the greater and better prevention of
child poverty?
We have to break the political power of the divi-
sive propaganda of ‘we the people, the taxpay-
ers’, the givers, and ‘them the poor’, the takers.
‘Povertyism’ works27 and has become a signifi-
cant barrier to giving greater attention to broad-
er strategies of prevention, and even facilitated
their undermining. It is easier to cut benefits and
services for those that the rest of society has
been encouraged to regard as ‘undeserving’.
Diverting attention from the processes that trap
families in poverty reinforces the shame of
poverty and the harm that does to families
caught in poverty. ‘The principle of dignity of
treatment lies at the heart of a healthy society
and a fair and effective social security system’.28

We need to challenge the punitive, stigmatising
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and shaming tactics that close off discussion of
prevention with adequate benefits, decent
wages and greater take-up, and instead focus
on individual fault despite the powerful evi-
dence of much research.29 The Poverty
Alliance’s Stick your Labels campaign,
launched three years ago after all leaders of the
political parties in Scotland signed a declaration
against stigmatising those in poverty and on
benefits, continues to thrive and collect exam-
ples of political and media manipulation. But we
need to go beyond the defensive and argue for
developing better processes that protect all
families against poverty.

What would a society without child
poverty be like? 
This has been asked all too seldom and pur-
sued even less. One essential part of any
answer has to be more and better preventing of
poverty. Otherwise, Beveridge’s judgement of
the late 1930s is as valid today:30

Abolition of want… was easily within the eco-
nomic resources of the community; want was
a needless scandal due to not taking the
trouble to prevent it.

We need more and better jobs with fair wages
and an end to the low-pay no-pay poverty cycle.
We need a strong, robust welfare state with
good benefits and high-quality services that
prevents people from falling into poverty, a
social security system strong enough to act as
an automatic stabiliser, economic and social, to
prevent further job loss and exclusion – the
opposite of one being constantly cut that adds
to the problems. This requires fairer and more
effective taxation.

Without more upstream policies to tackle eco-
nomic inequality, downstream support meas-
ures will continue to be swamped. Structural
changes are needed to tackle structural prob-
lems and prevent the preservation and rein-
forcement of power in a class-fractured society.
We need to make a strong case for prevention,
as well as vigorously defending against blaming
and shaming those on benefits and in poverty.

Without more and better prevention, poverty
will only spread and deepen.  ■
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