
 

 

Child Poverty Strategy 2014/17 

Consultation 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation response, May 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction  
 

Key points: 
 

 The strategy requires much greater detail of its likely impact and outcomes in 

order to be effective. The indicators outlined in the Child Poverty Strategy 2011 

could be refreshed as part of a comprehensive package of policies and 

measures across several policy domains.   

Government action 

 A plan for the development of industrial strategies for sectors with persistent low 

pay should be included, with a view to increasing demand for skills in the middle 

of the labour market and opportunities for progression for those at the bottom 

end.  

 Funding arrangements to revive the link between annual benefit uprating and 

living standards should be considered. 

Better targeting  

 Some of the money available for tax-free childcare should be redirected to 

recipients of Universal Credit, rather than funding for extra childcare support 

being found from within the UC budget.  

 Households with pre-payment meters should be prioritised under the 

government’s roll out of smart meters.  

Enhancing effectiveness 

 The strategy should include a focus on retention of teachers recruited through 

the Teach First programme. It should also address development across the 

entire workforce to maximise effectiveness.  

 Non-academic courses should be developed in partnership with employers and 

with a view to long term labour market demand.  

Government encouragement 

 The strategy should encourage employers to pay a voluntary Living Wage.  

 Local skills strategies should be better integrated with adult and tertiary 

educational provision alongside innovation and business support strategies to 

co-ordinate the supply and demand for skills.  

 Local authorities should be encouraged to set up area-based NEET action plans.  

 The strategy should further clarify the role that city regions and LEPS can play in 

addressing child poverty alongside their growth agenda. In particular, how their 

capacity shortfall should be addressed.  

 



 

 

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) is one of the largest social policy research and 

development organisations in the UK. For over a century we have been engaged with 

searching out the causes of social problems, investigating solutions and seeking to 

influence those who can make changes. The Joseph Rowntree Housing Trust (JRHT) 

shares the aims of JRF and engages in practical housing and care work.  

 

With one in four families expected to be in poverty by 2020, a renewed strategy to address 

child poverty is timely. In 2008 it was estimated that child poverty was costing the UK 

£25bn a year. Should the poverty figures rise to predicted levels by 2020, this could 

increase the cost to £35bn in today’s terms.1 JRF therefore welcomes the publication of 

the Government’s Child Poverty Strategy consultation 2014 – 17. 

 

The Child Poverty Strategy 2014 – 17 
 

JRF is currently developing a comprehensive anti-poverty strategy for the UK. As a part of 

this four year programme we have undertaken a review of effective strategies across the 

EU to determine their key characteristics. This review suggested that key to an effective 

strategy are clear mechanisms of responsibility and accountability, implementation plans 

and a monitoring and review process. It also found that clearly linking strategies to 

economic policy made them more effective.  

 

The Child Poverty Strategy does not sufficiently meet these criteria. In particular, while it 

does include some steps necessary to address child poverty, it neither assesses the 

impact of these measures upon child poverty, nor does it include milestones by which it 

can be held accountable during the course of its three years. In short, it does not offer any 

mechanism of accountability beyond achieving a reduction in the total number of children 

in poverty by 2017.  

 

Furthermore, it does not account for the impact of further reductions to welfare budgets 

over the coming year, which research for JRF by the Institute for Fiscal Studies shows is 

likely to significantly increase the number of children in poverty (when measured by 

household income of less than 60% of the median). Our report suggested that the impact 

of changes to personal tax and benefit policy announced by this coalition government is 

likely to increase both relative child poverty by 200,000 in 2015---16 and absolute child 

poverty by 200,000 in 2015---16. 

 

For over 15 years JRF has measured multiple indicators of poverty – we know that this is 

the only way to show whether things are getting better for the poorest children in the UK. It 

is clear that the failure to agree a suitable measure upon which the strategy can be judged 

has led to the significant gaps detailed above. As a new measure has not been agreed we 

would suggest that the government look to the Child Poverty Strategy 2011, which 

contained a number of indicators by which it would be held to account. We believe that 
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these indicators should be refreshed as part of a coherent package of policies and 

measures that set out a route to 2020.  

 

Our annual Monitoring of Poverty and Social Exclusion research may help in identifying 

additional measures. It sets out a range of indicators by which to measure the impact of 

changes to income, costs, work and education upon poverty and social exclusion that 

could inform an update of the indicators listed in the Child Poverty Strategy 2011. We 

would be pleased to discuss these indicators further with the Child Poverty Unit.   

 

Supporting families into work and increasing their earnings 
 

This strategy contains a significant shift in focus towards sustainable employment and 

increasing earnings, which we very much welcome. Those at the bottom end of the labour 

market are at higher risk of a cycle of poorly paid, sporadic employment and 

unemployment. Across the UK there are 1.3 million people working part-time who want to 

work full time.2 This strategy’s recognition that being in employment is no longer sufficient 

to ensure exit from poverty is backed by our evidence base.  

 

However, we believe that the strategy could be much more ambitious with the measures 

that it proposes to tackle in-work poverty. For example, while JRF supports enforcement of 

the National Minimum Wage, and a commitment to encouraging the Low Pay Commission 

(LPC) to raise the national minimum wage more aggressively, we were disappointed to 

note that the strategy did not contain reference to the role the Living Wage plays in 

ensuring that working households are able to keep up with rising costs. In particular, JRF 

believe that employers should be encouraged to voluntarily pay the Living Wage to 

employees. The strategy should call on employers to do so. We also believe that the LPC 

should review changes to the cost of living when drafting their recommendations for rises 

to the National Minimum Wage. Our Minimum Income Standard research provides a 

detailed, annual analysis of rises to the cost of living which could be used as a benchmark 

by which to measure changes.   

 

In our recent report ‘Tackling poverty through public procurement’ we looked at how the 

UK’s sustainable development framework could be better utilised to encourage local 

authority procurement contractors to target recruitment and training opportunities towards 

disadvantaged people.3 In particular, the research explores the impact of committing to 

generating a year’s work for a person from a target disadvantaged community for every 

£1m in contract value. The Child Poverty Strategy should encourage the use of public 

procurement, at both a national and local level, to target sustainable jobs and training 

towards disadvantaged communities.  
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The role of procurement is particularly important in addressing ingrained low pay in some 

key sectors, such as care. Alongside this mechanism, we believe that to boost pay and 

productivity in sectors with persistent low pay (care, retail and catering) the government 

should look to develop sector-specific industrial strategies. These could inform partnership 

working with employers, boost the demand and supply of higher skills and drive 

productivity. These should include piloting different approaches to supporting businesses 

developing career progression pathways.  While the Universal Credit pilots of in-work 

support to progress are welcome, there needs to be action on employer demand for skills 

and progression pathways, as well as initiatives to support individuals to find better jobs or 

more hours.  

 

Increases in the personal tax allowance have improved the circumstances for many 

families in in-work poverty, but the most recent increase will not help those most in need 

who already have earnings below the tax threshold. Furthermore, under Universal Credit, 

65% of any additional income recipients get from an increased tax allowance they will lose 

through reduced entitlement to Universal Credit.  JRF believes that investment to support 

the incomes of low income households would be better – and more efficiently - directed 

towards the incentive structure of Universal Credit. Increasing the earnings disregard, or 

lowering the taper rate is likely to be more effective in reducing child poverty than further 

increases to the tax allowance.  Furthermore, the decision to freeze the work allowance 

within Universal credit, to uprate tax credits at 1% - below the rate of inflation – and cuts to 

support for childcare through tax credits have all undermined the living standards of 

families.  JRF’s Minimum Income Standard research shows that for working families with 

children the negative effects of these cuts is not offset by the income tax cuts.4 

 

Childcare is essential for working families. Not only does good quality early years 

education and care help support child development, but affordable childcare enables 

parents to go out to work – or work more hours – supporting overall family incomes. As 

childcare costs have risen by 37% in the last five years, this is a crucial area.5 However, 

we are concerned by the proposal that funding for extra childcare support through 

Universal Credit will be found from within the Universal Credit programme. Should this 

result in support for low income families being reduced in other areas, this could mitigate 

the positive impact of this policy upon families ability to cope with rising costs, or could 

further exacerbate the rising rate of poverty among childless working age adults.6  Our 

research suggests that reducing the cost of childcare for low-income working families will 

support more second earners (primarily women) to work, and increase the number of hours 

they’re able to work. We believe that the government should re-consider the distribution of 

funding available for the tax-free childcare policy, some of the £750 million that has been 

found for tax-free childcare should be redirected into supporting families on Universal Credit.  
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Our forthcoming research suggests that attitudes to formal care vary significantly among ethnic 

groups, who remain at particular risk of child poverty. The study recommends taking steps to 

improve information and understanding about childcare options, particularly free provision and 

the benefits of early education among these groups, who are often unaware of available 

provision.
7
 More broadly, the strategy does not sufficiently address the needs of specific ethnic 

groups. JRF has undertaken a programme of research looking at the links between poverty 

and ethnicity and we would be glad to discuss this further with the Child Poverty Unit.  

 

Improving living standards 
 

We welcome the inclusion of costs in the Child Poverty Strategy 2014 – 17. Our research 

shows that living costs for people on low incomes have risen much faster than overall 

inflation.  Between 2008 and 2013 the cost of a basket of basic goods rose by 25%, 

compared to a rise in CPI inflation of only 17%.  Furthermore, work that we have produced 

looking at the costs of raising a child shows that it costs £148,000 – or £160 a week – to 

meet a child’s minimum needs to the age of 18.8  Reducing these costs is an essential 

means to reducing child poverty and we welcome the inclusion of living standards as a 

core theme of the strategy.  

However, we are concerned that many of the policies detailed in the living standards 

theme of the strategy are poorly targeted, and therefore less effective in addressing the 

rising costs faced by families in poverty. For example, the freeze in fuel duty is a blunt 

instrument that is unlikely to significantly impact upon child poverty, however it is 

measured.   

To target the measures included in the strategy more effectively, the government should 

take action to address the ‘poverty premium’ paid by low income households to access 

goods and services. The poverty premium is the additional amount paid by low income 

households to reach the market, either due to limited communication and financial 

capabilities (e.g. lack of internet access, reduced banking flexibility), the way a market is 

structured towards higher consumption or through accessing basic goods using credit. Our 

research with Consumer Futures suggested that this premium can add as much as 10 per 

cent to the cost of a basket of essentials.9 The strategy must consider how the regulatory 

environment operates if it is to address this premium, including calling on regulators to 

support clear consumer information, ensure monitoring of market access for people on low 

incomes and encourage investigation of market structures where there is cause for 

concern.  

Fuel poverty is of particular concern in this regard. As recognised in the strategy, fuel costs 

make up a large proportion of low income household’s costs. While the Warm Homes 
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Discount is considered relatively well targeted10, its temporary effect upon household bills 

is unlikely to have a lasting impact upon child poverty. The strategy should focus upon 

mitigating the increased costs of prepayment meters, which are most common among low 

income households and are typically the most expensive method of buying energy. Smart 

meters would provide these households with the information necessary to better manage 

consumption and take advantage of the cheapest available unit prices.  Households with 

prepayment meters should be prioritised for receipt of smart meters under the 

government’s 2015 roll out. This would complement the government’s existing work to 

improve household energy efficiency, which we know has a strong positive effect upon 

households in fuel poverty.  

 Finally, we believe that the government should work towards restoring the link between 

working age benefits and living standards. Uprating benefits by less than inflation removes 

the only buffer people have against rising fuel and food costs. For decades now, benefits 

for working-age adults have fallen behind general levels of earnings. Analysis of 2013’s 

1% uprating found that it pushed 200,000 children into poverty, placing particular pressure 

upon one parent families who saw the steepest drop in their income.11 Benefits uprating 

should be linked to living standards through all stages of an economic cycle, the strategy 

should look to ways to fund the return of this link.  

Preventing poor children becoming poor adults through 

raising their educational attainment 
 

Despite successive government’s attempts to address the attainment gap it remains large 

throughout the range of age groups.  We welcome the continued focus on reducing the 

gap and the funding that is being targeted towards it through both the Pupil premium and 

the new Early Years Premium.  

 
For early years, the lack of good quality childcare provision, even worse in deprived areas 

than nationally,12 means that the expansion of free childcare to two year olds carries a 

serious risk of not delivering in terms of child development. The strategy should include 

some strong steps to improve quality, as well as affordability.  

 
During the school years, it is not yet clear whether the Pupil Premium is being used in the 

most effective ways to close the attainment gap, and there is insufficient support and 

challenge to make sure that schools are making use of the best evidence to do this. JRF 

would like to see greater evidence of support being provided to encourage schools to use 

the Pupil Premium and other funding to shape better practice and close the attainment gap 

in an evidence-led manner. Current provision of high quality advice, challenge & support 
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remains variable. As the strategy recognised, the Education Endowment Foundation has a 

role to play in sharing good practice, but a further tier is required to support schools at a 

local level to utilise the evidence base and so make best use of funding.  

Evaluations of the Teach First programme suggest that it has had positive impacts upon 

attainment across the schools in which it operates.13 We therefore support the continuing 

extension of the programme. However, the strategy should consider how to improve the 

retention rates of teachers recruited under the scheme. Furthermore, the strategy should 

address the development of existing staff alongside the programme – current evidence 

does not suggest a link between improved pay and better performance,14 the strategy 

should look to other means of teacher training and support.  

 

Under successive governments’ policy has focussed heavily on school structures. Our 

evidence suggests that more focus should be placed on how schools tailor classroom 

processes towards closing the attainment gap, while equipping school leaders and 

teachers to do so. The issue of the continued segregation of children into different schools 

along socio-economic lines remains a key concern contributing to inequality of educational 

outcomes. The strategy should call for banding or lottery pilot schemes that look to 

disperse socio-economic concentrations.15 

As the strategy recognises, improving parental qualifications and incomes is key to 

reducing child poverty. The evidence suggests that the lower an adult’s qualifications, the 

more likely they are to be unemployed but wanting paid work.16 The UK Labour market is 

experiencing an increasing polarisation between low skilled, low paid jobs and high skill, 

high pay jobs. It is therefore vital that the government drives demand for skills in the 

middle of the labour market to drive up the quality of jobs at the bottom end and provide 

low income families with opportunities to progress. To reflect the changing environment 

the government should develop the capacity of workplaces to be sites of adult and tertiary 

learning. Such an approach would allow a skills policy to align more coherently with 

aspects of business improvement, workplace innovation, productivity enhancement and 

quality of working life policies.17   

 

 Our evidence suggests that lower level qualifications have little impact upon recruitment 

decisions, and those with few prior qualifications will gain little by pursuing qualifications 

that are not credible in the labour market.18 We therefore welcome the government’s 

commitment to removing provider’s incentives towards low-quality non-academic 

qualifications, but suggest that a focus upon long term labour market demand be included 

alongside the rigorous testing, breadth of learning and good progression opportunities 
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already noted in the strategy. This should be developed through a partnership with 

employers to better understand the relevance and tradability of different vocational 

qualifications over the long term. Employers could also have useful input into the design 

and content of courses.19  

 

Our evidence also points towards a strong positive income return on apprenticeships.20The 

Work Foundation has highlighted several areas in which the system in the UK must be 

improved. In particular, their report recommends that KS4 Work Experience be re- 

introduced along with taster days for both vocational and academic options for all students;  

current and former apprentices should be encouraged to take part in school alumni 

mentoring programmes; information about apprenticeship opportunities should be 

simplified and available in one place, and Traineeships should be available for all those 

young people who seek to undertake an apprenticeship but who are not yet ready to 

undertake a full apprenticeship.21   

 

The Youth Contract is a positive step towards incentivising employers to employ young 

people, but this should be coupled with a strategic local tier. Local authorities should be 

encouraged to set up whole area NEET action plans that can draw together local initiatives 

in pursuit of NEET prevention and reduction.22 

 

 Working with business and local areas 
 

We welcome consideration of how a place-based approach to tackling child poverty could 

complement central government action. Our ‘Cities, Growth and Poverty’ programme is 

exploring the relationship between poverty and economic growth in city regions. We are 

working in partnership with Leeds City Region to meet their area-specific challenges by 

piloting evidence-based approaches to linking growth and poverty. The city regional 

agenda can help link skills strategies with economic development, innovation and business 

support to help companies compete on quality rather than cost and build progression 

structures. However, the city region programmes need greater capacity23 to forward an 

agenda that links economic growth to poverty alleviation.  

 

The strategy should further detail the institutional arrangements by which it will be driven at 

a local level. Clearly city regions have a vital role to play in increasing demand for skills, 

productivity and improving employment pay conditions. But the question of how far they 

should be concerned with poverty alleviation remains open. The strategy could clarify this 

role.    
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Conclusion  

 
There are currently 3.5 million children living in poverty in the UK.24 This figure is set to 

increase by 2020, the target year by which child poverty would be eradicated. Though this 

target will no longer be reached, the Child Poverty Strategy remains a unique mechanism 

through which a child poverty reduction agenda can be driven across government 

departments. This strategy provides neither a coherent package of policies, nor a 

framework by which to measure their impact. We do not believe that it is sufficient to meet 

the 2020 target, or to address the rising numbers of children in poverty in the UK. 

Additional resources and leadership from the highest levels of government must be 

invested into the Child Poverty Strategy 2014 if it is to meet its responsibilities.  

 

Contact:  
Tom Peters  

Public Affairs Officer  

Email: tom.peters@jrf.org.uk    

Tel: 020 7520 2080 
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