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Foreword
Alison Garnham

In June this year the Department for Work and Pensions released the lat-
est child poverty figures for 2010/11 in its publication Households Below
Average Income. This data was released at the halfway point towards
achieving the 2020 target to eradicate child poverty. To mark this occa-
sion, CPAG asked a range of leading academics to assess the progress
made over the period 1998–2011, to identify the drivers behind the
changes observed, and to reflect on what the future looks like for children
in the UK today. 

What the contributors show is that significant progress has been
made over the last decade. As Kitty Stewart highlights in Chapter 1,
between 1998 and 2011 child poverty was reduced by 1.1 million children
when using a ‘before housing costs’ measure. However, this headline fig-
ure underestimates the actual progress made over the period: if no action
had been taken to reduce child poverty in the 2000s, it is projected that
an additional 900,000 children would have fallen into poverty during the
decade.

In addition, there is conclusive evidence that these gains were real
and sustained, and not merely a matter of small improvements occurring
at the threshold of poverty. As Mike Brewer shows in Chapter 5, child
poverty would have been reduced if the poverty line had been drawn any-
where from 43 to 100 per cent of median income. As a result, the ‘poverty
plus a pound’ thesis is decisively disproved.

Alongside the decreases in income poverty, Jonathan Bradshaw’s
contribution in Chapter 2 shows that child wellbeing improved against a
wide range of additional measures over the period. Educational attainment
and staying-on rates increased significantly; subjective wellbeing and
mental health indicators all showed a steady upward trend; homelessness
and the number of children living in temporary accommodation
decreased; and teenage conceptions fell. 

Child wellbeing did not improve against all measures, however.
Some key health indicators including obesity, diabetes and sexually trans-
mitted infections deteriorated. Likewise, as Jonathan Portes observes in
Chapter 4, the evidence with respect to social mobility is inconclusive,



while Mark Tomlinson and Robert Walker note in Chapter 3 that the down-
ward trend with respect to persistent poverty petered out around 2003. 

So how were these outcomes achieved? Mike Brewer shows in
Chapter 5 that the decreases in child poverty are due in large part to the
more progressive tax and benefits system of the 2000s. Real increases to
all benefits, but especially to those targeted at children such as child benefit
and child tax credit, played a critical role. 

But it is inaccurate to ascribe all the achievements of the 2000s to
social security spending. In Chapter 6, Vidhya Alakeson finds that meas-
ures designed to encourage parental employment also played a key part
in reducing child poverty. Analysis shows that changes in employment
contributed two percentage points to the reduction in the child poverty
rate between 1997/98 and 2008/09, and that the steady rise in the num-
ber of lone parents in employment accounted for a significant element of
this gain. 

In fact, a broad range of interventions designed to benefit low-
income families was rolled out between 1998 and 2010. Contributors
highlight, for example, the importance of Sure Start (Naomi Eisenstadt in
Chapter 8), early years education provision (Eva Lloyd in Chapter 9), the
Decent Homes programme (Anne Power in Chapter 13), and investments
in education (Donald Hirsch in Chapter 10).  

Again and again, our authors make the point that an adequate
income is a necessary if not sufficient condition for reducing child poverty.
In Chapter 7, Edward Melhuish highlights the proven link between low
income and poorer cognitive outcomes, as well as the critical importance
of the early years; Michael Marmot speaks of the need for a basic income
in order for children and parents to enjoy a healthy life in Chapter 11; and
Lisa Harker warns in Chapter 12 of a possible link between lack of an ade-
quate income and the mistreatment of children. But it is also clear that
income alone is not enough to guarantee a life free from poverty: the com-
munities around us are crucial as both Anne Power’s and Will Horwitz’s
contributions in Chapters 13 and 15 illustrate. 

It is noteworthy how many of the contributions end on a sober note
and express fears for the future. Most question the efficacy of future policy
interventions designed to sustain improvements in child wellbeing at a
time when family incomes are under assault. Tess Ridge’s contribution in
Chapter 14 allows children to tell us what it means for them to grow up in
poverty, and is a useful reminder of why we must continue to campaign
for an end to child poverty in the UK today. 
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Introduction
Lindsay Judge

June 2012 saw the publication of the Households Below Average Income
(HBAI) dataset which provided us with a snapshot picture of poverty in the
UK for 2010/11. While the figures are always of interest, this year’s publi-
cation was particularly significant in that it represented the midway point
between 1999 (the year in which Tony Blair committed the country to elim-
inating child poverty within a generation) and 2020 (the anticipated end
point for this project). The publication of HBAI required us to think seri-
ously about a number of points: what has been achieved and what has
not; what worked and what did not; where we are and where we are
going. To this end, we asked a range of leading academics to reflect on
these questions, and their considered answers are collected here. 

But first, the facts. In 1999, 3.4 million children lived in poverty in the
UK before housing costs, accounting for 26 per cent of all children. Using
an after housing costs measure of poverty (CPAG’s preferred metric as it
more realistically reflects the income families have at their disposal), these
figures increased to 4.3 million, or 33 per cent of all children. Such rates
of child poverty were high both in historical and comparative terms: levels
had increased rapidly throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and as a result
the UK was ranked as having one of the highest rates of child poverty in
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development countries by
the end of the nineties.1 The UK in 1999 was, then, a child poverty-pro-
ducing country. 

Achieving the objective of eliminating child poverty in a generation
thus required action not just to lift those living in poverty in 1999 out of this
condition, but also to stem the rising tide of child poverty in the UK. This
makes the achievement of the last 10 years or so even more considerable:
HBAI 2010/11 shows that the number of children living in poverty has
reduced by 1.1 million since 1998/99, and work by the Institute for Fiscal
Studies suggests that an additional 900,000 have been prevented from
falling into poverty during the same period.2 Reducing child poverty on this
scale and at this pace has few, if any, precedents, either over time or
across comparable wealthy countries. 



It is surprising then that we approached the publication of HBAI
2010/11 with some trepidation. Rather than celebrating the progress
made to date and asking how this can be scaled up in the future, debate
imploded into a clamour of assertions that obscured, rather than revealed,
the fundamental truths about child poverty. A number of arguments about
measurement, targets and strategies have emerged that disparage the
achievements of the last 10 years, and place a question mark over the
future of the child poverty initiative. 

To begin, much criticism has recently been directed at the relative
poverty measure that we use in the UK as our headline indicator of child
poverty. The government’s consultation on the topic launched in November
shows a ready desire to sideline the metric in the future.3 Conceiving of
poverty as a relative phenomenon does, indeed, generate what looks at
first glance like counter-intuitive outcomes under some conditions. In
2010/11, for example, we witnessed declining average incomes in the UK
but, at the same time, a reduction in the numbers living in poverty. How,
some have asked, can there be less poverty in a situation where we are
all worse off? The answer, of course, is simple: to achieve decreases in rel-
ative poverty we have to increase the income of those at the lower end of
the distribution at a rate higher than the average (or, in a period of declining
median incomes such as now, protect the incomes of those at the bottom
more robustly than those elsewhere in the distribution). No matter how
stealthily the incomes of those at the lower end are increased or pro-
tected, policy makers are forced by the relative measure to clarify their atti-
tude to inequality. Addressing relative poverty requires, at least to some
extent, a redistribution of resources, which is, as we know, contested ter-
ritory for any government. 

But why should we care about relative poverty anyway? Is it not
enough to concern ourselves with absolute poverty, and to believe that so
long as we ensure that everyone in the UK has enough to hold body and
soul together, our job is done? Those who comprehend poverty in this
way are unable to see the value of a relative measure. But for those who
understand that the experience of poverty goes far beyond the existential
basics and instead is a question of being able to participate in the society
within which one is situated, a relative measure is essential. For how can
we live our life fully when the vast majority around us can enjoy products,
services and experiences that are regarded as the norm, but from which
we are banned? To be excluded from the mainstream in this way is the
experience of poverty, with all the stigma and shame that is attached. 

Critics of the headline poverty measure do not just object to its rel-
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ative nature, however, but also to the fact that it measures income alone.
Putting aside the fact that we measure numerous other dimensions of
poverty in the UK (including material deprivation under the terms of the
Child Poverty Act 2010), do the detractors of income measures have a
point? After all, money is not the only resource which, when lacking,
excludes us from leading a full life: good health, good parenting, educa-
tion, decent communities all play a role. Given this, can an income meas-
ure tell us very much about poverty, or does it simply generate some
meaningless numbers that bear no resemblance to the lived experience? 

A single measure can, of course, only capture one dimension of any
condition, but we know that poverty is an experience that is substantially
mediated by lack of income. Children do not benefit fully from good edu-
cational provision when they cannot afford uniforms, school trips or a
computer at home; they do not enjoy good health when their homes are
cold and damp, their food is inadequate and their parents are worried sick
about debt; they do not enjoy socialising when they lack the ‘right’
clothes, the ‘right’ trainers, the money to join their friends at the cinema.
An adequate income is a necessary, if not sufficient, condition for eliminat-
ing poverty in the UK. Hence, it is perfectly proper that income remains our
headline indicator, albeit supplemented by a range of additional measures
that capture other key aspects of poverty and life chances with which we
are concerned. 

Those who dispute the centrality of income to accounts of poverty
have a further objection, however, arguing that the headline measure dis-
torts strategy. They assert that resources have been unduly focused in
recent years on raising incomes through benefits, rather than directed at
services and other interventions that enable people to live better lives. This
depiction of past strategy is, of course, a misrepresentation: large invest-
ments have been made in children’s centres, a national childcare strategy
and community regeneration over the last decade, alongside interventions
to improve work incentives for key at-risk groups such as lone parents,
support disadvantaged children in school and promote greater health
equality. Moreover, there is simply no evidence that policies have been (or
indeed could be) designed to raise incomes just above the poverty line,
giving lie to the ‘poverty plus a pound’ argument that abounds today. 

The final charge directed at the child poverty initiative of the last
decade is that it has failed because the midway milestone of halving child
poverty by 2010/11 will be missed. It is certainly worth asking why the
pace of reduction slowed in the mid-2000s, taking the country off course
with respect to the interim target. Furthermore, missing the midway target

Introduction 3
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does make the trajectory towards the 2020 target much more precipitous.
That said, if the rate of poverty reduction observed over the past decade
could have been sustained, the 2020 target of eliminating child poverty in
the UK would have been achieved only three years later in 2023. To sug-
gest then, as some have, that the targets should be scrapped because
they are unrealistic misses a crucial point: we choose as a country
whether we want the targets to be realistic or not when we decide which
types of policies to implement. If we have missed the midway point, or
more critically look set to veer dramatically off course with respect to the
2020 target, we should look at the strategies put in place and subject
them to critique, rather than dismiss the targets as irrelevant. 

In fact, the targets are as relevant today as they were in 1999. Very
few people in the UK dispute the need to tackle child poverty: the most
recent British Social Attitudes Survey shows that 98 per cent view the
reduction of child poverty as important. And, crucially, despite the good
progress made to date, 2.3 million children still live in poverty in the UK
today, a figure that rises to 3.6 million when the after housing costs meas-
ure is used. To let the ambition of eliminating child poverty in a generation
wither away would be a monumental failure and breach the legal commit-
ment all parties made under the terms of the Child Poverty Act 2010. If the
gains of the last decade are to be built upon rather than squandered, the
expert voices of our contributors must be heard. 

Notes
1 UNICEF, Child Poverty in Perspective: an overview of child well-being in rich

countries, Innocenti Report Card No. 7, UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, 2007

2 M Brewer, J Browne, R Joyce and L Sibieta, Child Poverty in the UK Since

1998/99: lessons from the past decade, Working Paper 10/23, Institute for

Fiscal Studies, 2010

3 HM Government, Measuring Child Poverty: a consultation on better measures

of child poverty, Cm8483, November 2012
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One
Child poverty: what have we
really achieved?
Kitty Stewart

Tony Blair’s pledge in 1999 that the Labour government would eradicate
child poverty in a generation was both unexpected and hugely ambitious.
Interim targets were quickly established: to cut the number of children liv-
ing in poor households by a quarter by 2004/05, and by a half by 2010/11.
In practice, despite extensive policy effort, neither target was met. Yet to
spin this as just another broken promise is disingenuous, ignoring the real
and sustained improvements in living conditions and opportunities
enjoyed by hundreds of thousands of children as a result of policies imple-
mented over the last decade. 

Did child poverty fall under Labour? 

On the official relative poverty measure (60 per cent of household median
income before housing costs), child poverty fell by one-third, from 27 per
cent in 1996/97 to 18 per cent in 2010/11.1 In terms of numbers, this
means 1.1 million fewer children living below the poverty line when Labour
left office than when it arrived. If poverty rates are measured after housing
costs have been deducted from income, progress was more modest, but
still significant: a drop from 34 per cent to 27 per cent in 2010/11; this
means 700,000 fewer children in poverty. 

These numbers give us a ‘snapshot’ of the number of children living
below the poverty line in any particular year. Perhaps even more important
are reductions in the number of children living in persistent poverty (poor
in three out of four consecutive years), as persistent poverty is believed to
have a greater impact on children’s outcomes than short-term bouts of low
income. The rate of persistent poverty fell markedly during Labour’s time
in office, from 17 per cent before housing costs in 1998–2001 to 10 per
cent in 2004–2007, although rising again to 12 per cent in 2005–2008.2
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Can we attribute these changes to Labour policy?

Is it such a surprise that child poverty fell during a period of strong eco-
nomic growth? In some ways, economic conditions certainly made the
task easier, with employment expanding and higher tax revenues provid-
ing more room for manoeuvre. But we need to remember that the poverty
line is a relative one, and therefore a moving target: to keep poverty falling,
Labour had not just to increase the incomes of those below the line, but
also to keep them growing faster than the rise in median income. At the
same time, demographic changes, such as increasing numbers of lone
parents, put additional upward pressure on poverty. Simulations by the
Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) suggest that if the 1998/99 tax/benefit sys-
tem had simply been uprated for price inflation over time, child poverty
would have risen by six percentage points while Labour was in office
(900,000 children) and there would have been 4.3 million children living
below the poverty line by 2010/11, rather than the 2.3 million children
actually living in poverty today.3 Thus, the impact of changes to the
tax/benefit system under Labour – notably the tax credit system, with its
high coverage and progressive structure – is considerably underestimated
rather than overestimated by the actual observed outcomes. 

Furthermore, employment changes themselves are partly the result
of Labour policy. In particular, employment rates for lone parents have
risen more quickly than for other groups – 57 per cent of lone parents were
in work in 2010, compared with 45 per cent in 1997 – and studies attribute
about half the rise to the effect of the New Deal and tax credit changes.4

What do these changes mean for children?

The use of headcount poverty measures can give rise to concerns that
recorded poverty reductions are meaningless, simply reflecting a shift of
families from just below to just above an arbitrary line – the ‘poverty plus
a pound’ argument. In Chapter 5, Mike Brewer emphasises that this is not
a fair criticism of Labour policy, under which the entire income distribution
for households with children shifted to the right, with income rising most
for those in the bottom half of the distribution. As a result, the child poverty
rate fell under any reliable poverty line we choose. 

We can also look at material deprivation indicators which give us an
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insight into the real impact on families’ lives and children’s lived experience
of changes in income poverty. For example, we know that the percentage
of lone parents unable to celebrate with presents on special occasions fell
from 27 per cent in 1999 to 10 per cent in 2006, while the share who said
they worried about money ‘almost always’ fell from 45 per cent to 29 per
cent.5 Wider research provides further evidence of the impact of increased
resources. We know for instance that the extra money low-income families
received over this period led to increased spending on fruit and vegeta-
bles, children’s clothes and books (while spending on alcohol and ciga-
rettes in these households fell).6 There are also indications that, for
teenagers living with lone parents, employment and income changes
resulted in better self-esteem and less unhappiness and risky behaviour.7

As well as highlighting improvements in immediate wellbeing, these
changes illustrate the way that anti-poverty policy chips away at some of
the long-term causes of future disadvantage. Calculations for the Joseph
Rowntree Foundation suggest that reducing child poverty is a policy which
largely pays for itself with lower long-run spending on benefits and serv-
ices and higher future tax revenues.8 Thus, while Labour has been
accused of throwing money into tax credits for little measurable return, its
spending on poverty reduction should instead be seen as an investment
with future payoffs still to come. 

An impressive record?

There is no doubt that more could have been achieved for children in low-
income households during Labour’s three terms in office. Most obviously,
it is clear that the government took its foot off the pedal between 2004 and
2008, and poverty rates stagnated as a result during this period. In addi-
tion, although the first ever national childcare strategy was put in place, an
opportunity was wasted to establish universal, high-quality childcare at
low cost to families, which would have transformed work incentives while
widening children’s opportunities. Progress was made in this area, but the
government could, and should, have aimed much higher. Perhaps most
importantly, the strategy of tackling poverty while remaining ‘intensely
relaxed’ about the soaring incomes of the very rich was fundamentally
flawed. The refusal to contemplate raising the top rate of income tax until
late in Labour’s third term is just one aspect of this. In general, too much
reliance was placed on the tax/benefit system to compensate for the 
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injustices of the free market, against a background of rising profit shares
and (for men) increasing wage inequality. Aside from limiting progress,
avoiding issues of ‘pre-distribution’ helped to alienate those in the middle
and conceded vital moral high ground to the opposition. 

But these criticisms should not be allowed to override the govern-
ment’s achievements. This short chapter has concentrated on financial
resources to households with children, but we should remember the
breadth and sweep of the overall strategy, which included substantial
investment in all aspects of public services affecting children’s lives and
futures. We should also remember the conditions Labour inherited, in
which years of under-investment in public services had damaged both
staff morale and public sector infrastructure, and in which child poverty
had been allowed to double in 18 years to the third highest rate in the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, yet had no
place on the political agenda.

Where now for children in low-income households?

Leaving the issue of child poverty firmly on the table for the incoming gov-
ernment was one part of the Labour legacy. The Child Poverty Act was
passed with cross-party support in 2010, committing future administra-
tions to act to reduce relative child poverty below 10 per cent by 2020/21.
In practice, while the coalition government published its first child poverty
strategy in 2011 as mandated by the Act, it is clear that reducing income
poverty for today’s children (or indeed preventing increases in poverty) is
not a current policy priority. The child poverty strategy accuses the previ-
ous government of pouring money into short-term fixes because of a nar-
row focus on income, and emphasises instead the importance of tackling
worklessness, educational failure and family breakdown.9 Coalition budg-
ets have cut resources to low-income households with children (including
many working households) through changes in the rules for claiming child
tax credit, reductions in the childcare element of working tax credit, caps
on overall benefits and changes to the local housing allowance. The IFS
projects annual increases in relative child poverty between 2010/11 and
2013/14, despite a falling poverty line.10

The coalition does pledge to measure and act on a wider set of indi-
cators of children’s wellbeing and opportunities, but given what we know
about the importance of income to wider child outcomes, it is difficult to
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see how children’s prospects can be improved against this backdrop. An
effective child poverty strategy needs to tackle low income and other
causes of disadvantage, not one or the other. 

Of course, these are very different times to those a decade ago, and
any government in office today would face tough choices. But there are
still choices, nonetheless. To date, a disproportionate burden of deficit
reduction has been placed onto households with children, and families on
the lowest incomes have been hit hardest of all. This is both unfair and
short-sighted, and the government should be encouraged to rethink its
strategy and to see spending on children as an investment in the future,
with long-run consequences for the children themselves (who will get no
second chance at childhood in happier economic times), and for the
health and prosperity of society as a whole. 

Notes
1 Poverty statistics are from the Institute for Fiscal Studies’ Inequality and Poverty

Spreadsheet, which employs the same data (the Family Resources Survey) and

the same methodology as the government’s official publication, Households

Below Average Income. 

2 Department for Work and Pensions, Low Income Dynamics: 1991–2008,

Department for Work and Pensions, 2010. There is no consistent data after

2005–2008 because of the conversion of the British Household Panel Survey to

the new Understanding Society survey. 

3 M Brewer, J Browne, R Joyce and L Sibieta, Child Poverty in the UK Since

1998/99: lessons from the past decade, Working Paper 10/23, Institute for

Fiscal Studies, 2010

4 For details and references, see P Gregg, S Harkness and S Smith, ‘Welfare

Reform and Lone Parents in the UK’, Economic Journal, Vol. 119(535), 2009

5 Data from the Families and Children Study; see K Stewart. ‘A Scar on the Soul

of Britain: child poverty and disadvantage under New Labour’ in J Hills, T Sefton

and K Stewart (eds), Towards a More Equal Society? Poverty, inequality and

policy since 1997, The Policy Press, 2009

6 P Gregg, J Waldfogel and E Washbrook, ‘That’s The Way It Goes: expenditure

patterns as real incomes rise for the poorest families with children’ in J Hills and

K Stewart, A More Equal Society? New Labour, poverty, inequality and exclu-

sion, The Policy Press, 2005

7 P Gregg, S Harkness and S Smith, ‘Welfare Reform and Lone Parents in the

UK’, Economic Journal, Vol. 119(535), 2009, ppF38–F65

8 See D Hirsch, Estimating the Costs of Child Poverty: reviewing the evidence,

Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2008
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9 Department for Work and Pensions and Department for Education, A New

Approach to Child Poverty: tackling the causes of disadvantage and transform-

ing families’ lives, Cm 8061, 2011

10 R Joyce, Poverty Projections between 2010/11 and 2013/14: a post-Budget

2011 update, Mimeo, Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2011
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Two
Child wellbeing in the 2000s
Jonathan Bradshaw

Wellbeing is conventionally understood as multi-dimensional. Many things
influence the lives of children – not just their material circumstances, but
also their education, health, relationships with parents and friends, home
and living environment, and their own behaviour. What they think and feel
about their lives – their subjective wellbeing – is also important and,
indeed, may be the result of the other dimensions of wellbeing. 

At the beginning of the 2000s, the wellbeing of children in the UK
was poorly rated. Child poverty had increased nearly threefold in the
1980s, and a series of comparative studies representing wellbeing in sim-
ilar, but not identical, ways found that the UK was not doing well. The
UNICEF Innocenti Report Card 7, using data from around 2000, ranked
the UK at the bottom of 21 countries – and in the bottom third of countries
on all domains except for health and safety.1 A later comparison, using
data from around 2005 of 29 European Union countries, had the UK
placed at 24, in the bottom third on all domains except relationships, risk
behaviour and housing.2 In the same year, the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) published its league table of child
wellbeing, which had the UK placed 20 out of 30 OECD countries and in
the bottom third on education, health and safety, and risk behaviour.3

Partly in response to this evidence, the government invested heavily
in children throughout the 2000s. There was the child poverty strategy,
which resulted in real improvements in the level of in-work and out-of-work
incomes for families with children. Sure Start was launched in 1998 and
early education was extended to three- and four-year-olds and later, in
2009, to two-year-olds from disadvantaged backgrounds. There were big
increases in public spending on health and education, and later childcare.
In schools, the standards agenda sought to improve literacy and numer-
acy and to improve performance at key stages and at GSCE. Policies
were introduced to encourage staying on and to expand opportunities in
tertiary education. In addition, there was an institutional transformation
with children’s commissioners appointed, a new Department for Children,
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Families and Schools, a Children’s Plan, and equivalent developments in
the devolved administrations and in local government. The high point was
the Child Poverty Act 2010.

What did all this effort achieve? The dominant rhetoric of the coali-
tion government (supported by the Field and Allen Reviews and, to some
extent, by Alan Milburn) is that very little was achieved. It argues that,
despite billions of pounds being spent between 2000 and 2010, the child
poverty targets were not met.4 Now, in the child poverty strategy,
resources are to be concentrated on early years and 120,000 so-called
problem families. The agenda has shifted from wellbeing to well-becom-
ing, and from structure to behaviour.

This is a wholly mistaken and potentially disastrous reading of the
evidence. It is a pity that the previous government abandoned its annual
effort to monitor the child poverty strategy in the Opportunity for All
reports.5 This produced a set of indicators that went beyond income
poverty and included health, education, personal social services and
housing. The last of these reports in 2007 demonstrated that progress
was being made: out of 23 indicators covering children and young people,
12 had improved since 1997 and only two had got worse. Some of these
indicators re-emerged more informally in a 2009 report on the Children’s
Plan progress,6 and some have re-emerged again in the child health 
strategy indicators,7 and in the proposed child poverty strategy indica-
tors.8 But there is no government series that monitors child wellbeing
across the board.9

However, in the latest of a series of reviews of child wellbeing, we
have attempted to review national trends using 48 indicators, representing
the domains of material wellbeing, child health, subjective wellbeing and
mental health, education, housing, child maltreatment, children in care,
childcare, crime and drugs over the period 1997 to 2010 (see Table 1).10

Out of the 48 indicators, 36 have moved in the right direction and only four
have moved in the wrong direction (all in the health domain: immunisation
rates, diabetes, obesity and sexually transmitted diseases). Relative child
poverty fell by 1.1 million and, although this was not enough to meet the
target to halve child poverty by 2010, there was a substantial reduction in
the poverty gap. Educational attainment improved. Housing conditions
improved and child homelessness fell. Child maltreatment fell and the sta-
bility and educational attainments of children in care improved. Youth
crime fell. There was a big increase in participation in formal pre-school
childcare. There was even good evidence that adolescent mental health
improved, as did the happiness and overall life satisfaction of children. 
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Table 1: 

Trends in child wellbeing

1997–2010 Source

Material wellbeing

Relative poverty (BHC) P HBAI  

‘Absolute’ child poverty (BHC) P HBAI  

Material deprivation ≠ HBAI  

Persistent poverty (BHC) P HBAI

Health    

Still births ≈ ONS  

Infant mortality P ONS  

Child deaths P ONS  

Low birth weight ≈ ONS  

Breastfeeding P ONS  

Immunisation rates O DoH  

General health P HSE  

Longstanding illness P HSE  

Limiting longstanding illness P HSE  

Diabetes O HSE  

Asthma ≈ HSE  

Injuries and accidents P DoT  

Obesity O HSE  

Diet (fruit and vegetables) P HSE  

Alcohol P HSE  

Smoking P HSE  

Physical activity ≠ HSE  

Sexually transmitted infections O HPA  

Teenage conceptions P ONS

Subjective wellbeing and mental health    

Happiness overall P BHPS  

Mental health P ONS  

Suicide P ONS  

Happiness with friends P BHPS  

Happiness with family ≈ BHPS  

Happiness with school work P BHPS

Happiness with appearance ≈ BHPS  

Happiness with life P BHPS  

Happiness with school ≠ BHPS
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1997–2010 Source

Education      

Key stage 2 attainment P DfE  

5 GCSEs A–C P DfE  

Level 2 qualifications P DfE  

Staying-on rates P DfE  

Exclusions ≈ DfE  

Not in employment, education or training ≈ DfE

Housing    

Homelessness P DCLG  

Temporary accommodation P DCLG  

House conditions P EHS/EHCS          

Child maltreatment      

Fatal abuse P Home Office  

Physical abuse P NSPCC  

Neglect ≈ NSPCC

Children in care     

Length of spells in care ≠ DfE  

Placement stability P DfE  

Education P DfE

Childcare      

Formal participation P Smith/Bryson

�    

Crime and drugs    

Proven offences P YJB  

Arrests P YJB  

Drug taking P DMD  

Worry about crime P MORI     

P= getting better O = getting worse ≈ = no clear trend ≠ = missing data  

BHC = before housing costs HBAI = Households Below Average Income

ONS = Office for National Statistics DoH = Department of Health

HSE = Health Survey of England DoT = Department of Transport

HPA = Health Protection Agency BHPS = British Household Panel Survey

DfE = Department for Education DCLG = Department for Communities and 

EHS/EHCS = English Housing Survey Local Government

YJB = Youth Justice Board DMD = Drugs Misuse Declared Survey
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To see whether the UK has moved up the international wellbeing league
table, we will need to await the publication of UNICEF Report Card 11,
which will repeat Report Card 7 using more up-to-date data. However,
there are some early indications of progress. European Union evidence
shows that the UK was one of ten countries with a reduction in child
poverty between 2005 and 2010,11 and the OECD has the UK with the
largest reduction in child poverty between the mid-1990s and 2008.12

UNICEF Innocenti Report Card 10 ranks the UK ninth out of 29 countries
in the league table of deprivation, 22nd out of 35 countries on the relative
child poverty rate and 16th out of 35 countries on child poverty gaps.13

Many of these achievements are being reversed by the policies
being pursued by the coalition government. It seems families with children
(and women) have been singled out to carry the brunt of the deficit reduc-
tion. There is no space here to list all the measures that have been taken
against the interest of children,14 but notable among them are the abolition
of the education maintenance allowance, health in pregnancy grants and
child trust funds, the freezing of child benefit, the removal of working tax
credit from couples working 16–24 hours, and the reneging on the com-
mitment to uprate child tax credit above inflation. Already the number of
children living in workless families is on the increase, ‘NEET’ (not in
employment, education or training) and youth unemployment is at record
levels and the living standards of low-income families are falling as benefits
and tax credits fail to keep pace with the price increases they face.15 The
Institute for Fiscal Studies predicts that absolute poverty is already rising
and relative poverty will soon rise as well. We can expect the wellbeing of
children to fall.
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Three
Things get better (and
sometimes worse): poverty
dynamics and children
Mark Tomlinson and Robert Walker

The usual poverty rate statistics are a snapshot, the momentary product
of some people entering poverty while others leave. Poverty rates fall if
fewer people become poor or if more have increased income that takes
them above the poverty threshold. Other things being equal, reducing the
time that the typical family remains in poverty lowers the poverty rate.

Children seldom remain poor forever. Mostly their parents find work,
increase their hours of work or move to better paid jobs. Sometimes par-
ents re-partner and family finances can improve as a consequence. There
is always hope that things can get better, and most often they do. Equally,
all families risk things going wrong, and some are particularly prone to
experiencing poverty as a consequence. And for those on the lowest
incomes, the stakes are higher, the risks more serious. 

This chapter begins by charting the movements in and out of
poverty and the reasons for them, noting the changes that have occurred
since the 1990s. Only then does it consider the relatively small number of
people who remain poor for long periods and which attracts so much
attention in the media.

For the most part, the statistics are drawn from official analyses
conducted using the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS). BHPS was
a pioneering project, now absorbed into the Understanding Society study
(USoc), which entailed adults and youth members in a nationally represen-
tative sample of households being interviewed each year from 1991
onwards, thereby allowing changes in people’s lives to be directly
observed.1 Full official analyses of poverty dynamics based on USoc are
not anticipated until 2016 (for 2010–2014).
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At risk of poverty

No one is immune to the risk of poverty, although, for some, the chances
of becoming poor are minimal. In the first 10 years of BHPS, from 1991 to
2001, 52 per cent of all British families had poverty level incomes that
lasted for at least a year.2 Rather than poverty being rare, it was the expe-
rience of the majority. Moreover, while poverty rates have fallen in the last
decade, without further policy change between two and three times as
many people are likely to become poor in the next decade than would be
suggested by the current poverty rate (20 per cent for children, 16 per
cent for adults of working age).3

Every year between 1991 and 2008, about 7 per cent of people
began a lengthy spell of poverty.4 But the risks were not evenly distributed:
twice as many lone parents (14 per cent) became poor as did 17 per cent
of people living in households in which no one was employed. Only 4 per
cent of people living in households without dependent children risked slip-
ping into poverty.

While employment offers considerable protection against poverty,
most spells of poverty are precipitated by negative labour market events;
42 per cent of spells are associated with a fall in the earnings of the house-
hold head, due, for example, to unemployment or short-time working.
Eleven per cent of spells are related to a fall in the income of a second
worker, emphasising the fact that many families are dependent on two or
more workers to keep them out of poverty, a characteristic of a low-wage
economy. People are also vulnerable to falls in benefit income; 27 per cent
of all spells of poverty are attributable, in part at least, to this cause. 

Of course, events of the kinds associated with poverty do not
always result in poverty. Eighty-one per cent of people in households in
which the head experiences a drop in earnings greater than 20 per cent
do not immediately become poor; they have prior savings, find a different
job or accommodate in some other way. Even those who become lone
parents mostly avoid poverty, although the risks for this group are partic-
ularly high: almost one in three (29 per cent) experience sustained poverty
following the onset of lone parenthood, but two out of three do not.
People who have been employed for sustained periods face much less
chance of being poor; someone employed for at least three consecutive
years has only a one in a hundred chance of becoming poor within the
year, seven times less than the population at large. 
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Poverty does not last forever

Public debate frequently seems to suggest that poverty is more or less a
permanent state, with the use of terms such as ‘the poor’ and, occasion-
ally, ‘underclass’. The reality is that most spells of poverty are compara-
tively short. Official analyses show that 32 per cent of people who are in
poverty one year are not so the next. But even these statistics overstate
the persistence of poverty because spells of poverty occurring between
the survey dates are ignored.5

Nevertheless, the official analyses are the best available and they
indicate that the chances of escaping poverty are uneven. Whereas 45 per
cent of couples without children leave poverty between years, only 26 per
cent of lone parents and 22 per cent of pensioners manage to do so.
Moreover, the chances of people leaving poverty after three years of
poverty are much reduced, effectively halving for most groups – except
those in households in which all adults are employed, where the fall is
noticeably less, from 40 per cent to 28 per cent. 

The decline in the chances of leaving poverty is not necessarily due
to people becoming resigned to their status, let alone becoming workshy.
The people who remain in poverty for long periods are often people who
enter poverty with characteristics that might conspire to make it difficult for
them to leave.6 They may live in an area with few job opportunities; they
may have limited skills or work experience; they might have health issues.
What is notable is that, even after three years of poverty, one in six lone
parents or couples with children are still likely to move from poverty within
the next year. Mostly, of course, this happens because the earnings of the
household rise as a result of someone obtaining a job, moving to a higher
paid job or increasing the hours worked. That said, people can do any of
these things and still not move out of poverty, such are the limited oppor-
tunities available to people who have been poor for long periods. Indeed,
only 39 per cent of household heads who manage to secure a 20 per cent
increase in wages or greater succeed in getting out of poverty as a con-
sequence; for second earners, the proportion is even smaller, at 29 per cent.

An increase in benefit income, usually the result of receiving a differ-
ent (and sometimes an additional) benefit, is also a mechanism through
which long spells of poverty are brought to an end. Indeed, in numerical
terms, this is just as important as increases in the earnings of the house-
hold head. What is less clear, however, is whether in the majority of these
cases people are finally getting the benefits to which they are entitled or
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whether it is changes in their circumstances that make them eligible for
benefits that take them above the poverty line.

Over a quarter of lengthy spells of poverty end as a result of
changes in household composition, including lone parents partnering.
Forty-four per cent of people who partner after a spell of poverty lasting at
least three years simultaneously move out of poverty.

Persistent poverty

While most families move in and out of poverty quite quickly, a minority do
not. Official statistics attempt to capture this minority by recording families
that are below the poverty line in three years out of four. These statistics
reveal a fall in the proportion of individuals experiencing persistent poverty
from 15 per cent in the period 1991 to 1994, to 10 per cent between 2005
and 2008, with especially marked improvements for lone parents for
whom the rate fell from 50 per cent to 27 per cent, notably in the period
between 2000 and 2003. Whereas 25 per cent of all children experienced
persistent poverty in the period 1991–1994, by 2005–2008 the figure had
dropped to 17 per cent.

These dramatic developments were most likely largely attributable
to higher employment rates among lone parents, and increases in benefit
and tax credit rates.7 Unfortunately, there has been little, if any, reduction
in persistent poverty among children as a group since the early 2000s –
continued slight improvements among the children of lone parents have
been offset by falls in the earnings of the much larger number of children
living with two adults. Moreover, improvements for the latter group were
rather marginal over the entire period, such that, on average, no family
was lifted above the higher 70 per cent poverty threshold, whereas by
2005–2008, 59 per cent of lone parents had incomes above this threshold
in at least two years, compared with just 39 per cent in 1991–1994.8

Although most children only experience poverty for short periods,
the fact that one child in six does so for a sustained time remains a policy
challenge. Lack of income directly affects child wellbeing in the short term
and, through its effect on educational orientation, affects child outcomes
in terms of educational attainment and employment status to a degree
that research suggests can only be partially offset by good parenting.9
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Four
Social mobility, poverty and
inequality: policies and
prospects
Jonathan Portes

According to the Deputy Prime Minister, social mobility – rather than child
poverty or inequality – is the ‘overriding social policy priority’ for the current
government. But can you tackle social mobility without tackling poverty
and inequality? 

It is now reasonably well established that countries with higher
social mobility are less unequal. Figure 1 shows, looking across countries,

Figure 1:

The Great Gatsby curve
               

                              

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               
                              

Source: Alan Krueger, Chair, US Council of Economic Advisors, January 2012
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that inequality appears to ‘predict’ future levels of social (im)mobility, but
this falls far short of establishing a causal relationship.

This correlation certainly appears to hold for the UK, as Figure 1
shows. The sharp rise in inequality and child poverty between the mid-
1970s and the early 1990s appeared to parallel a fall in social mobility for
those who were children at the time; the much cited paper by Jo Blanden
and others, showing that social mobility fell for those leaving school in the
late 1980s compared with those who left school in the mid-1970s, has
had a huge impact in policy and political circles.1 While the specifics of the
paper have been criticised,2 the consensus among economists is that, by
any measure, there was a significant fall in inter-generational social mobility
(or more precisely, a significant rise in the correlation between the incomes
and educational attainment of parents and children) over roughly this period.

There are a number of causal mechanisms by which poverty and
inequality could reduce social mobility. One is that it simply seems likely to
be harder (so social mobility will be lower) to move from the bottom to the
middle or top of a society (or vice versa) when the distance between the
bottom and top is farther (ie, society is more unequal). 

Another explanation focuses more directly on poverty, rather than
inequality, arguing that poverty is likely to constrain directly the ability of
your children to move up. This mechanism clearly matters a lot for mobility
in societies where being poor means not having enough to feed your chil-
dren or send them to school (so they will grow up less healthy and edu-
cated). However, it could still operate in developed countries if poor
people, even if not materially deprived in this extreme sense, are con-
strained by lack of resources from participating fully in society, in turn con-
straining children living in poverty from moving up the social ladder. 

And it could operate through the education system: poorer children
generally have worse educational outcomes, and this clearly has a sub-
stantial impact on social mobility. 

Most analysis has focused on the education system, since the con-
nection is obvious and it seems – potentially at least – amenable to policy.
And the evidence does suggest that the connection between parental
income and child educational attainment – and hence child income – has
got stronger over the period in question. This was not (contrary to frequent
assertions in the press) anything to do with the (near) abolition of grammar
schools: recent research has shown that for the 1958 cohort, comprehen-
sive schools performed overall at least as well as grammar schools in
terms of social mobility, individual examples to the contrary notwithstand-
ing.3 A more plausible alternative explanation is that the fall in social mobility
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was partly due to the increase in higher education participation being
focused on those from higher income families. 

So what do we think has happened to social mobility over the last
decade or so? Although inequality overall, as measured by the Gini co-effi-
cient, has been flat, the fall in child poverty should give some cause for
optimism, to the extent that this makes it more likely that relatively disad-
vantaged families can participate fully. The evidence does suggest that
increases in income for poorer families did translate into extra spending on
child-related goods, which is likely at least to be a necessary precondition
for these increases in income to improve mobility.4 And gaps in educa-
tional performance do seem to have narrowed somewhat, as shown by a
recent analysis in the Financial Times,5 leading Simon Burgess from the
University of Bristol to conclude: 

We may have here the first evidence of a turning of the tide… declining social

mobility is not an immutable force, but can be changed. Indeed, it seems

that it was changed by the education policies of the previous government.

This may, however, be an optimistic perspective. The government argues
instead that the glass is half empty, asserting that:

Leading indicators of social mobility suggest that, while some progress has

been made, the high levels of public investment seen over the last decade

are unlikely to lead to significant improvements in mobility in the near future.

There have been some signs of progress in recent years in terms of the gap

between rich and poor in school attainment at the ages of 11 and 16. But,

overall, the gaps in educational performance have narrowed only very slightly

despite significant investment.

Meanwhile, if anything, the youth labour market appears to have become
more polarised. So, since 2001, the number of recent graduates (those
who graduated in the last six years) has risen from about 1 million to about
1.5 million, but the number of 19–24-year-olds not in employment, edu-
cation or training has also increased sharply, from about 500,000 to about
800,000. And qualification levels are key to success in the labour market,
both in terms of employment and earnings. 

What about the future? With the prospect of a further rise in income
inequality and relative child poverty, driven both by structural change and
government policies, it is difficult to be optimistic, as these are certainly
likely to be negative for social mobility. It is, however, worth setting out the
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government’s counter-arguments. The government argues that the
increase in progressivity of the tax and benefits system over the last
decade, while reducing measured inequality and child poverty, was just
papering over the cracks, and failing to deal with the structural causes of
greater inequality and reduced social mobility. It sees the priorities as
being early years education, reducing educational under-performance
among more disadvantaged groups, and tackling entrenched workless-
ness among some groups, especially young adults with low qualifications. 

In principle, leaving aside views on the short-term impact of income
inequality, there is much to commend in this approach. Indeed, it seems
plausible that if successful policies could be implemented in these areas,
over the longer term they would at least contribute to reducing inequality
and child poverty, and eventually increase social mobility. It is, however,
worth noting that, in a number of areas, the specific policy changes
announced so far do not seem to be based on strong evidence of what
might contribute to greater social mobility:

• The reduction in funding available for Sure Start does not seem consis-
tent with the priority attached to the early years – a point made strongly
by the Frank Field Review.6

Figure 2:

Educational outcomes by work status
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• By contrast, the extension of childcare to relatively disadvantaged two-
year-olds may have some positive impact. In both cases, however, it
should be noted that, while there is very strong evidence that early out-
comes are important for later educational attainment and hence very
probably for social mobility, the evidence base for particular interven-
tions is less strong. 

• The impact of the introduction of free schools is obviously difficult to
predict at this stage, but existing evidence suggests it is likely to be
negative for social mobility. The Organisation for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development (OECD) argues, citing multiple references, that
‘research has shown that school choice, and by extension school com-
petition, is related to greater levels of segregation in the school system,
and consequently, lower levels of equity.’ In Sweden, the closest direct
analogy, most evidence suggests it has resulted in some rise in segre-
gation, consistent with the OECD view. This may, however, be coun-
tered by the introduction of the pupil premium, although there is little
evidence to suggest that simply increasing school expenditure sub-
stantially improves the performance of poorer pupils.

• The abolition of the education maintenance allowance, despite strong
evidence that it significantly increased staying-on rates and attainment
among the target group (16–18-year-olds from poorer families),7 is likely
to have a negative impact on social mobility, given the impact both on fur-
ther educational attainment (eg, university participation) and on earnings. 

• On a more positive note, the Wolf Report on vocational and technical
education recognised that at least 350,000 16–19-year-olds get little or
no benefit from the post-16 education system, and makes some
important and evidence-based recommendations designed to help, in
particular, the most disadvantaged young people.8

To conclude, it is difficult enough to state with any degree of confidence
what has happened to social mobility in the last decade, so predicting the
future is, at best, courageous. The coalition government has a clear com-
mitment to implementing policies designed to increase social mobility, and
its broad policy focus is sound. Nevertheless, at present it is difficult to be
optimistic about either broader structural trends or about the majority of
the specific policies implemented so far. 

Perhaps the most encouraging aspect of the debate is that the gov-
ernment argues that reducing the attainment gap is the best way to pro-
duce a fairer society, and has explicitly invited the public to judge it on its
achievement in doing so. We should hold it to that commitment. 
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Five
Child poverty and financial
support for children
Mike Brewer

Some people within the current government, as well as some outside it,
have criticised the previous Labour government’s approach both to meas-
uring child poverty and to reducing it.1 Targeting a measure of poverty
defined solely in terms of family income, the story goes, means that gov-
ernments naturally focus on lifting income through higher welfare pay-
ments aimed at children, and gives them an incentive to move people who
are just below the line to just above it. Ultimately, the conclusion of some
now in government is that the previous strategy was hugely expensive and
looks set to have failed. So are these criticisms warranted? 

First, it is definitely the case that the previous government massively
increased the amount of money – in real terms and as a share of national
income – spent on benefits and tax credits, and that those increases were
disproportionately aimed at increasing financial support for families with
children. Whether because of the over-indexation of the child element of
child tax credit from 2003 or ad hoc increases to tax credits or child ben-
efit, core benefit and tax credit entitlement for low-income families with
children rose faster than inflation in at least eight of the 13 years of the pre-
vious government, and rose more quickly than median income (which is
what is required to reduce a relative measure of poverty) in at least six of
these.2 Financial support for a workless lone parent with one child was
some 20 per cent higher in real terms in 2010 than in 1997, 36 per cent
higher for a lone parent working part time on a low wage, and had grown
by even more for an unemployed couple with three children.3 Over the
same period, key benefit entitlement for those not in work and without
dependent children rose faster than median income just once, in 2009. 

So the government did spend a lot more money on welfare benefits,
and mainly channelled that through benefits and tax credits aimed at fam-
ilies with children (as well as to pensioners). But did it respond cynically to
its targets by moving people who were just below the line to just above it?
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This seems highly unlikely. First, the main changes to financial support for
families with children were not highly targeted on a very specific part of the
income distribution, but were spread fairly broadly across workless and
low-income working families. As a result, relative poverty fell when meas-
ured using all possible poverty lines (expressed as fraction of median
income) from 43 per cent of median income all the way up to 100 per cent
of median income.4 Second, the amount by which families with children
benefited from changes to financial support (and other tax reforms) over
the period of the Labour government was substantial. Compared with a
hypothetical world where benefits had simply risen in line with prices each
year, analysis by the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) suggests changes to
benefits and tax credits increased the average income of lone parents by
over £2,500 a year – a rise of, on average, 12 per cent among all those in
work and 16 per cent for those who were not in work. The previous gov-
ernment’s changes to benefits, tax credits and direct taxes also raised the
incomes of unemployed couples with children (by an average of 16 per
cent) and of couples with one earner (by an average of 6 per cent),
although those with two earners were slightly worse off, on average,
mostly because of tax rises on above-average earning individuals.5 These
are average changes; the gains were larger, as a percentage of income,
for those at the bottom of the income distribution.6 So there was no cyn-
ical lifting of incomes from just below to just over an arbitrary line: the ben-
eficiaries from the government’s increases to tax credits for families were
spread widely across the bottom half of the income distribution, and the
income gains were anything but nugatory.

Work by myself and researchers at the IFS tried to understand what
factors led to the fall in child poverty. We found that the increase in finan-
cial support for families with children was crucial, although some of the
increased spending on benefits and tax credits for families with children
acted merely to stop child poverty rising as real earnings grew, something
which would otherwise increase the gap between the median households,
who get most of their income from the labour market, and those towards
the bottom, who get most from the state. Simulations by myself and for-
mer colleagues at the IFS suggest that, had financial support merely risen
with inflation, child poverty would have risen by over one-quarter to
around 4.3 million by 2010.7 This highlights that it is extremely difficult to
reduce a relative measure of poverty when the default position is that ben-
efits and tax credits get increased each year by less than average wages. 

But the performance of parents in the labour market was important
too: about one-quarter of the fall in child poverty since 1998/99 can be
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linked to higher rates of employment among lone parents,8 and there are
striking regional variations in child poverty trends that match very closely
the labour market trends over the past decade. For example, the fall in
child poverty between 1998 and 2004 was driven largely by the northern
regions of England and by Scotland, the regions of the UK where parental
employment rose the most, and the rise in child poverty between 2004/05
and 2007/08 was most concentrated on children of one-earner couples,
whose real earnings fell, on average, over the period. More recently, child
poverty has risen particularly sharply in the West Midlands, where the
impact of the financial crisis and recession on parental employment has
been the most marked. In fact, the West Midlands is the only region where
child poverty is higher than it was in 1998/99 and the only region where
employment is lower: the two facts are almost certainly related.9

Finally, did the strategy fail? The previous government wanted child
poverty to fall by a half over its time in office. The publication of
Households Below Average Income 2010/11 shows that the number of
children living in poverty has reduced from 3.4 million to 2.3 million, or by
almost one-third. So it missed its target, but reducing child poverty by 1.1
million children was a remarkable achievement, certainly without historical
precedent in the UK (although child poverty had rarely been as high as it
was in 1998 before then), and also impressive compared with other coun-
tries. The fact that financial support for families with children is so impor-
tant in determining levels of child poverty can also be seen in the time
profile of child poverty over the last decade. There are three distinct sub-
periods. First, between 1998 and 2004, benefits for families with children
were expanded (and reformed) rapidly, and child poverty fell commensu-
rately. From 2004 to 2007, however, the government failed to find much
additional money to spend on tax credits, and child poverty rose slightly.
Between 2008 and 2011, the government went back to putting additional
money into tax credits for families with children – in part, to provide a fiscal
stimulus, but also because of its target for 2010 – and this, when com-
bined with the fact that earnings from the labour market fell rapidly in real
terms over this period, makes it likely that child poverty fell.

So, if there was a failure in the previous government’s approach to
child poverty, it was a failure to sustain the increases in spending on finan-
cial support for children (especially throughout the middle of the last
decade) and, perhaps, a ‘failure’ to set a realistic target. Had the previous
government succeeded in halving child poverty by 2010, it would have
gone from one of the highest rates of poverty seen in the UK since (at
least) 1961 to one of the lowest. A lack of income is not the only way to
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define poverty and there are real problems with using income to identify
the households with very low resources. And there is clearly room to
debate whether cash transfers or improved public services are the best
way of preventing poverty among future generations. But there is no doubt
that there is a very close link between the unprecedented and (nearly) sus-
tained above-inflation increases in financial support for families with chil-
dren over the past decade, and the unprecedented and (nearly) sustained
fall in child poverty. Given that, and given the coalition government’s desire
to close the fiscal deficit chiefly through spending cuts rather than tax
rises, it should not be a surprise that the prognosis for child poverty over
the current decade is so bleak.
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Six
Employment and child poverty
Vidhya Alakeson 

Successive governments have put work at the heart of their child poverty
strategy and Labour’s record is evidence that moving parents into work
does make an important contribution to lifting children out of poverty. But
the evidence is equally clear that work alone was not enough to improve
the living standards of low-income families – investment in tax credits and
benefits was vital.1 This raises questions about the likely success of the
coalition government’s decision to focus on work as the main route out of
poverty for families with children, cutting back on in-work tax credits and
other benefits. The challenge of putting work front and centre is not just a
short-term one as the economy struggles to recover. It is a long-term chal-
lenge in an economy like Britain’s where one-fifth of all workers are in low-
paid jobs. 

When Labour came to power in 1997, worklessness was a major
problem, and poverty among these families was acute. The Labour gov-
ernment’s overwhelming success in moving parents into employment was
with lone parents. In 1997, about 54 per cent of children of lone parents
were living in households in which no one worked. This fell by 10 percent-
age points and held at around 44 per cent, even into the 2008/09 reces-
sion. Worklessness among couple parents also fell, but less dramatically,
from 8 per cent of households in 1997 to 6 per cent in 2005.2 These
employment gains were made at a time when the economy was growing
strongly and unemployment was low, giving the government’s active
labour market policies a good chance of success. The introduction of the
national minimum wage in 1999 increased the rewards from work for
those at the very bottom, narrowing the inequality gap between the middle
and the bottom, and wage rises for workers in the bottom half of earnings
also provided a boost until 2003 when wages began to stagnate.3

Growing up in a working household is good for children, with work-
ing parents acting as role models. But this does not mean that work alone
is enough to keep families out of poverty. Moving parents into work was
not the most significant driver of Labour’s achievements on child poverty.
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Analysis by economist Professor Richard Dickens shows that investment
in tax credits and benefits played a critical role. Much of this investment
rewarded low-paid work, making work pay better for parents. However,
families who were not in work were not unduly penalised, thus protecting
children irrespective of the actions of their parents. Dickens shows that,
between 1997/98 and 2008/09 when relative child poverty fell by 5 per-
centage points, changes in employment contributed 2 percentage points
to the overall reduction, while investment in tax credits and benefits con-
tributed close to 8 percentage points. These reductions were partially off-
set by countervailing factors, such as median wage increases, which
pushed child poverty upwards. Even for lone parents, who saw the
biggest increases in employment over the period, tax credits and benefits
still contributed three times as much as employment to reducing relative
child poverty.4

Labour’s record on child poverty exposes the flaw in the coalition
government’s sole focus on work as the route out of poverty, coupling
new pressures and incentives to move into work with major cuts to ben-
efits and tax credits. As of April this year alone, low- to middle-income
families have seen their tax credit support reduced by £2.5 billion. If
Labour could not make a child poverty strategy based on work alone suc-
cessful when the economy was strong, the chance of success in the cur-
rent environment of a double-dip recession, high unemployment,
significant under-employment, stagnant median wages and a heavy
household debt burden seems remote. Families who risked losing their
entitlement to working tax credit in April this year because of the new 24-
hour rule demonstrated how difficult it can be to find work, even for those
already in employment. Finding a few extra hours’ work to move from 16
to 24 hours’ work a week proved impossible for thousands of families. 

As Britain struggles to sustain economic recovery, it is easy see how
a strategy focused exclusively on work will result in increases in child
poverty, despite the positive impact that the introduction of universal credit
is expected to have.5 But there is a longer term challenge to reducing child
poverty through work alone and that is the dominance of low pay in
Britain. Five million workers in Britain earn less than the ‘living wage’,
which is designed to provide a minimum acceptable standard of living. In
six of the 16 sectors in the economy, more than 30 per cent of workers
earn below the living wage, with retail having the highest percentage of
low-wage workers by this definition. And it is not just a problem for
younger workers. One in seven people between the ages of 34 and 45 is
low paid.6 Add to this the fact that the minimum wage has been falling in
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real terms,7 the fact that wages in the bottom half of earnings are not
expected to regain their 2003 level until 20208 and high childcare costs, it
is hard to see how the government’s plan to move people into ‘mini-jobs’
will be adequate on its own to move families out of poverty. In fact, cuts in
tax credits risk shifting us into reverse as, for some families, it will no longer
pay to work. 

This puts the current debate about whether income is a meaningful
way of measuring child poverty into perspective. Growing up in a working
household improves a child’s life chances. But how much income the
family has matters too, and matters a lot. As well as the ability to put food
on the table and meet other basic needs, income gives parents the means
to provide the educational opportunities (such as buying books and going
to museums) for their children that have a strong bearing on their devel-
opment.9 More money helps parents develop their children’s capabilities,
even if we can all agree that money alone is an incomplete measure of a
child’s life chances, and the way in which a family experiences life does
not alter dramatically at the point when the threshold between being in or
out of poverty is crossed. 

If the government is seeking to meet the child poverty target more
squarely through work than through tax credits and benefits, then along-
side the Work Programme and the introduction of universal credit it will
have to find ways of raising the wages of low-paid workers, either through
better hourly pay or by improving their prospects of progression, and it will
have to reduce the costs of working, notably childcare and transport. A
recent report by the Resolution Foundation and the Institute for Public
Policy Research highlighted that large companies in some sectors may be
able to afford to pay their employees the living wage without significantly
increasing their wage bill. But in expanding sectors, such as retail, with a
high proportion of low-paid workers, the challenge is far greater.10

However, we know from the introduction of the national minimum wage
that wage increases can be absorbed in different ways and do not
inevitably lead to unemployment or business collapse. Government
should play a more active role in encouraging companies to increase
wages where they can, with the public sector leading the way in becoming
a living wage employer. In today’s economic climate, reducing child
poverty without investing in tax credits and benefits will be incredibly
tough, but making work pay in other ways must be part of this govern-
ment’s alternative strategy. 
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Seven
The impact of poverty on
child development and adult
outcomes: the importance of
early years education
Edward Melhuish 

Poor children are less likely to be successful in school, and later in life are
more likely to have poorer health and to engage in crime and other forms
of problem behaviour.1 The stress of living in poverty can shape a child’s
neuro-biology, leading directly to poorer outcomes in adulthood.2 A child’s
sensitivity in early childhood to environmental influences is evident in many
infant and pre-school intervention studies. These effects on adult attain-
ment, behaviour and health are compounded by poor parents’ limitations
in investing materially and/or emotionally in their children’s development.
For example:

• Evidence highlights the critical importance of early brain development
for establishing the structures that shape future cognitive, social, emo-
tional and health outcomes.3

• Studies in psychology and epidemiology show that both in utero envi-
ronments and early childhood experiences have long-term impacts on
adult physical and mental health.4

• Epidemiologists have shown that early childhood poverty-related stres-
sors can have long-term effects on adult physical development, affect-
ing biological systems often years later and leading to adverse future
health.5

• Poverty limits parents’ ability to buy adequate, quality healthcare
and/or education during early childhood. 

• Psychologists indicate that poverty undermines parents’ mental health
and therefore negatively affects their parenting behaviour.



37The impact of poverty on child development and adult outcomes

Early childhood is a developmental period that is especially sensitive to
environmental conditions affected by family income.6 One meta-analysis –
a study collating findings from 10 different longitudinal studies – estimated
the effects of poverty in early childhood on later attainment, behaviour and
health.7 It found that, firstly, family income consistently had substantial
effects on children’s cognitive ability and achievement. Secondly, family
income was more important in early childhood for shaping ability and
achievement than during adolescence. Thirdly, the association between
income and achievement was non-linear, with the biggest impact at the
lowest levels of income. Similarly, Dumas found that growing up on a low
income, particularly in very early childhood, is linked to increased hyper-
tension, arthritis and limitations in daily activities in adulthood.8 Briefly, the
key conclusion is that poverty in early childhood matters more for shaping
later development than poverty later in life. 

Early childhood poverty has long-term impacts on health. Low
income during the prenatal period may be associated with foetal under-
nutrition, low birth weight or slow post-natal growth. This pattern of low
birth weight and low body mass index (BMI) at age two, followed by rapid
weight gain after age two, is a risk factor in developing insulin resistance
and a disproportionately high fat mass in relation to muscle mass.9 Poverty
is also associated with food insecurity, which is linked to obesity in child-
hood, adolescence and adulthood, especially among females.10

Overweight and obesity, subsequently, can be physically debilitating, lead-
ing to a downward spiral of depression, overeating and stress.11

Poverty in early childhood also creates disparities in school readi-
ness and in early academic success that widen over the course of child-
hood. The greater malleability of development and the overwhelming
importance of the family (as opposed to school or peers) for young chil-
dren indicate that family income in early childhood is much more important
in shaping their ability and achievement than conditions later in child-
hood.12 For example, to the extent that poverty increases mothers’ stress
or harsh parenting,13 this will be especially important during early child-
hood, given the primacy of sensitive mother-child interactions for the
development of emotion regulation.14 Good emotion regulation in early
childhood can have long-term effects on children’s achievement, behav-
iour and health.15 Similarly, to the extent that an enriching early home
learning environment lays the foundations for success in pre-school and
beyond, parents’ ability to provide books, toys and stimulating activities
during early childhood is critical.

And we know that money matters when it comes to educational
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outcomes. In the United States, for example, when the generosity of the
means-tested earned income tax credit increased during the 1990s, so
too did poorer children’s educational outcomes.16 It was estimated that a
$3,000 increase in family income in early and middle childhood signifi-
cantly boosted both reading and maths achievement. These effects were
two to three times greater for children of non-white, unmarried and less
educated mothers, suggesting that income effects are non-linear.17 Briefly,
increases in income matter more for lower income children than their
higher income counterparts, and financial investments in families them-
selves can produce significant educational and health results in later life.
Given the importance of incomes, the recent recommendation of the Frank
Field Report that ‘no longer should governments automatically increase
benefits for children but in each financial year consider whether the life
chances of poorer children will be increased more by transferring any benefit
increases into building the foundation years’ is perhaps troubling.18 Both
reductions in poverty in early childhood and high-quality early childhood
education and care are necessary.

Early childhood education and care has positive, long-term educa-
tional, occupational and social outcomes for disadvantaged children.19

The benefits improve subsequent educational levels, socio-economic sta-
tus, income and health, as well as reducing crime, thus making early child-
hood and care programmes cost-effective; the savings made through later
outcomes outweigh any initial costs.20 The benefits for school readiness
are long term and the UK can take lessons from other countries in this
regard.21 For example, pre-school is associated with increased qualifica-
tions, employment and earnings up to age 33.22 In France, pre-school is
a universal, free education programme, with access from age three.
During the 1960s and 1970s, large-scale expansion led to the enrolment
of three-year-olds increasing from 35 per cent to 90 per cent, and of four-
year-olds rising from 60 per cent to 100 per cent. State-collected data
reveals sizeable and persistent effects, such that pre-school helps children
succeed in school and obtain higher wages in the labour market. It also
reduced socio-economic inequalities as children from less advantaged
backgrounds benefited more than the more advantaged.23 Likewise, in
Switzerland, the impact of pre-school expansion was associated with
improved inter-generational educational mobility, with children from disad-
vantaged backgrounds benefiting most.24 Further evidence comes from
the expansion of pre-school education in Norway, where different imple-
mentation by municipality reveals that pre-school was associated with
strong benefits for later educational and labour market outcomes.25 Similar



39The impact of poverty on child development and adult outcomes

evidence exists outside the developed world. Pre-school boosted primary
school achievement in Bangladesh,26 with similar results reported for 10
other countries.27 Pre-school expansion in Uruguay and Argentina also
revealed clear benefits.28

Clearly, the provision of a free part-time pre-school place for every
three- and four-year-old in the UK (Children Act 2004) was a great step for-
ward, and the recommendations of the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), World Health Organization and the
European Commission all endorse this. Although supported by all the
major parties, what is now needed are moves to ensure that this free pre-
school place is of high quality, particularly for poor children.

Importantly, studies from the USA,29 England30 and Northern
Ireland31 indicate that the quality of pre-school is critical for longer term
beneficial effects. The OECD examined educational attainment data for 65
countries, finding that literacy at age 15 was strongly associated with pre-
school participation in countries where a large proportion of the population
use pre-school, where pre-school is for more months, and where there
were measures to maintain its quality. It concluded that widening access
to pre-school can improve performance and social equality by reducing
socio-economic disparities, provided extending coverage does not com-
promise quality.32 In the UK, we have a long way to go in improving the
quality of early childhood education and care.

This evidence has fuelled an increasing interest in the universal pro-
vision of pre-school education as a means of advancing the school readi-
ness and later attainment of children and their subsequent social,
economic and occupational success.33 Indeed, some argue that the pre-
school experience is critical for children’s future competence, coping
skills, health, success in the labour market and, consequently, the social
and economic health of the nation.34 In a technologically sophisticated
world, a population’s educational attainment is likely to be increasingly
important for a nation’s economic development, as argued by the US
Federal Reserve chair:35

Research increasingly has shown the benefits of early childhood education

and efforts to promote the lifelong acquisition of skills for both individuals

and the economy as a whole. The payoffs of early childhood programs can

be especially high.

Thus, pre-school education is not only an intervention for disadvantaged
groups and a means of advancing educational and social development for
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all, but it also becomes part of the infrastructure for economic development.
Some countries (for example, China36) appear to have taken this perspec-
tive on board in their focused development of pre-school provision.

A country’s population is the major factor in its social and economic
development. Decreasing poverty in early childhood and providing high-
quality early childhood education and care are essential ingredients in a
recipe for the future healthy development of a sound society and sound
economy. They are essential prerequisites of economic development and
social development in the modern world.

Notes
1 For a review, see H Holzer, D Schanzenbach, G Duncan and J Ludwig, The

Economic Costs of Poverty in the United States: subsequent effects of children

growing up poor, Center for American Progress, 2007

2 J Shonkoff and D Phillips (eds), From Neurons to Neighborhoods: the science

of early childhood development, National Academy Press, 2000

3 J Shonkoff and D Phillips (eds), From Neurons to Neighborhoods: the science

of early childhood development, National Academy Press, 2000; R Sapolsky,

‘Mothering Style and Methylation’, Nature Neuroscience, 7, 2004, pp791–92

4 D J P Barker, J G Eriksson, T Forsen and C Osmond, ‘Fetal Origins of Adult

Disease: strength of effects and biological basis’, International Journal of

Epidemiology, 31, 2002, pp1235–39; A Danese, C Pariante, A Caspi, A Taylor

and R Poulton, ‘Childhood Maltreatment Predicts Adult Inflammation in a Life-

course Study’, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United

States of America, 104, 2007, pp1319–24; R Poulton and A Caspi, ‘Commentary:

how does socioeconomic disadvantage during childhood damage health in

adulthood? Testing psychosocial pathways’, International Journal of Epidemiology,

34, 2005, pp344–45

5 K M Godfrey and D J P Barker, ‘Fetal Nutrition and Adult Disease’, American

Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 71, 2000, pp1344S–52S

6 J Shonkoff and D Phillips (eds), From Neurons to Neighbourhoods: the science

of early childhood development, National Academy Press, 2000

7 G J Duncan and J Brooks-Gunn (eds), Consequences of Growing Up Poor,

Russell Sage Foundation, 1997  

8 K M Ziol-Guest, G J Duncan, A Kalil, and W T Boyce, ‘Early Childhood Poverty,

Immune-mediated Disease Processes and Adult Productivity’, Proceedings of

the National Academy of Sciences, forthcoming

9 D J P Barker, J G Eriksson, T Forsen and C Osmond, ‘Fetal Origins of Adult

Disease: strength of effects and biological basis’, International Journal of

Epidemiology, 31, 2002, pp1235–39; D J P Barker, C Osmond, T J Forsen , E



41The impact of poverty on child development and adult outcomes

Kajantie and J Eriksson, ‘Trajectories of Growth Among Children Who Have

Coronary Events as Adults’, New England Journal of Medicine, 353, 2005,

pp1802–09

10 E Frongillo, ‘Understanding Obesity and Program Participation in the Context of

Poverty and Food Insecurity’, Journal of Nutrition, 133, 2003, pp2117–18

11 A Stunkard, M Faith and K Allison, ‘Depression and Obesity’, Biological

Psychology, 54, 2003, pp330–37

12 U Bronfenbrenner and P Morris, ‘The Ecology of Developmental Processes’, in

W Damon and R M Lerner (eds), Handbook of Child Psychology: Vol. 1.

Theoretical models of human development, Wiley, 1998, pp993–1028; J

Shonkoff and D Phillips (eds), From Neurons to Neighborhoods: the science of

early childhood development, National Academy Press, 2000

13 W J Yeung, M Linver and J Brooks-Gunn, ‘How Money Matters for Young

Children’s Development: parental investment and family processes’, Child

Development, 73, 2002, pp1861–79

14 E Waters and L A Sroufe, ‘Social Competence as a Developmental Construct’,

Development and Psychopathology, 3, 1983, pp79–97

15 N Fox, ‘The Development of Emotion Regulation: biological and behavioural

considerations’, Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development,

59, 1994, pp152–66

16 G Dahl and L Lochner, The Impact of Family Income on Child Achievement,

NBER Working Paper No. 11279, National Bureau of Economic Research, 2005

17 G J Duncan and J Brooks-Gunn (eds), Consequences of Growing Up Poor,

Russell Sage Foundation, 1997

18 F Field, The Foundation Years: preventing poor children becoming poor adults,

HM Government, 2010

19 W S Barnett, ‘Benefits of Compensatory Preschool Education’, Journal of

Human Resources, 27, 1992, pp279–312; J J Heckman, ‘Skill Formation and

the Economics of Investing in Disadvantaged Children’, Science, 312, 2006,

pp1900–02

20 A J Reynolds, J A Temple, S-R Ou, I A Arteaga and B White, ‘School-based

Early Childhood Education and Age 28 Well-being’, Science, 2011

21 W Gormley, D Phillips and T Gayer, ‘Preschool Programs Can Boost School

Readiness’, Science, 320, 2008, pp1723–24; K A Magnuson, C Ruhm and 

J Waldfogel, ‘Does Pre-kindergarten Improve School Preparation and

Performance?’, Economics of Education Review, 26, 2007, pp33–51

22 A Goodman and B Sianesi, ‘Early Education and Children’s Outcomes: how

long do the impacts last?’, Fiscal Studies, 26, 2005, pp513–48

23 C Dumas and A Lefranc, Early Schooling and Later Outcomes: evidence from

pre-school extension in France, Thema Working Paper No.2010-07, Université



Ending Child Poverty by 2020: progress made and lessons learned42

de Cergy Pontoise, 2010, http://thema.u-cergy.fr/IMG/documents/2010–07.pdf

24 P C Bauer and R T Riphahn, Age at School Entry and Intergenerational

Educational Mobility, IZA Discussion Papers 3977, Institute for the Study of Labor

(IZA), 2009; P C Bauer and R T Riphahn, Economics Letters, 103, 2009, p87

25 T Havnes and M Mogstad, No Child Left Behind: universal child care and chil-

dren’s long-run outcomes, Discussion Papers No.582, Statistics Norway, 2009,

www.ssb.no/publikasjoner/pdf/dp582.pdf

26 F E Aboud, ‘Evaluation of an Early Childhood Preschool Program in Rural

Bangladesh’, Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 21, 2006, pp46–60

27 J E Montie, Z Xiang and L J Schweinhart, ‘Preschool Experience in 10

Countries: cognitive and language performance at age 7’, Early Childhood

Research Quarterly, 21, 2006, p313

28 S Berlinski, S Galiani and M Manacorda, ‘Giving Children a Better Start: pre-

school attendance and school-age profiles’, Journal of Public Economics, 92,

2008, pp1416–40; S Berlinski, S Galiani and P Gertler, ‘The Effect of Pre-pri-

mary Education on Primary School Performance’, Journal of Public Economics,

93, 2009, pp219–34

29 D L Vandell, J Belsky, M Burchinal, L Steinberg and N Vandergrift, ‘Do Effects

of Early Child Care Extend to Age 15 Years? Results From the NICHD Study of

Early Child Care and Youth Development’, Child Development, 81, 2010,

pp737–56

30 E C Melhuish, K Sylva, P Sammons, I Siraj-Blatchford, B Taggart, M Phan and

A Malin, ‘Preschool Influences on Mathematics Achievement’, Science, 321,

2008, pp1161–62; P Sammons, K Sylva, E Melhuish, I Siraj-Blatchford, B

Taggart and S Hunt, Influences on Children’s Attainment and Progress in Key

Stage 2: cognitive outcomes in Year 6, Department for Children, Schools and

Families, 2008,  http://eppe.ioe.ac.uk/eppe3-11/eppe3-11%20pdfs/eppepa-

pers/DfE-RR048.pdf

31 E Melhuish, L Quinn, K Sylva, P Sammons, I Siraj-Blatchford and B Taggart,

Pre-school Experience and Key Stage 2 Performance in English and Mathematics,

Department for Education, Northern Ireland, 2010, www.deni.gov.uk/no_52_

2010.pdf

32 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, PISA 2009 Results:

Vols II and IV, OECD, 2011, www.oecd.org/document/61/0,3343,en_2649_

35845621_46567613_1_1_1_1,00.html, accessed 6 June 2011

33 R Sapolsky, ‘Mothering Style and Methylation’, Nature Neuroscience, 7, 2004,

pp791–92; E Zigler, W Gilliam and S Jones, A Vision for Universal Preschool

Education, Cambridge University Press, 2006

34 For example, M McCain and J F Mustard, Early Years Study: reversing the real

brain drain, Publications Ontario, 1999



43The impact of poverty on child development and adult outcomes

35 B S Bernanke, ‘Challenges for State and Local Governments’, Speech, New

York, 2 March 2011

36 L Shenglan, ‘Development of Kindergarten Care and Education in the People’s

Republic of China Since the 1990s’, in E C Melhuish and K Petrogiannis (eds),

Early Childhood Care and Education: international perspectives on policy and

research, Routledge, 2006, pp151–66



44

Eight
Sure Start and child poverty:
what have we learned?
Naomi Eisenstadt

1997 seems a very long time ago, yet much of the current discourse on
family, the critical importance of the first years of a child’s life and the dis-
parity of outcomes across social class seems to echo the debates in play
nearly 15 years ago. What is different is the infrastructure of services now
available for families with young children, and the general acceptance that
government does have a role to play in the lives of children between the
provision of maternity care around birth and the entry to school around five.

Policy memories tend to be very short, and much time, energy and
money is wasted when the successes and mistakes of the recent past are
not used to inform future policy. So first, it is worth reflecting on some key
achievements of the last government with respect to early years provision,
which the coalition government, to its great credit, has maintained: we
now have in the UK universal entitlement to 15 hours per week of child-
care for all three- and four-year-olds, extended and increasingly flexible
parental leave, and the requirement that local authorities ensure adequate
provision of childcare for parents who want to work. 

These interventions have played a critical role in reducing child
poverty over the last decade. But there has been some retelling of the past
that does not resonate with my own recollections. The coalition govern-
ment has repeatedly said that it wants Sure Start to return to its original
purpose, supporting the most disadvantaged. Yet the origins of Sure Start
were not about the most extreme forms of multiple disadvantage, they
were explicitly about the negative impact of growing up in poverty for
young children. The initial round of Sure Start programmes was designed
to reach the poorest 20 per cent of children under four, and this was soon
expanded to the poorest 30 per cent. Sure Start was explicitly about the
impact of income poverty on young children. The initial design was meant
to mitigate the impact of poverty by providing support services for children
and families. Very early in the life of Sure Start, this was expanded to an
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aim of reducing the numbers of children in poverty by ensuring adequate
childcare, and by providing support services that would encourage moth-
ers and fathers to find employment. 

The second myth that has persisted about Sure Start was that it
was taken over by the ‘middle classes’. The first impact evaluation report
found that Sure Start was reaching poor families, but was not reaching the
very poorest, particularly teen parents.1 As a result of these findings, a
great deal of effort was put on outreach. In the second and subsequent
evaluation reports, there were no discernible sub-group differences in
reach.2 However, a problem did emerge that was two-fold. First, an area-
based initiative would never reach all poor children, because about half of
poor children did not live in poor areas. Second, families that needed sup-
port were not always income poor. Not all poor parents needed support
on parenting, and many who did need support were not poor. The deci-
sion to expand Sure Start children’s centres as an offer for all families in all
areas was based on these two issues. 

As a result, Sure Start in its current form of children’s centres is
probably unique. It is hard to think of any other government programme
that was initially designed for families in poverty that is so popular with all
different types of families. Surely, this should be celebrated? We do not
criticise a school, for example, because better-off families want their chil-
dren to attend it. 

It is also worth reflecting, however, on what has worked less well.
Perhaps the biggest mistake to date was a failure to understand the com-
plexity of the role of running a Sure Start local programme. Joining up local
services across health, education and social welfare, commissioning a
major capital project, working collaboratively with local parents, under-
standing the critical nature of data about the local population were all crit-
ically important in running a successful programme. Often individuals who
had some of these skills knew little about young children. They came from
other career backgrounds. The early years workforce was then a low-skill,
low-paid and low-status one. People worked incredibly hard, but we did
not build in a professional development programme to support them. 

The second big lesson, aligned to the first, is that we vastly under-
estimated how long it would take to get services established. Most of the
programmes spent huge amounts of time in the first year just commission-
ing the buildings. It took about three years to get a programme up and
running, while there was an expectation of improved outcomes within
months. It is now clear that some of the disappointing results of the first
outcome study were because very little was actually happening. But while
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it was dispiriting not to observe any real cognitive gains for children, the
social and economic gains for parents were substantial and, in time, these
improvements for parents may deliver the longer term improvements in the
life courses for children. 

So how do these findings relate to the current policy climate? The
emphasis on using evidence-based programmes more assiduously in chil-
dren’s centres and schools is to be welcomed. Popularity alone will not
improve child outcomes. The fact that mothers, and often fathers, enjoy
using children’s centres needs to be exploited to ensure that what they do
at the centre is more focused on activities and programmes that have some
chance of improving outcomes. Providing a mix of services between those
that parents actively request and those that are known to make a real dif-
ference for children is a critical component of children’s centre planning.
There is no point in providing high-quality services that parents are not will-
ing to use; nor is there much point in providing services that parents enjoy,
but which are not likely to have much impact on their children in the long run.

We have learned important lessons from the early work on Sure
Start. In particular, we learned that a service meant for everyone must
reach out to those least likely to use it, while remaining welcoming to all.
But the very difficult financial climate is putting severe pressure on the abil-
ity of children’s centres to deliver what is needed. Moreover, as public sec-
tor unemployment rises, there is likely to be an increase in demand for
services just as they are being cut back. 

Government has two main aims in supporting parents: improving
parenting capabilities and reducing pressures on families. Much of what
the current coalition is encouraging could improve capabilities, and result
in improvements for children in the longer term. However, as pressures are
increased through benefit changes and higher unemployment, more chil-
dren will be in poverty. It is unlikely that their parents will have the time,
inclination or motivation to participate in programmes. Moreover, high
entry barriers and targeting of services will miss some of the non-poor
families who may need them. To be really effective, children’s centres need
to be welcoming to all, while particularly alert to different needs and differ-
ent solutions. A fragile and valuable infrastructure is at risk. 

Notes
1 National Evaluation of Sure Start Team, Early Impacts of Sure Start Local
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Programmes on Children and Families, HMSO, 2008
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Nine
Poor children’s future access
to early years provision
Eva Lloyd

Both the current and previous government’s early years policies reflect
their in-principle acceptance of the evidence for the positive impact of early
childhood education and care provision on the wellbeing and life chances
of young children, notably for those from disadvantaged backgrounds.1

Recent policy developments, however, appear to ignore the evidence that,
on its own, this is unlikely to have an impact, except if part of a broader
package of support, including income support.

In 2010 it was a welcome development, even if a surprise to some
observers, that the coalition government made an early commitment to
the continuation of early childhood education and care policies formulated
by its predecessor.2 In England, the extension from 12.5 to 15 hours of
free early education for three- and four-year-olds, to be delivered flexibly
during 38 weeks of the year, went ahead as planned in September 2010.3

Costing an estimated £190 billion in 2011/12, it remains the Department
for Education’s main financial contribution to children’s early childhood
provision, according to the National Audit Office.4

Since September 2009, all 152 English local authorities had been
offering 10 to 15 hours of free early education during term time to the most
disadvantaged two-year-olds.5 The 2010 comprehensive spending review
committed to extending the offer of 15 hours to 20 per cent of the most
economically disadvantaged two-year-olds, some 130,000 children, by
September 2013. Within a year, this announcement was trumped by the
Chancellor’s November 2011 decision to double the number of targeted
children to around 40 per cent of all two-year-olds by 2014/15, involving
some 260,000 children. The predicted impact of proposed austerity
measures on families with children6 and findings from a recent Millennium
Cohort Study analysis of multiple risk factors among families with one-
year-olds,7 warrant the assumption that most of these children will be eco-
nomically disadvantaged. 
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This and other Millennium Cohort Study evidence illustrates how, in
the UK’s poorest one-fifth of households, children’s development soon
starts to lag behind their better-off peers, so that by age five they are nearly
a year behind. It complements other studies that have identified how early
years services will struggle to close this gap,8 particularly in disadvantaged
areas where their quality is still markedly poorer.9

The national evaluation of the pilot of provision for two-year-olds
identifies a critical lesson, namely that positive impacts on children’s lan-
guage and parent-child relationships could be observed,10 but only where
children attended high-quality provision. This adds to the body of evidence
showing that long-term benefits of early childhood services, especially for
disadvantaged children, depend largely on their quality.11 In this study, only 21
per cent of the pilot settings assessed were rated as ‘good’ quality, indi-
cating that alongside creating additional places,12 delivering high quality to
achieve the initiative’s intended outcomes will pose a significant challenge. 

Problems associated with delivering targeted, as opposed to, uni-
versal interventions will also have to be addressed,13 an issue which is
clearly recognised within the European Union’s latest statement on early
childhood education and care.14 But even where education is universal,
concern about low take-up of the free entitlement by the most disadvan-
taged three-year-olds continues.15 Other factors affect equitable access
and should be of equal concern. These include serious regional discrep-
ancies in take-up and the lack of high-quality early education provision in
areas of high deprivation,16 the drop in the number of children’s centres
delivering early years services17 and the rising number of families in tem-
porary accommodation, notably in London, who may lack access to early
years provision.18

Finally, the interface between the supply-side funding system for
early education and the – rapidly diminishing – demand-side subsidies for
childcare remains highly problematic.19 Among the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) member states, cur-
rent UK financing levels for early childhood education and care are higher
than average, whether calculated as a percentage of GDP or as per capita
expenditure.20 Nonetheless, direct childcare costs for parents are among
the highest. This may have its origins in the use of demand-led subsidies
within a childcare market in which for-profit providers play a major role.
This funding model is relatively unusual, at least in Europe, although child-
care markets dominated by for-profit businesses are more prevalent in
English-speaking countries such as Australia, New Zealand, the USA and
Canada.21



49Poor children’s future access to early years provision

The importance of equitable early childhood policies is demon-
strated in the case of Sweden and Belgian Flanders, where considerable
differences in the social distribution of publicly funded childcare co-exist
with identical per capita expenditure.22 OECD evidence indicates that
demand-side led funding models may lack price controls and entail dou-
ble counting, while publicly provided services may have greater redistrib-
utive effects among specific population groups vulnerable to poverty.23

Like its predecessor, this government is keen for poor children to
take up early years provision and improve their life chances. But this analy-
sis suggests that quality, take-up and the funding and delivery models
associated with current early education and care policies put equitable
access at risk, particularly when child poverty levels are rising. Although
the current government has retained, and indeed is expanding, early edu-
cation provision, it appears to be doing so as a substitute for, rather than
alongside, childcare support and a more extensive income support strat-
egy. Fiscal support for childcare costs has been curtailed, while further
proposed changes to tax and benefits are limiting families’ use of child-
care. This in turn may adversely affect the childcare market, which has a
major role in delivering both the two- and three-year-old early education
entitlement. Reconsidering and reconfiguring policy in these areas is
urgent and necessary. 
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Ten
Better off, better educated
Donald Hirsch

Educational and social inequalities have interacted for decades to con-
tribute to child poverty in the UK. Ever since James Callaghan’s ‘Ruskin
Speech’ in 1976, successive governments have acknowledged that infe-
rior education levels for the worst off are not only socially unjust, but also
economically damaging in a modern economy that does not require legions
of uneducated workers as ‘factory fodder’. Since Callaghan’s speech, the
‘long tail of underachievement’ has been shortened substantially. 

Yet the link between student background and educational out-
comes in the UK remains stronger than in most other countries, and this
helps reinforce the enduring nature of child poverty from one generation to
the next. In the 65-nation PISA survey of 15-year-olds, the UK comes 11th
in the strength of association between socio-economic status and educa-
tional outcomes.1 It is interesting to note that the three developed coun-
tries where this link is the weakest – Iceland, Finland and Spain – all have
income inequality much lower than levels observed in the UK. 

Socio-economic disadvantage is not the same as poverty, and it is
valid to ask whether relieving material hardship would itself have any effect
on educational outcomes. However, evidence shows that both social
background and poverty itself contribute to how well children do at school
and to associated indicators of economic success in adulthood. In the UK,
analysis of cohort studies has shown that experience of financial hardship
is an independent factor affecting educational and employment out-
comes.2 Such a link with income suggests that, while low achievement
among working-class children can be seen partly as a relic of our class
system, differences in material resources also play a part. 

Ample qualitative evidence of the experiences of poverty and edu-
cational disadvantage (such as in the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s pro-
gramme on education and poverty) supports this finding.3 Children who
live in overcrowded homes, who suffer stress associated with material
hardship and whose families lack material resources to support their edu-
cation are directly disadvantaged. This problem has become more acute
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as ‘extras’ paid for by better-off families, even in state education, have
become more of a norm, whether they are purchasing revision guides,
paying for extra-curricular activities or having adequate access to the
internet for research at home.

Tackling absolute and relative underachievement

In recent years, policy has had two parallel aims: to reduce the percentage
of all children underachieving at school, and to reduce the link between
family background and relative educational performance. Given the con-
centration of children from poor backgrounds among students leaving
school without qualifications, these aims overlap, but are no means identical.

The starkest performance improvement of the past 20 years has
been the increase in the proportion of students getting at least five good
GCSEs, from a minority of 16-year-olds to around three-quarters.4

However, this improvement has tended to benefit people around the mid-
dle rather than at the bottom of the social and economic spectrum. For
many years it was accompanied by little change in the numbers leaving
school with no qualifications at all, and no improvement in the relative edu-
cational chances of disadvantaged children.

In the later years of the last government, however, this started to
change quite distinctly. For example, the number of secondary school stu-
dents not getting any GCSE passes or equivalent fell from 19,000 in 2005
to just 6,000 in 2010.5 At the same time, the ‘attainment gap’ between
students on free school meals (a proxy for poverty) and the average has
finally started to narrow markedly. Between 2007 and 2011, the proportion
of free school meals students getting at least five GCSEs rose from 36 per
cent to 65 per cent, and the size of the difference between these and
other students in this respect fell by a third.

The emphasis on the aim of improving the relative educational
achievement of disadvantaged groups has grown over time. In the early
years of the last government, there was a focus on under-performing
schools and areas, but most of the fruits of the large expansion in school
funding were spread across the system rather than targeted. The most
important acknowledgement of the need to help deprived groups in the
first part of the decade was through Sure Start. 

By 2007, on the other hand, in the government’s second compre-
hensive spending review, it included a public service agreement target to
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‘narrow the gap in educational achievement between children from low-
income and disadvantaged backgrounds and their peers’. The link between
education and poverty was reiterated in the Child Poverty Act, which
requires a child poverty strategy to address educational influences. The
education maintenance allowance was one example of where the previ-
ous administration targeted help to families with low incomes. 

The extra help to schools educating children from disadvantaged
backgrounds provided by the present government’s pupil premium is a
further acknowledgement that these children need additional support. It is
unfortunate that this acknowledgement did not come at the time, a
decade ago, when overall resources for education were growing. It is
always easier to direct sufficient extra resources where they are needed
when the overall pot is expanding.

It is extremely difficult to make clear links between specific educa-
tional policies that target disadvantaged children and the actual narrowing
of the attainment gap referred to above. On the other hand, it is worth not-
ing that this narrowing occurred for a cohort of children among whom
poverty was less prevalent than the previous cohort. While it again cannot
be proved that there was a causal link, the evidence on outcomes for chil-

Figure 1:

Percentage of 16-year-olds getting at least five GCSEs, grade C

and above, by free school meal status
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dren growing up deprived suggests that it was a contributory factor.
Tackling poverty through educational improvement is clearly essen-

tial, and just as clearly a very long-term process. Today’s less-educated
parents continue to experience disadvantages linked to their limited
opportunities earlier in life. In ensuring that their own children do not suffer
too, it is important both to create a school system in which they can thrive
and to ensure that they have an adequate standard of living that allows
them to flourish. 

Material deprivation today prevents adults and children from partic-
ipating fully in society, and a crucial aspect of this participation is the
chance to learn and develop, inside and outside school. To break this
cycle, measures to tackle income poverty itself and to improve educational
chances for disadvantaged children need to go hand in hand. If fewer chil-
dren from the least advantaged social groups grow up in material hard-
ship, it will become more feasible to design educational measures that
help these children do better at school. And better education will help
more future parents earn a decent living for their families.
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Eleven
The health effects of poverty
Michael Marmot

Insufficient income is associated with worse outcomes across virtually all
domains, including long-term health and life expectancy. Children born
into poverty have an increased risk of mortality in the first year of life and
in adulthood, are more likely to be born early and small, and they face
more health problems in later life.1

Poverty, and particularly debt, increases the likelihood of mental dis-
orders, including sleep deprivation and depression among new mothers.2

The effects are particularly evident among women because they are more
likely to handle family budgets, have caring responsibilities and are often
the ‘shock absorbers’ of reduced family incomes, meaning that they go
without to protect their children from the worst effects of poverty.3

Maternal depression is then, in itself, a significant risk factor for poor social
and emotional development in children.4 Children from disadvantaged
backgrounds are more likely to start primary school with lower personal,
social and emotional development and are at significantly increased risk of
developing conduct disorders, all of which can lead to difficulties in terms
of educational attainment, relationships and mental health throughout the
life course.5 A Finnish study also shows a direct and negative impact on
child mental health of a reduction in family income, attributed to increased
economic pressure and negative changes in parental mental health, mar-
ital interaction and parenting quality.6

Insufficient income has also been linked to an inability to heat
homes, which leads to an increase in respiratory and cardiovascular dis-
eases, and mental health conditions across all age groups.7 Children in
low-income families can also often miss out on activities and experiences
that are a key part of the social and emotional development of most other
children, and some families still find themselves unable to afford essentials
such as school uniforms and adequate housing.8 Research has shown
that increasing the income of these families is an effective way to tackle
these problems.9
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A minimum income for healthy living

A healthy standard of living for all is therefore central to good health and
to reducing health inequalities. In Fair Society, Healthy Lives, I set out the
importance of setting a minimum income for healthy living. This includes
the costs of purchasing those things that are needed to ensure adequate
levels of nutrition, physical activity, housing, psycho-social interaction,
clothing, transport, heating and hygiene.10 Adequate levels for these are
set out in the literature (such as the need for five portions of fruit and veg-
etables a day). It is a practical costing exercise that needs to be repeated
regularly, for different household groups. 

Loughborough University has developed a minimum income stan-
dard, which has a similar focus. It also includes sufficient resources to par-
ticipate in society and maintain human dignity, consuming those goods
and services regarded as essential in Britain. For most groups, including
families with children, the amount of money that they need to reach the
minimum income standard is higher than the amount implied by the
poverty line set at 60 per cent of median income.11

To maximise health and reduce health inequalities, we therefore
need to ensure everyone has income sufficient for healthy living. Meeting
the child poverty targets would be essential, but arguably, if set at 60 per
cent of median income, not sufficient. 

The size of the problem: London as an example

The numbers of people who do not have a minimum income for an
acceptable standard of living vary across the country, because the costs
of necessary items also vary. However, to take one example, in London,
where costs are high, 53 per cent of Londoners in 2005–2008 lived in
households with a weekly income below a ‘minimum income for accept-
able standard of living’.12 However, this was 82 per cent for the Pakistani
and Bangladeshi population and 85 per cent for single people with chil-
dren.13 London has the highest rates of child (39 per cent), working-age
(25 per cent) and pensioner (23 per cent) poverty14 in England.15

But this does not mean that these children live with parents
dependent on state benefits. Just over one-half of children and working-
age adults in poverty in London live in working families.16
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The importance of early years experiences

I, along with others, have also set out the strong body of evidence relating
to the importance of children’s experiences in the early years and have
called for increased emphasis on this area.17 For positive outcomes, we
need to ensure that there is high-quality pre-natal and post-natal support,
good-quality childcare provision, and positive and resilient parenting. The
government is supportive of this agenda and is rolling out, for example,
good-quality education to disadvantaged two-year-olds from 2013, and
has expanded the number of families being offered support through the
Family Nurse Partnership scheme. 

The strength of evidence on early years experiences led Frank Field,
in his report The Foundation Years: preventing poor children becoming
poor adults, to argue that the best way to improve life chances was to shift
the emphasis of the child poverty strategy towards investment in early
years provision.18

My view is that we need both a poverty and income strategy and
investment in early years provision. The two strategies address different
drivers of poor outcomes. Adequate incomes ensure that families can
afford to heat their homes adequately, can participate in social activities,
and can afford a healthy diet. Adequate incomes reduce parental stress,
which is a significant factor in poor parenting. Improvements in parenting
and the quality of childcare provision can improve children’s social and
emotional, cognitive and behavioural capabilities, improving their chances
of gaining and maintaining work in later life, for example, and avoiding
mental illness.19 In An Equal Start: improving outcomes in children’s cen-
tres, we provide evidence for this mixed approach and set out those
aspects of children’s development, parenting and the context in which
they live (including financial resources) that need to be  improved. 

Moving forward with poverty targets

For children’s and later life outcomes, focusing solely on the poorest in
society misses much of the problem. There is a social gradient in health
such that everyone has worse health than those in the socio-economic
groups above them: the more uneven the income distribution, the starker
the differences in health between each socio-economic group.
Population-level data shows a correlation such that the more unequal a
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society, the worse the health and other social outcomes for the whole
population.20 Throughout Fair Society, Healthy Lives, I set out the need for
a ‘proportionate universalism’ approach – including the whole gradient in
universalist policies while investing proportionate to need. 

I have illustrated that poverty is linked with worse outcomes, and
that the child poverty level is set, for most, at a level below the amount
needed for a minimum acceptable standard of living. It is of concern,
therefore, that the number of children living in households with incomes
below 60 per cent median income is rising. 

With the economic downturn, we need to be intensifying our efforts to
protect the poor, not shying away from the responsibility. But we need not
just to look at poverty; we need to look at levels of income across the socio-
economic distribution, and to bring that together with practical information
on whether that level of income is sufficient to buy those goods which are
necessary to lead a healthy and fulfilling life. A minimum income for healthy
living should be the baseline for benefit and minimum wage calculations.

Income transfers are expensive, but much of the responsibility for
redistribution needs to be placed with employers. High levels of in-work
poverty are unacceptable. Taking forward my example of London, a
London ‘living wage’ is calculated each year by the Greater London
Authority and has been implemented across more than a hundred
London-based organisations. Moving into work at a living wage of £8.30
per hour (2011 calculation21) will improve a household’s chances of living
above the poverty line, although certain household types might still be in
poverty as the London living wage is calculated for the individual earner.
This is a promising start, but we need to build on this and do more.
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Twelve
Protecting children 
Lisa Harker

After a decade during which there was a decline in both child poverty and
child abuse, the relationship between the two remains open to question.
Are they linked, and will we see a rise in child abuse now that poverty is
on the increase again?

The answer is far from certain. Child abuse is not bound by income,
class, race or creed; it is found in all walks of life. Most families in poverty,
however dire their circumstances, do not maltreat their children. 

Nevertheless, there is evidence that poverty and child abuse are in
some way aligned, even if a causal link is hard to establish. The association
appears to be stronger in relation to neglect and physical abuse than other
forms of abuse.1 It is a complicated relationship, often compounded by
other factors such as substance misuse and mental health issues, and
other factors such as parents’ own histories and attitudes to parenting. 

The most compelling explanation of why there appears to be a rela-
tionship between poverty and child abuse lies in the evidence of how par-
enting can be affected by material circumstances. While most parents
living in poverty parent adequately, a higher proportion of parents living on
low incomes have an authoritarian parenting style than other parents, a
style typified by being demanding and directive and less responsive to a
child’s needs.2 The evidence seems to suggest that this style of parenting
can arise when an individual is under stress, caused or exacerbated by liv-
ing in poverty.3 While there are many routes to inadequate parenting, often
unrelated to economic circumstance, it seems that the stress associated
with material disadvantage may hasten the journey.

If this is the case, there are good reasons to believe that the eco-
nomic shock being experienced by families across the UK will increase the
prevalence of child abuse. There is already worrying evidence emerging,
particularly in relation to neglect. In recent months, the extent to which
growing numbers of children are at risk of malnourishment has become
apparent. Across the UK, the numbers reliant on emergency food supplies
has doubled in 12 months to almost 129,000.4 In London, which has seen
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a trebling in use of food banks, nearly half the recipients are children.
School teachers are also reporting high numbers of children being hungry
at school. A recent survey undertaken by the Times Educational
Supplement and the Prince’s Trust reported that four in 10 secondary
school teachers had seen children who were hungry at school every day
of the week.5

Whether children are going without food because of impoverish-
ment or wilful neglect is, of course, open to question. The extent of neglect
among children in the UK is already a major concern. Nearly one in 10
young people report severe neglect during their childhood.6 In the past
year, 28 per cent of calls to the NSPCC’s adult helpline were from people
reporting neglect of children and young people, twice as many calls as in
the previous year and four times as many as five years ago. Three in every
four calls to the helpline about neglect are serious enough to be reported
to the authorities and there is little evidence that the public is being hyper-
vigilant (57 per cent of people wait over a month before calling).

With pressures on families increasing as a result of the current eco-
nomic circumstances, the increase in reported neglect may be indicative
of rising incidence. Certainly, more families are facing acute stress.
Homelessness acceptance rates, for example, have jumped 18 per cent
in the past year;7 three-quarters of the households accepted as homeless
contain children. Such circumstances are very likely to have an impact on
parenting capacity, which in turn heightens the risk the children could be
exposed to maltreatment.

There are, of course, counter factors that suggest that, even in
stressful economic times, levels of abuse may not necessarily increase.
The past decade has seen some changes in parenting styles, with a gen-
eral decline in reported experiences of harsh emotional and physical pun-
ishment by parents and also in experiences of physical violence.8 Perhaps
a more general shift in parenting style will alter the relationship between
poverty and child abuse?

Nonetheless, given what are expected to be tough years ahead for
many families, it would seem wise to consider what pre-emptive action
might be taken to reduce the risk of a rise in child abuse and neglect. The
answer is not straightforward. Others have noted that attempts to change
parenting style, practices or beliefs simply by raising the income of parents
are likely to fail;9 it is only likely to be one part of the solution. But that
should not preclude a closer look at the way in which early help is being
provided to families whose material circumstances are disintegrating.

For children, all too often intervention comes too late, at the point of
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crisis, once abuse or neglect has been detected. Focusing family support
on those families who are experiencing a substantial loss of income in the
current economic climate would be more effective in preventing abuse
from occurring in the first place. In practical terms, it would mean directing
support to families on the brink of a crisis. At present, support is largely
directed at picking up the pieces rather than pre-empting problems.

As well as a willingness to adopt more early intervention, this would
also require a more ‘intelligent’ system for identifying families who are likely
to be experiencing significant stress because of their changing economic
circumstances. They should not be hard to find – they are the families
whose homes are being repossessed, who have lost their jobs and who
are relying on emergency food parcels. But it would mean a wider range
of professionals – Work Programme providers, GPs and housing workers
and so on – being more alert to the potential impact of a family’s change
in economic circumstances on a child’s safety.

Whether there is appetite for pre-emptive action is not clear. But
what is certain is that simply waiting to see whether rising levels of poverty
put more children at risk of abuse would seem irresponsible.
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Thirteen
Housing and communities
Anne Power

Bringing up children on a low income and living in a low-income area is a
‘double struggle’. Over 10 years from 1998 to 2008, two hundred families
in four deprived urban areas told us of their difficulties, fears and hopes.
They also witnessed constant, low-level efforts by government to make
progress in equalising conditions. This included the Decent Homes repair
programme, local jobs such as neighbourhood wardens and park assis-
tants, and local training opportunities. Based on what parents told us,
neighbourhood conditions would greatly improve if 10 key changes were
‘mainstreamed’. This short chapter shows how important public, social
and community provision is alongside income, and how reliant area initia-
tives are on wider frameworks of support, while delivering local services
through local channels, including local jobs.

Child-friendly spaces

Urban neighbourhoods need supervised, open play spaces for children of
different ages within a short walking distance of every front door. Children
have to let off steam, play outside and have fun without trouble. Open
spaces need to be supervised:

‘Teenagers need something to do. It’s so built up here… they come out onto

to the street causing trouble, fighting, throwing bottles over the wall. It can

be threatening and intimidating – shouting, pushing, girls screaming.’ (Ellie,

West City)

‘It is not about barriers, it is about them letting off physical energy in bad

ways, not via sports, kids, today.’ (Laverne, Kirkside East)
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After-school activities

Schools are powerful community anchors. After-school activities, such as
football, dancing and art clubs, help families in low-income areas. Boys
particularly need to let off energy in a very physical way and spend too
long indoors, sitting still, in school. After-school clubs and sport activities
encourage team working and develop co-ordination skills. There are many
spin-offs among parents and teachers (discipline, concentration, friend-
ships, informal support). Schools can also organise homework clubs, par-
enting groups, social learning events, breakfast clubs and outings. All
parental contact and home school links pay dividends:

‘Anything that’s happening in the community where people can actually talk

and communicate together, things like schools, after-school clubs, youth

clubs, special events, projects that bring families together, all help.’ (Annie,

East Docks)

Regeneration and community stability

We are constantly attempting to ‘regenerate’ poor areas by knocking
them down and replacing them with something better. This process takes
10 to 20 years. It is a long, arduous, expensive journey. It hurts families
along the way and spills over into surrounding areas. Mixing new luxury
flats with low-cost social housing does not work. Low-level reinvestment,
repair and ongoing upgrading retain the community, build trust and raise
the value of disadvantaged areas.

Ongoing reinvestment, low-level improvements, and on-site neigh-
bourhood management work to preserve communities and encourage
families in work to stay or move into low-income areas:

‘The environment looks cleaner [now]. They’ve got more after-school clubs for

children. Now we have things down here, that’s good. They’ve improved the

local environment a lot. They have wardens now. With graffiti and vandalism,

it’s got much better. The area looks cleaner, the rubbish has got better.

We’re getting our money’s worth. When we need repairs, they come

right away. They gave us an incentive to move, some money to move us on,

but we decided not to. The rubbish is now picked up every day. Before you just
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couldn’t enter the lifts because they were in such a poor state. So I used to

struggle up the stairs. They’re doing a lot to the buildings.’ (Cynthia, West City)

Affordable low-energy existing homes

Families need to have confidence that their homes will last, that their bills
will be affordable and that renting is a viable option. The Decent Homes
programme made a huge impact on estate conditions. Now we urgently
need serious energy reductions to ensure the long-term sustainability of
low-cost homes and remove the threat of fuel poverty:

‘They’ve started doing work on council houses; we’ve had central heating

and an alarm and are getting all new windows, got one downstairs but it is

single glazed, getting all new double-glazed windows. Had new front and

back doors. You need a decent home. It affects people daily, a good home,

and it affects bills.’ (Jackie, Kirkside East)

Safer streets

Safer streets need frontline workers both to prevent trouble and to encour-
age positive activity. Safer streets with less traffic, lower speeds, benches,
trees and wider pavements encourage social interaction among families,
older people and teenagers. Safer streets also help schools and play areas:

‘I don’t let my youngest out of my sight. I’m too frightened to let her out to

play. If there was an after-school club, then I’d be OK. But just to let her out

the front door, there’s no way.’ (Annie, East Docks)

Inter-ethnic understanding

Many families talk about the problems of racial tension and mistrust
between different communities. Over-rapid change undermines social
relations, leads to scapegoating and often pushes families to leave difficult
areas. Schools and Sure Start are often key to bringing parents together
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and reducing tensions since they encourage different groups to join in:

‘At first I thought, “There are too many coloureds.” Peter would say I’m being

racist but there are only three white girls in her class. But we went to the

open day and it far outshone the other schools. We were impressed. The

teachers seem more interested in the child. They have more going on. The

head is doing very well to bring the different cultures together. They’re in a

bad area and they’re making a go of it.’ (Margaret and Peter, Kirkside East)

Organised activities

Organised community events bring lots of different backgrounds together.
Structured events and facilities are necessary in urban areas because of
parents’ unfamiliarity and lack of confidence in the harsh urban environment:

‘They had a multi-cultural festival in the park last summer, it was really good.

My kids loved it. … Everyone in the area goes. There was Arabic dancing,

black and Asian people and no trouble… It’s really multi-cultural with families

and people living together, and it’s nice, walking around, you bump into

someone and they’re nice to you… People in the area don’t smile much, but

sometimes they’re friendly. I think these festivals and things are good; every-

body gets together and there’s no fights. It’s peaceful. It’s really good, it

makes you feel like one community, all friends. It’s a nice feeling… it helps

to share cultures and traditions.’ (Fatima, The Valley)

Greener environments

Families not only need safe spaces but also the calming, cleansing, shad-
ing, softening and sheltering impact of trees, grass and other plants – the
proverbial breath of fresh air. It is relatively easy to green urban areas, but
children and young people need to help directly so they protect and
respect the green spaces: 

‘[The park has] just two slides and a swing, it’s a very small, closed-up area.

By the time you see four or five children, it’s getting so crowded… Other bor-

oughs have better play areas for children. The parks are not very good round
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here. We do like going but I’ve mentioned the problems.’ (Delilah, West City)

‘I think it’s environmental improvements that are the most significant neigh-

bourhood changes, like the Facelift Scheme made the main roads a lot tidier.

It looks a bit sterile though, cut out a lot of the green.’ (Louise, The Valley)

Money and non-cash resources

Parents say that more money would make the biggest difference to their
lives, but they also say their highest priority and biggest concern is young
people. Non-monetary resources, as we have argued, need to be more fairly
distributed for families to flourish, particularly in relation to area conditions,
open spaces, out-of-school provisions, activities and meeting points:

‘A lot of them just cycle round there, you know. It may be if there was some

sort of cycling proficiency club. The thing is, with things like that, the kids

aren’t going to go somewhere else to do it, it has to be brought to where

they are. It’s almost like, if somebody came around and found all the kids

cycling out the front here and said, “Ooh, come up onto the area, and once

a week we’ll do cycling proficiency”, they would do it. These youth outreach

workers, it’s a job for them, isn’t it, but I don’t know who pays for projects

like that.’ (Joan, West City)

Frontline services

Neighbourhood wardens, police community officers, park keepers, play
attendants, classroom assistants, health assistants became much more
common in poor areas between 2000 and 2008. These jobs often go to
local residents, particularly parents. There are training schemes attached,
and they can be an invaluable stepping stone to better work prospects.
Most importantly, they provide low-level of supervision and care within
neighbourhoods: 

‘You do realise that the gun crime and the gangs and all that, there just

seems to be more and more in London. Really and truthfully, just to know

that them people [CPSOs] are plodding around, maybe no one would take
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much notice of them, especially young children or teenagers, but just the

fact that they’re there on their radio and if someone was destroying some-

thing, they might be concerned – even if they just radio’d it through and

someone else was aware. It does give a little bit of a, not exactly protective,

but someone’s out there.’ (Marilyn, West City)

‘Having a high presence of community police officers around does make a

difference in terms of people being more cautious… If you have police offi-

cers outside all of the time, it might keep a lid on.’ (Andrea, East Docks)

Lessons we can learn

The lessons that we can learn from these experiences are:

• providing more public outdoor spaces and making streets more family-
friendly encourages all ages to interact and provide informal social con-
trol over children and young people;

• supporting after-school, extended hours activities and lightly super-
vised play activities helps parents, integrates children and keeps them
out of danger; 

• creating traffic-tamed streets, where children can simply mingle and
play outside their front doors in safety greatly expands their horizons,
their social contacts and opportunities for less aggressive ‘energy
release’; 

• upgrading low-income housing works better than knocking it down
and starting again.

‘Localism’ theoretically gives local councils and communities a lot more
power to get things done and help the poorest areas. Whether they priori-
tise this in the face of steep cuts is yet to be tested. The need to carry on
‘tackling the basics’ is clear; conditions deteriorate alarmingly fast when
local effort is diluted. This applies to housing repair, neighbourhood man-
agement, street policing and local supervision. Ongoing investment is a
prerequisite of maintaining conditions in difficult areas. The portents are
not promising.
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Fourteen
Slipping back into the
margins? The importance of
adequate financial support
and welfare services for
children in poverty
Tess Ridge

The UK welfare state is undergoing a significant period of crisis and
change. It is important in this policy environment to take time to under-
stand the implications of these changes for some of the poorest and the
most vulnerable in our society. Of particular concern are children in low-
income families whose needs and concerns are in danger of slipping
quickly and quietly out of policy focus and into the margins of policy fol-
lowing a change in government. 

Children have always been key beneficiaries of welfare services, and
the type and quality of public provision is an essential component of child-
hood wellbeing. Children from low-income families in particular are highly
reliant on policy interventions, financial support and service provision.
Therefore, in a climate of ‘austerity’ with unprecedented cuts in welfare
support, it is important to examine the current social, economic and polit-
ical landscape from the perspective of disadvantaged children. 

A recent government review of 10 years of qualitative research with
disadvantaged children reveals these children’s anxieties about money,
debt and financial security.1 It shows the impact of material deprivation,
social anxiety and the challenges of fitting in and joining in at school and
in their neighbourhoods. These concerns are further undercut by deep
personal experiences of shame and stigma in relation to their poverty.
These children tell us that money matters, yet we know that children’s
fears of inadequate family income, debt and financial stress within their
homes will be exacerbated by the substantial cuts to social security 
benefits and tax credits in the future: 
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‘My mother could give me as much as she could afford. She can’t give me

all her money… She won’t be able to pay off her gas and electricity bills.’2

‘I’m sometimes sad, like other people get stuff and I wish I had that. Sometimes

I feel like I am acting selfishly, I should be happy with what I’ve got.’3

‘I worry about what life will be like when I’m older…  because I’m kind of

scared of growing older, but if you know what is in front of you then it’s a bit

better, but I don’t know.’ (Kim, aged 11)4

Children’s experiences of poor housing and homelessness reveal the dev-
astating impact such changes can have on their health, security and well-
being.5 As Mark (aged nine) puts it: ‘It’s freezing in the winter; you have to
wear hats and scarves… Even though you wear too much clothes you still
feel cold. It’s bad when you sleep’,6 while a 15-year-old spoke of the
shame connected to poor housing: ‘It’s just too embarrassing; I’d never
have people back here. It’s just too awful.’7 Yet cutting local housing
allowance and housing benefit, including a cap on the overall value of ben-
efits a family can receive, will result for many in homelessness and dis-
placement. 

We also know from children that poverty can mean that children can
go hungry and are in need of extra support at school.8 As a 16- or 17-
year-old carer put it:

‘And I worry about my mum then because she is not eating what she should

be eating. It’s not like we can eat three meals a day, like you should do,

because we haven’t got the money to do that… So sometimes I go without

food to give to my mum. Do you know what I mean?’9

Given this, rescinding on the previous government’s promise to extend
free school meal entitlement to children in low-income working families is
unnecessary and damaging. Over half of all children living in poverty are in
working households and the decision by Labour to extend free school
meals to these children was a particularly significant one. To withdraw this
measure, without careful thought of the value and importance that it may
have for disadvantaged children – while achieving little financial saving –
signals a dangerous disregard for disadvantaged children’s wellbeing. 

Furthermore, we can see some of the knock-on effects for children
of just this one change when we look at a key element of the coalition’s
child poverty strategy – the new pupil premium. Brought in by the coalition
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with the important intention of supporting low-income children at school,
this measure is immediately diluted in its effect when low-income children
in working families – who are in need of such support – are excluded due
to the nature of eligibility which is pegged to free school meal receipt. 

‘Fitting in and joining in’ is another key issue identified by children
from low-income families in research. But as Martin (11 years) points out:

‘They go into town and go swimming and that, and they play football and

they go to other places and I can’t go… because some of them cost money

and that.’10

Yet as well as recent reductions in direct financial support, cuts are being
made to children’s participation projects, such as free swimming, reading
support for children from low-income families and the scaling back and, in
many cases, halting of school rebuilding schemes. Many of these policy
changes, like the closure of libraries, the removal of funding for speed
cameras and the cutting back of public leisure opportunities will have an
often unremarked and yet disproportionate effect on disadvantaged chil-
dren’s lives. Closures in Sure Start children’s centres and local authority
leisure facilities reduce opportunities for shared affordable leisure and par-
ticipation. The removal of funding for speed cameras puts low-income
children at particular risk of road traffic accidents. Poverty is a highly
localised experience and, unlike more affluent children with access to
transport and commodified leisure opportunities, low-income children are
effectively contained and constrained within their local neighbourhoods
and streets, and hence highly susceptible to decreased service provision
and increased traffic risk. 

Much has been made of the notion that in recession we are all ‘in it
together’. However, it is increasingly apparent that it is the poorest children
and families that are bearing the brunt of the recession and of ‘austerity’
measures. Looking at each of these in turn it is possible to see how, far
from supporting disadvantaged children, acknowledging their expressed
needs and concerns, and protecting them in times of economic crisis,
recent cuts and welfare changes have threatened to exacerbate and
aggravate their gravest concerns. 

Children who are poor do not have strong political support. The
Child Poverty Act represents an essential reminder that children’s interests
should be paramount when developing child poverty strategies. Financial
support is essential for addressing poverty and targeting intensive
resources at a relatively few ‘problematic’ families will do little or nothing



73Slipping back into the margins?

to address the needs of the millions of children who are living in poverty.
Research with children from low-income families shows that money mat-
ters and improved financial support for parents and children increases
children’s sense of stability and security at home; it brings improvements
in material wellbeing, and opens up opportunities for participation and
inclusion in childhood among peers.11 The cumulative impact of these pol-
icy changes has been substantial, and from the perspective of children’s
needs, rights and entitlements it is apparent that the new landscape of
‘austerity’ holds little promise for the several million UK children whose
childhoods are marked by poverty and disadvantage.
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Fifteen
A view from the ground
Will Horwitz

Only politicians think in electoral cycles. In real lives, children grow up over
20 years, as one administration’s policies uproot the last or morph into the
next. Useful analysis must sometimes take a longer view. The youngest
children we worked with in the earliest days of Community Links more
than 30 years ago now have children of their own. How have their lives,
their prospects, changed over that time? What should we learn from con-
sidering this experience? And how can we, as a society, do better?

Community Links’ journey began with a bus. Docklands in the late
1970s was very different from today: the cranes still hung high across the
water, gaunt and motionless; the industry on the river had been declining
for many years and was almost gone; the regeneration had yet to begin.
There were no children’s facilities in many neighbourhoods. Some young
people began to raise a little money at school and bought an old double-
decker bus. They said they were converting it into a playbus. More
recently, they admit they took out the seats, hammered in a sandpit,
begged some second-hand carpet, appealed to friends for old games and
bought a football. It was a very crude conversion. They organised a rota
of volunteer drivers from the Plaistow bus garage and ran regular clubs
and play schemes, first from one site and then from others across the
area, often attracting 120 or 130 children in a single session. 

Newham has changed dramatically since then. Community Links is
still here, bigger and driven by the same ambition, but facing new chal-
lenges and in a transformed landscape of public provision. Benefit
changes and tax credits made a significant difference to people struggling
to get by, as did the minimum wage, but although vital, income changes
are not enough on their own. Equally important is public investment, and
Newham has benefited from this: in schools (which, despite their reputa-
tion, are now performing well above the London average), in healthcare,
transport infrastructure and local facilities. And, of course, a significant
proportion of our work is now publicly funded, in recognition of its impor-
tance to society. 
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The Olympics provided an opportunity for our borough’s children
and young people. One of the young people who flew to Singapore as a
youth ambassador for London’s Olympic bid has been a friend of
Community Links for many years. He described how he felt when the win-
ner was announced: 

‘With all the happiness inside me, I started to realise how this would change

the area I lived in forever. Not just changing our lives for the duration of the

Olympics, but for generations to come.’ 

Our aspiration still is that, in a few years’ time, you will be able to stop any
young adult on the streets of Newham and they will tell you how the
Olympics improved their community and their life.

But as public finances are stretched and public spending is with-
drawn, we are already seeing the impact on residents and on our own
work. Public services we fought long and hard for – not least, the play
work with which Community Links began – are retreating as budgets are
cut and tough decisions taken. Our work with families, young people and
children shrank by almost one-third last year, and in some areas stopped
completely.

Since we began, Community Links has believed that it is better to
build fences at the top of the cliff than to run ambulances at the bottom,
that early action to prevent problems from arising is better than acute inter-
ventions to deal with the consequences. Transformative play at age five is
better than intensive intervention at age 15, and this is more vital now than
ever. 

In a report published last year, we suggest that earlier action is not
only cheaper than later action and important for social wellbeing, it also
helps to reduce the deficit and to increase growth. A population that is well
supported and ‘ready for everything’ contributes more, public spending
goes down and growth goes up. We called our report The Triple Dividend:
thriving lives, costing less, contributing more. There could not be a more
important time to begin thriving than in childhood. 

The report argues that the conventional language of prevention,
avoiding the worst, presupposes problems, victims, perpetrators. It is
pessimistic, reductive and discouraging. The language of ‘readiness’,
becoming the best that we can be, identifies assets and builds on strengths.
It is optimistic, aspirational and motivating. Similarly, perhaps, the lan-
guage of ‘child poverty’ could be inverted to focus on the positive – we
like the idea of a ‘decent childhood’ for all rather than a poor one for some. 
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The report envisages a society that is ‘ready for everything’, charac-
terised by enabling services – education, for example – that equip us to
flourish, and by prompt interventions that pick up and respond to the first
signs of difficulty. It argues that the common-sense case for acting early is
rarely translated into common practice because a series of technical and
cultural barriers bias public intervention towards rescue and away from
prevention. We suggest ways in which these could be overcome, for
example, through a gradual, but indefatigable, shift in spending away from
acute towards preventative services, supported by an understanding of
how much we spend on each in the first place. 

Crucial to this whole agenda is a clear understanding of what
causes problems, and for that we always turn to those experiencing the
problem themselves, those who know best. We know, then, that poverty
is complex, that income is vital but not enough on its own. We are clear
that child poverty must be tackled as a partnership between the state,
business, charities and citizens, but that public funding for this effort
reflects a civilised and compassionate society. It is this belief that drove us
on 35 years ago. We have a long way to go before public services retreat
to the level we saw when we first began, but I sense that we are heading
in the wrong direction. 
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Appendix one
List of interventions 
1998–2010

Tax and benefits system Date 

Introduction of working families’ tax credit (replacing family credit) 1998

Child benefit increased above indexation 2000

Introduction of higher tax credits in child’s first year of life 2002

Child benefit rates increased by 25.3 per cent for first child and 3.1 per cent  
for subsequent child by this point 1997–2003

Introduction of child tax credit and working tax credit (replacing working families’  
tax credit, children’s tax credit and child allowances in means-tested benefits) 2003

Above-earnings increase in child tax credit 2004

Above-earnings increase in child tax credit 2008

In-work credit for lone parents in first year of work introduced nationally 2008

Child benefit disregarded from assessment of housing benefit and council tax benefit 2008

Payment of child benefit from week 29 of pregnancy introduced (health in pregnancy 
grant) 2009

Promoting parental employment 

New Deal for Lone Parents introduced 1999

Introduction of national minimum wage 1999

Minimum of three months’ unpaid parental leave introduced 1999

Paid maternity leave extended to 18 weeks 1999

Introduction of statutory paternity leave and adoption leave, extension of paid 
maternity leave to six months, and introduction of right to request flexible working 2003

Tax exemptions introduced for employer childcare vouchers 2005

Childcare Act: duty on local authorities to provide sufficient childcare. Promise that, 
by 2010, all schools will offer childcare between 8am and 6pm 2006

Increased proportion of childcare costs met through working tax credit from 70 to 
80 per cent 2006

Paid maternity leave extended to nine months 2007

Conditionality introduced for lone parents 2008
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Children’s life chances Date 

First national childcare strategy introduced: 12.5 hours’ free provision introduced for
three- and four-year-olds. Sure Start local programmes introduced for under-five-
year-olds in the 20 per cent most deprived wards 1998

Sure Start maternity grant introduced, replacing maternity payment at higher level 
(increased again in 2002) 1999

Child trust fund introduced, with deposit of £250 for all children, and £500 for the 
poorest, made available at age 18 2003

Additional investment in parenting fund and early learning partnerships 2004

Childcare Act: extension of free places for three- and four-year-olds to 15 hours, 
piloting free places for two-year-olds in disadvantaged areas and commitment to 
3,500 children’s centres by 2010 2005

Extension of 10–15 hours’ free nursery provision for disadvantaged two-year-olds 2009

Other

Tony Blair announces intention to eradicate child poverty by 2020 1999

Teenage pregnancy strategy launched 1999
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Charts

Figure 1:

Child poverty rates, 1970–2020

               

                              

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

Sources: Actual child poverty rates are taken from Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below

Average Income 2010/11, 2012; projected child poverty rate through to 2020 taken from M Brewer, J Browne

and R Joyce, Child Poverty and Working-age Poverty from 2010 to 2020, IFS Commentary C121, Institute for

Fiscal Studies, 2011; counterfactual figures are taken from M Brewer, J Browne, R Joyce and L Sibieta, Child

Poverty in the UK Since 1998/99: lessons from the past decade, Working Paper 10/23, Institute for Fiscal

Studies, 2010
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Figure 2:

The counterfactual: what would have happened to child poverty in

the absence of any change to 1998/99 polices?

               

                              

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

Sources: Actual child poverty rates are taken from Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below

Average Income 2010/11, 2012; counterfactual figures are taken from M Brewer, J Browne, R Joyce and L

Sibieta, Child Poverty in the UK Since 1998/99: lessons from the past decade, Working Paper 10/23, Institute

for Fiscal Studies, 2010

M
illi
on

s

4.5

4

3.5

3

2.5

2

1.5

19
98

/9
9

19
99

/0
0

20
00

/0
1

20
01

/0
2

20
02

/0
3

20
03

/0
4

20
04

/0
5

20
05

/0
6

20
06

/0
7

20
07

/0
8

20
08

/0
9

20
09

/1
0

20
10

/1
1

Actual number of children
in poverty (BHC)

Projected number of children in poverty if
1998/99 policies remained in place

2 
m
illi
on

 c
hi
ld
re
n



82 Ending Child Poverty by 2020: progress made and lessons learned

Figure 3:

Progress measured against the child poverty targets

               

                              

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

Source: Actual child poverty rates are taken from Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below

Average Income 2010/11, 2012
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Figure 4:

How long would it take to reach the 2020 target if progress to date

were sustained

               

                              

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

Sources: Actual child poverty rates are taken from Department for Work and Pensions, Households Below

Average Income 2010/11, 2012; projected child poverty rate through to 2020 taken from M Brewer, J Browne

and R Joyce, Child Poverty and Working-age Poverty from 2010 to 2020, IFS Commentary C121, Institute for

Fiscal Studies, 2011
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“Our historic aim will be for ours to

be the first generation to end child

poverty, and it will take a generation.

It is a 20-year mission but I believe 

it can be done.”

Tony Blair, speaking at Toynbee Hall 

18 March 1999

At the half-way point of this historic
project, CPAG has brought together
leading academics and campaigners to
reflect on the progress made to end
child poverty in the UK, as well as to
consider the risks for the future. 

Ending Child Poverty by 2020 sets out
where we are today, exploring the
official poverty statistics alongside
broader measures of child wellbeing and
social mobility. It reflects on some of the
key policies, such as financial support,
increased parental employment and
early years interventions, that have
driven achievements to date. 

But Ending Child Poverty by 2020
also shows that ongoing efforts to
redefine poverty are disparaging these
achievements, and that many of the
crucial programmes that have enabled
over a million children to be lifted out of
poverty over the past decade are now
under threat. If the pledge to end child
poverty in a generation is to be fulfilled,
urgent action is needed now. 
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