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This briefing is designed to support organisations with an interest in child poverty to respond to the Work and 
Pensions Committee inquiry on children in poverty: measurement and targets. The deadline for responses to this 
inquiry is 25 February. 
 
This briefing is structured around some of the questions being asked by the committee, and provides a summary 
of the policy background, CPAG’s view on some of the key issues of interest to the Committee, and some relevant 
research and evidence that may be helpful when drafting your response. This briefing draws on the CPAG 
publication 2020 Vision: ending child poverty for good. This book provides further information on child poverty 
measurements and targets that you may find useful. It is important to note that this briefing does not cover every 
question being asked by the Committee (particularly those questions on cross-government working) so please 
read the call for evidence before submitting your response.  
 
It is worth noting that this inquiry is the first stage in a series of Work and Pensions Committee inquiries on child 
poverty. In future the Committee is planning to look at: how well the social security system is working for children; 
the experiences of children whose parents have no recourse to public funds; the support available from the 
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) for working parents; and support for separated families. 
 
References to government throughout this briefing refer to the UK government, unless specified.  
 

1. How should child poverty be measured and defined?  
 
There is no universally agreed upon definition of poverty. Most definitions include something about lacking the 
financial resources to meet a basic standard of living, relative to what is commonplace in society. A widely used 
definition is that of leading sociologist (and co-founder of CPAG) Peter Townsend: 
 

"Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty when they lack resources to 
obtain the type of diet, participate in the activities and have the living conditions and amenities which are 
customary, or at least widely encouraged and approved, in the societies in which they belong." 
 

https://committees.parliament.uk/work/953/children-in-poverty-measurement-and-targets/
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/2020-Vision-ending-child-poverty-for-good.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/call-for-evidence/372/children-in-poverty-measurement-and-targets/
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However, even after accepting the above definition as suitable, it is hard to come up with any one measure that 
will fully capture the extent and depth of poverty. It is therefore worth asking, before deciding the details, what do 
you want poverty measures to do? Some desirable features include to: 
 

1. Reflect expectations of what constitutes a basic standard of living at that point in time; 
2. Be comparable over time; 
3. Examine the extent and depth of poverty; 
4. Examine regional, national and international differences;  
5. Hold the government to account. 

 
Below we outline some of the different measures of poverty. It is important to say that all of these measures can 
be helpful for understanding child poverty, in different ways, but we must be alert to the temptation to use the 
measure that is most favourable to a particular agenda. This is something governments (both left and right) have a 
track record of doing. 
 
Relative Poverty 
Relative poverty measures reflect what constitutes a basic standard of living at a given point in time. However, 
there are different ways to measure what a basic standard of living is. One way is to ask the public what 
goods/services households currently need to reach a basic standard of living and then work out how much income 
is needed to purchase these items. This is the approach taken by the Minimum Income Standard (MIS).1 Over time 
the level of income needed to reach this standard has risen, as the public’s expectations have risen. While this 
method has some advantages, some drawbacks are (1) the basket of goods can be slow to update and (2) changes 
over time can be hard to interpret. 
 
Another method is to say that what constitutes a basic standard of living depends on how prosperous the country 
is. There are different prosperity measures we could use, but a commonly used measure is to have the poverty 
line as a share (more on what the share should be later) of median income. This allows us to track how well people 
are doing financially, compared to other people in their society now.  
 
When the economy grows, median income generally grows, as do people’s expectations of what constitutes a 
basic standard of living. The key benefits of using a relative income measure are that it is quick to update (and 
project going forward), and changes over time can be easily interpreted. It also better reflects the resources 
available to the government - if median income is growing it is likely that tax revenues are rising. 
 
A drawback to using median income measures is that in short-term recessions poverty generally falls, as median 
income falls, while expectations of a basic standard of living may not, due to expectations of future economic 
growth. However, over the medium term this should cancel out, as in the recovery period strong growth in 
median household income means it effectively catches back up with expectations.  
 
Absolute Poverty 
Absolute poverty measures fix the poverty line at a certain level of income or basket of goods – they then 
measure over time the number of households who meet this fixed standard of living. An absolute poverty 

                                                           
1 Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Minimum Income Standards, 2020  

https://www.jrf.org.uk/income-benefits/minimum-income-standards
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measure, alongside other poverty measures, can be useful for understanding poverty, however the current 
government tend to look at absolute poverty in isolation. This is worrying for two reasons: 

1. Nearly all definitions of poverty make reference to having the financial resources to participate in society 
today – not society years ago; and 

2. They are not effective at holding the government to account. The key driver of absolute poverty rates is 
economic growth, which the government has limited control over.  

 
In effect, absolute poverty measures provide a warning and can show if real living standards are actually falling, 
but other than that do not accurately reflect contemporary living standards. Therefore, they should only be used 
with caution and in conjunction with other relative measures. 
 
Extent/Depth of Poverty 
No one measure is going to capture both the extent and depth of poverty. The UK government, the European 
Union, and many other countries use 60 per cent of median income as their poverty threshold. This is lower than 
the level of income needed to reach MIS, but higher than some other countries which use 50 per cent of median 
income.  
 
A better approach would be to look at more than one threshold, as the depth of poverty (i.e. how far households 
are from a basic standard of living) is also an important factor. This can be measured by looking at lower 
thresholds (eg, 50 per cent, 40 per cent) or by looking at the poverty gap, which measures how far below the 
poverty line the average household in poverty is. This is important when deciding on government policies to tackle 
child poverty. For example, removing the benefit cap would have a small effect on lifting families out of poverty 
completely, but would have a large effect on the depth of poverty that families affected by the cap are living in. 
This is because most capped households are living in deep poverty, so removing the cap would still mean most 
households are in poverty but they would be closer to reaching a basic standard of living, and a level where they 
could move out of poverty.  
 
Housing Costs 
Another feature of poverty measurement is whether to look at the rate before (BHC) or after housing costs (AHC). 
The key benefits of AHC measures are that they more accurately reflect disposable income (how much families 
have to live on when certain non-negotiable expenses have been met). They also capture large regional variations 
in housing costs, which is important to consider when thinking about government policy to tackle child poverty. 
For example, in London, high housing costs are a major driver of child poverty.  
 
Other Measures 
In recent years, child poverty measures used by the government have changed (see Q.2). We have also seen the 
development of other poverty measures, including the measurement used by the Social Metrics Commission 
(SMC).  
 
The SMC measure of poverty it at its heart an income-based measure of poverty:  
 

The Commission decided to focus its measure of poverty on the extent to which the material resources that 
someone has available to them now are sufficient to meet the needs that they currently have.2  

                                                           
2 Social Metrics Commission, A New Measure of Poverty for the UK: a summary of the report by the Social Metrics Commission, 2018 

https://socialmetricscommission.org.uk/
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In contrast to current income measures, the SMC measures adjust for factors such as financial assets (including 
savings), and additional unavoidable costs such as the costs of disability. These factors are important 
considerations when trying to understand household income.  
 
The SMC measure can add to our understanding of child poverty, but it should not be considered a replacement 
for pre-existing measures. The current income measures reported by the government are simple and well 
established, there is a long history of tracking this data over time, and importantly this data is accessible. It is also, 
to a greater extent, internationally comparable.  
 

2. The measures of child poverty changed in 2016. What has the impact of those changes been? 
 
Four key income-based measures of child poverty were set out in the Child Poverty Act 2010. These measures 
were: 

 a relative low income measure; 

 an absolute low income measure; 

 a combined low income and material deprivation measure; and 

 a “persistent poverty” measure.  
 
In 2016, as part of a package of reforms introduced in the Welfare Reform and Work Act, the government decided 
to remove income-based and material deprivation indicators and targets of child poverty, and to monitor instead 
indicators of household worklessness and educational attainment at 16. After much opposition, the government 
agreed to continue publishing the income-based measures from the Child Poverty Act (Household Below Average 
Income statistics, published annually). However, formal reporting to parliament now focuses on the newer 
measures of worklessness and educational attainment. 
 
The government’s rationale for focusing on these new measures was that more attention needs to be paid to the 
‘root causes’ of poverty. While it is important to understand factors that may be a cause or consequence of 
poverty, neither worklessness nor educational attainment are measures of poverty. As outlined above, poverty is 
about the financial resources available to a household to meet their needs at any given time. Research 
demonstrates that child poverty measures that focus on income and material deprivation have broad based 
support from a wide range of audiences including academic researchers, local authorities, children’s organisations 
and frontline services.3  
 

3. What were the advantages and disadvantages of having a set of targets for reducing child poverty? 
 
It is generally accepted that targets can be an effective way of ensuring governments take action on issues of 
concern. They can also be helpful for holding government to account if these targets are not met. The UK 
government had a set of targets to tackle child poverty, introduced by the Labour government as part of their 
strategy to tackle child poverty. These targets, which were enshrined in the Child Poverty Act,4 can be summarised 
as follows: 
 

                                                           
3 K Stewart and N Roberts, ‘Child Poverty Measurement in the UK: Assessing Support for the Downgrading of Income‑Based Poverty 
Measures’,  Social Indicators Research, 142, 2018, pp523-542 
4 Child Poverty Act 2010  

http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/87474/7/Stewart-Roberts2018_Article_ChildPovertyMeasurementInTheUK.pdf
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/87474/7/Stewart-Roberts2018_Article_ChildPovertyMeasurementInTheUK.pdf
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 Relative low income: a target of less than 10 per cent of children living in households with an income that 
is below 60 per cent of the median.  

 Combined low income and material deprivation: a combined target of less than five per cent of children 
living in households with an income that is below 70 per cent of the median, and experiencing material 
deprivation – the inability to afford goods and activities that are typical in society.  

 Absolute low income: a target of less than five per cent of children living in households with an income 
that is below 60 per cent of the median, with changes to the value of money since April 1st 2010 taken 
into account.  

 Persistent poverty: a target of less than seven per cent of children living in households with an income that 
is below 60 per cent of the median, for at least three out of a four-year period. 

 
The Child Poverty Act, including all targets, was abolished in 2016. There is strong evidence to show that the child 
poverty strategy enacted under the UK government between 1997-2010 - of which targets were a central part - 
was extremely effective at lifting children out of poverty. Over one million children were lifted out of poverty 
during this period, the largest reduction in an OECD country between the mid 90s and 2008.5 See Q.4 for further 
analysis of the impact of removing such targets. 
 
There is of course a debate to be had about what the ‘right’ targets are, and there are some audiences that 
believe that the targets outlined above place too much of a focus on income, which encourages policy solutions to 
poverty that focus solely on income. However, as outlined above, poverty is about household income, therefore 
policy solutions that do not focus on income are unlikely to address child poverty effectively.  
 

4. What has been the effect of removing from law the targets in place between 2010 and 2016? 
 
Without targets, very little co-ordinated action to tackle child poverty has taken place, and child poverty has risen. 
Child poverty has been rising steadily since 2012, helped in large part by huge cuts to social security which have 
hit low-income families with children the hardest. It is difficult to imagine that advancing such aggressive cuts to 
the social security budget would have been possible if targets for reducing child poverty had remained in place. It 
is predicted that by 2023/24, whether or not the £20 uplift in universal credit and working tax credit is kept, the 
number of children living in poverty (after housing costs) will be the highest since records began (4.4 million with 
the uplift kept, 4.7 million without).6 
 
Having specific, measurable targets to reduce child poverty makes a difference to child poverty levels. This has 
been evidenced by the removal of targets at a UK level, but also by the fact that other countries looking to take 
action on child poverty make targets a central part of their plan. In 2017, the Scottish parliament passed the Child 
Poverty (Scotland) Act, with unanimous support across the political spectrum. The Act includes clear targets to 
reduce child poverty by 2030. Alongside these targets, the Scottish government must produce delivery plans 
setting out how the targets will be met, and report annually on progress. The first delivery plan (2018-22) set out a 
programme of action to address income from employment, income from social security, and the cost of living – all 
key to child poverty levels.7 Policies include Best Start grants for low-income families, a school clothing grant, the 

                                                           
5 A Garnham, ‘Progress Made and Policy in Retreat’, in J Tucker (ed), 2020 Vision: ending child poverty for good, Child Poverty Action Group, 
2020 
6 M Brewer, A Corllet, K Handscomb and D Tomlinson, The Living Standards Outlook 2021, Resolution Foundation, 2021 
7 J Dickie, ‘Learning from Scotland?’, in J Tucker (ed), 2020 Vision: ending child poverty for good, Child Poverty Action Group, 2020 
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new Scottish child payment for low-income families, and an expansion of early learning and childcare. A clear 
example of ‘what gets measured, gets done.’ 
 

5. What is the impact of child poverty? How can we best measure the impact? 
 

There is a large body of evidence highlighting the negative impacts of child poverty. Children in poverty have much 
lower educational outcomes as well as worse health.8 When children in poverty get to adulthood, they have 
worse-paying jobs, poorer health and lower life expectancy.9 The difference in outcomes between those in and 
not in poverty is sizable, whatever the chosen metrics. A more open question is what can be done to reduce the 
gap in child outcomes caused by poverty, i.e. what can be done to improve the educational, health and economic 
outcomes of those who grow up in poverty? 
 
It is notoriously difficult to identify the impact of policies in childhood on childhood outcomes, let alone later-life 
outcomes. However, there is a growing body of literature which examines the effect of policy reforms to get good 
estimates of these impacts.10 These studies find investing in children (through increased spending on 
benefits/healthcare/education) leads to large short-term and long-term impacts. Increased spending on benefits 
leads to better educational outcomes, higher-paying jobs in adulthood and longer, healthier lives. The single factor 
that offers a causal explanation for differences in outcome is income.  
 

6. What links can be established for children between financial hardship, educational under-achievement, 
family breakdown and worklessness? 

 
Educational under-achievement 
Poverty at home is the strongest statistical predictor of how well a child will achieve in school.11 Evidence suggests 
that these outcomes are both a result of direct deprivation (eg, inadequate housing, difficulties providing healthy 
food, and less ability to afford books, computers and extracurricular activities) and the effect that coping with 
poverty has on parents’ mental health (eg stress and anxiety).12 There is also evidence to show that increased 
children’s benefits lead to better academic performance, demonstrating the strong link between financial 
hardship and educational under-achievement.13 The current government approach to this issue - of using 
educational under-achievement as an indicator of poverty, but not recognising the causal relationship between 
family income levels and educational outcomes – is seriously flawed. It ‘sets the cart before the horse’ by focusing 
on the impact of poverty, rather than the cause.  

                                                           
8 K Cooper and K Stewart, Does Money Affect Children’s Outcomes? An update, CASEpaper 203, Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion, 
London School of Economics, July 2017 
9 A Aizer, S Eli, J Ferrie and A Lleras-Muney, ‘The long-run impact of cash transfers to poor families’, American Economic Review, 106(4), 
2016, pp935–71 
H Hoynes, DW Schanzenbach and D Almond, ‘Long-run impacts of childhood access to the safety net’, American Economic Review, 106(4), 
2016, pp903–34 
10 See note 9 
N Hendren and B Sprung-Keyser, ‘A unified welfare analysis of government policies’, The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 135(3), 2020, 
pp1209-1318 
MJ Bailey, HW Hoynes, M Rossin-Slater and R Walker, Is the social safety net a long-term investment? Large-scale evidence from the food 
stamps program, (No. w26942), National Bureau of Economic Research, 2020 
11 See note 8 
12 See note 11 
13 See note 9 

http://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/dps/case/cp/casepaper203.pdf
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Worklessness 
There is a clear relationship between worklessness and child poverty. In 2018/19, two-thirds of children in 
workless families were in poverty.14 The majority of the third who were not in poverty were in households where 
someone is disabled – these households face additional costs, so they are often not much better off than 
households in poverty. While the government focusses on the issue of worklessness, centring any child poverty 
strategy on getting workless households into work is problematic for two key reasons: 

1. Very few workless households are ‘voluntarily workless’. In 2018/19, of the 1.1 million children in out-of-
work poverty, 500,000 were in households in which someone has a disability, 300,000 were in households 
with a young child and 200,000 were in households looking for work. 15 This leaves only 100,000 children 
in ‘long-term voluntarily workless’ households.  

2. There are 3.1 million children living in poverty in households where someone works. Poor quality jobs (in 
terms of hours, pay and career progression), insufficient social security, high housing costs and expensive 
childcare mean work is not an answer to poverty for millions of households. 

 
It is worth noting that COVID-19 will have increased the number of workless households, although the majority of 
children in poverty in workless households will still be in households where parents are unable to work because of 
disabilities (including caring for a disabled child), or because they are caring for young children. Supporting 
unemployed people back into work is important, but on its own it will not tackle child poverty effectively – for the 
reasons outlined above. The last decade has been characterised by the unemployment rate falling (as we 
recovered from the 2008 great recession and more jobs became available), but poverty, and in-work poverty, 
have been increasing. Even without government attention on the issue, the number of children in workless 
households will fall, as the economy recovers and the number of job opportunities increases. 
 
Family breakdown 
There are 2 million single parent families in the UK, 43 per cent of whom are living in poverty.16 The vast majority 
of single parents are women, many of whom may have experienced relationship breakdown as a result of 
domestic violence. Around 15 per cent of mothers and 19 per cent of children fall into relative poverty upon 
separation, a higher share than fathers due to differences in work patterns pre-separation.17  
 
Single parenthood is a temporary state, lasting on average for around five years.18 Single parent families are more 
likely to be reliant on financial support from the social security system, making them more vulnerable to benefit 
cuts. For example, analysis by CPAG in 2017 showed that cuts in both the legacy and universal credit systems have 
hit families with children harder than any other group across the population, with lone parent families hit 
particularly hard. Lone parents with children were found to be £1,940 a year worse off on average as a result of 
cuts in the legacy benefit system, and £2,380 worse off as a result of universal credit cuts, compared to what 
universal credit first promised.19 Social security reforms such as the benefit cap disproportionately affect single 

                                                           
14 Author’s calculations from Households Below Average Income, 2018-19, Department for Work and Pensions 
15 There are twice as many children in families with a disability in in-work poverty than out of work poverty. These remaining out-of-work 
households are those with the most severe disabilities. 
16 Joseph Rowntree Foundation, UK Poverty 2019/20: a comprehensive analysis of poverty trends and figures, 2020  
17 Nuffield Foundation, One in five mothers fall into poverty after relationship breakdown, 2014  
18 M Klett-Davies, Under pressure? Single parents in the UK, Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2016 
19 Figures taken from J Tucker, The Austerity Generation, Child Poverty Action Group, 2017. Some recent changes to the social security 
system, for example the increase to the work allowance and an end to the benefit freeze have increased financial support to families 
marginally, however these changes do not make up for the severe losses of the past decade.  

https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2019-20
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/news/one-in-five-mothers-find-families-fall-into-poverty-after-relationship-breakdown
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303825658_Under_Pressure_Single_parents_in_the_UK
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/Austerity%20Generation%20FINAL.pdf
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parent families, pushing many of these families into deep poverty. The current approach of the government, 
which focuses on preventing family breakdown and ‘troubled families’, at the same time as neglecting children in 
single parent families by providing very limited financial support, is a key factor contributing to rising child poverty 
rates.  
 

7. What would be the merits of having a cross-government child poverty strategy?  
How well has this worked in the past? 
 

The last Labour government enacted a child poverty strategy that focused on: work, through policies including the 
New Deal for Lone Parents and the minimum wage; financial support in the form of tax credits, increases to child 
benefit and help with childcare costs; and investment in services such as Sure Start. At the same time, ambitious 
efforts were made to bring down health inequalities, and to promote inclusive education and children’s services 
under the ‘Every Child Matters’ agenda. The drive to eradicate child poverty spanned all departments, led by the 
Treasury, and child poverty fell. 
 
Cross-party agreement was reached on the need to tackle child poverty by the time of the 2010 election, resulting 
in the Child Poverty Act 2010. As outlined above, the Act set out child poverty reduction targets and created a 
duty for the government to introduce, and report against, a child poverty strategy, which was to cover: 

• skills and employment of parents; 
• financial support for children and parents; 

 information, advice and assistance to parents and the promotion of parenting skills; 
• physical and mental health, education, childcare and social services; and 

 housing, the built or natural environment and the promotion of social inclusion. 
 
The Coalition government’s subsequent child poverty strategies did not sufficiently address families’ material  
resources and the high costs they faced, and child poverty started to rise. The first strategy, A New Approach to 
Child Poverty: tackling the causes of disadvantage and transforming families’ lives, focussed on ‘combating 
worklessness and educational failure and preventing family and relationship breakdown’, rather than family 
incomes. Over the course of the strategy, the government began the introduction of cuts to social security. Many 
benefits were also uprated below inflation. And services were heavily cut, with the loss of hundreds of Sure Start 
centres, for example. The second strategy, Child Poverty Strategy 2014–17, included rhetoric on tackling child 
poverty: ‘Whilst some children thrive despite the poverty they grow up in, for many children growing up in 
poverty can mean a childhood of insecurity, underachievement at school, poor health and isolation from their 
peers.’ 
 
This period saw the announcement of further enormous cuts to social security, including the four-year benefit 
freeze, lower benefit cap and the two-child limit. In 2017, the Welfare Reform and Work Act 2016 renamed the 
Child Poverty Act the Life Chances Act, and removed the requirement for a child poverty strategy. A long-
promised ‘life chances strategy’ never materialised, and instead the government published Improving Lives: 
helping workless families. Since then, there has been no evidence of a policy focus on tackling child poverty, which 
has continued to rise.  
 
It is clear that with leadership, ambition and effective policy-making we can reduce child poverty. A child poverty 
strategy needs to take a wide, co-ordinated and long-term approach, investing to reduce poverty now, but also to 
prevent poverty. By implementing a child poverty strategy that addresses families’ material resources, not only 
can children get a healthy diet, toys and books, and school trips, but also the stress and anxiety experienced by 
parents and children when there are money worries disappear – as does the sense of exclusion and 
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shame which children may experience when they are unable to join in sports or music activities with their friends, 
or when they are bullied for being poor. By addressing childcare, housing, education and parenting support, a 
child poverty strategy can ensure children have enriching childhood experiences and good life chances. Enshrining 
these initiatives in a strategy with cross-party support, statutory targets and meaningful leadership will ensure its 
long-term success. But not only does the child poverty strategy need to be comprehensive, it needs to form part 
of a wider focus on children – their childhoods and their futures. For example, a child poverty strategy should link 
into a children’s health strategy because reducing poverty would improve children’s mental and physical health. It 
is through this sustained, co-ordinated effort, with all parts of government pulling in the same direction, that we 
can end child poverty for good. 
 
It needs to be integrated with other strategies, and based on the best interests of the child. It needs to take into 
account children’s rights, and therefore be informed by children and their parents. It needs to focus on children at 
risk, including children in lone parent families, larger families and young families; disadvantaged regions of the UK; 
families where someone has a disability; Traveller and Roma children; children from black and minority ethnic 
backgrounds; children in care; homeless children; and refugee children. And it needs to balance universal and 
targeted support, so all children can benefit from a common universal platform of support, with additional help 
for those who need it. 
 
Conclusion  
In order to end child poverty, we must measure child poverty effectively. We can do this through a number of 
income-based child poverty measures. Child poverty measures that are not based on income are not measuring 
poverty. In addition to the right measures, we need child poverty targets, with responsibility for meeting these 
targets held at both a central and local government level, to ensure change happens.  
 
 

 
Contact 
If you have any questions, please get in touch with Sophie Howes, head of policy: showes@cpag.org.uk 
 
About CPAG  
Child Poverty Action Group works on behalf of the more than one in four children in the UK growing up in poverty. 
It doesn’t have to be like this. We use our understanding of what causes poverty and the impact it has on 
children’s lives to campaign for policies that will prevent and solve poverty – for good. We provide training, advice 
and information to make sure hard-up families get the financial support they need. We also carry out high profile 
legal work to establish and protect families’ rights. 
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