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Tackling Poverty and Social Exclusion

In highly unequal Britain, poverty and social exclusion continue to dominate the lives of users of social work and social care services. At the same time, years of austerity combined with welfare reform have changed the context in which services are delivered in a society roiled by Brexit, Covid, Black Lives Matter and women rallying under the banner, “Me-too”.

This fourth edition lays out the ways and means for practitioners to tackle the deprivation and destitution of service users. Fully revised and expanded, it introduces new material that tracks changes and developments in policy and practice. Statutes, benefit rules and relevant research are discussed as part of the necessary knowledge base for practitioners. Greater attention than in previous editions is paid to: local authority commissioning, the impact of social media on the mental health of young people, substandard housing and working with transgender youth.

Preparing practitioners to engage directly with the social and personal circumstances facing excluded individuals and their families, this book explains the development of the concept of social exclusion as a framework for understanding the impact of poverty and other deprivations in users’ lives, and locates that framework within social work values of social justice while acknowledging the many challenges to those values. The focus is on practice throughout with boxed extracts from key policies and guidelines along with questions for readers to ponder through up-to-date examples, activities and exercises in each chapter. Case studies from public, private and voluntary sectors are drawn from across the United Kingdom, to illuminate the way forward for poverty-aware social work.

Tackling Poverty and Social Exclusion will be required reading for all BA and MA social work degrees across the United Kingdom.

John H. Pierson worked for Cheshire Social Services for 14 years before taking up an academic career at Staffordshire University where he taught for 30 years. He is the author of A New History of Social Work: Values and Practice in the Struggle for Social Justice, also published by Routledge.




Tackling Poverty and Social Exclusion Promoting Social Justice in Social Work

Fourth Edition

John H. Pierson

[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, London, New York. Routledge is an imprint of Taylor and Francis Group, an Informa business, Humanity and Social Sciences Publishers Book]



Designed cover image: Pyenest St. by Justina Heffton

Fourth edition published 2024

by Routledge

4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN

and by Routledge

605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2024 John H. Pierson

The right of John H. Pierson to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

First published 2001

Second edition published by Routledge 2010

Third edition published by Routledge 2016

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Pierson, John, 1944– author.

Title: Tackling poverty and social exclusion : promoting social justice in social work / John H. Pierson.

Other titles: Tackling social exclusion

Description: Fourth edition. | Abingdon, Oxon ; New York, NY : Routledge, 2024. |

Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2023042848 (print) | LCCN 2023042849 (ebook) |

ISBN 9781032410166 (hardback) | ISBN 9781032410159 (paperback) | ISBN 9781003355830 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Social service. | Marginality, Social. | Poor. | Social justice.

Classification: LCC HV40 .P535 2024 (print) | LCC HV40 (ebook) |

DDC 361—dc23/eng/20230928

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023042848

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023042849

ISBN: 978-1-032-41016-6 (hbk)

ISBN: 978-1-032-41015-9 (pbk)

ISBN: 978-1-003-35583-0 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003355830

Typeset in Sabon

by codeMantra




For Sally

In memory of Martin Thomas to whom I owe so much.




Contents

List of figures

Acknowledgements

Introduction

1 What is social exclusion?

2 Social work values, poverty and exclusion

3 Tackling exclusion in practice

4 Working with socially excluded children and families

5 Tackling the exclusion of young people

6 Social care and excluded adults

7 Working with disadvantaged neighbourhoods

8 Social work and social exclusion in rural areas

9 Racism and social exclusion

10 Learning from practice

Index




Figures


	1.1 Shame, the burden of poverty

	1.2 Factors behind poverty for those in work

	1.3 Austerity bites hard at investment in public expenditure and health infrastructure

	3.1 Surging inflation has reduced the value of benefits

	3.2 Number of emergency parcels given to adults and children

	3.3 Food bank users describe the effects of poverty

	3.4 Number of claimants with sanctions on their benefits

	3.5 Ladder of participation

	3.6 Arnstein’s ladder of participation

	3.7 ‘Eyes on the street’

	4.1 Relationship between well-being and the proportion of children living in lone and stepparent families: EU comparison

	4.2 Children at risk of poverty and severe material deprivation: EU comparison

	4.3 Number of children affected by two-child limit

	4.4 The child’s ecology

	4.5 Framework for assessment of children in need

	4.6 Government spending on early years services. Note the marked decline in funding for Sure Start, which was the publicly financed, universal service compared with the ramped-up parental subsidy for child care to cover the high costs of privatised care

	4.7 Pathways to harm

	5.1 Girls are vulnerable to screen time (percent of users)

	5.2 Percent of U.S. teens who only meet up with friends once a month

	5.3 Adolescent-limited and life course persistent offenders

	5.4 Children in care placed out of area by ethnicity

	6.1 Adverse circumstances associated with adult poverty

	6.2 Rising demand for social care against declining availability

	6.3 Social care funding in England is still below its level in 2010, while the population it serves has grown by more than 60 percent

	6.4 Disabled adults in poverty

	7.1 Cycle of exclusion

	10.1 Evaluation: the key link in organisational learning

	10.2 Logic model for evaluating a programme reducing pregnancies in young women, age 16–18






Acknowledgements

I owe thanks to longstanding collaborators all of whom have vast experience in social services and whose work and ideas I have been able to draw on while writing: Terry Philpot, Simon Ward, Bob Maclaren, Gill Ross, Derek Ross and John Webb. They hold the long view and speak with authority on the conduct of social work. To these I add the names of the late Paul Boylan who, over the course of a dozen years, proved to be a fount of practice wisdom on work in neighbourhoods, and Martin Thomas, with whom I had a wonderful working partnership over four decades.

In an era where many youth clubs have closed, I thank the dedicated team at the Malpas Youth Centre: Margo Webb, Sally Sharp, Norah O’Donnell, Kyle Hill-Chambers and Lisa Binfield who have kept the centre running, Covid pandemic and cuts in local authority notwithstanding. The late Eric Beak was for years the inspirational leader of the centre; his capacity for justice and forgiveness in equal measure remains a standard that I try to live up to.

The librarians at the community library in the Bishop Heber High School over many years have secured a wide range of publications for me. Would that everyone had access to the world of knowledge that the library provides!

An image is worth a thousand words. I thank Miriam Sharp Pierson for skilfully producing the striking figures used in this volume.

I am grateful to Justine Heffton for granting me licence to use her photograph on the cover of this book. The full credit is: “Pyenest St.” by Justina Heffton, used with permission.





Introduction

DOI: 10.4324/9781003355830-1


The first edition of Tackling Social Exclusion reflected the optimism of the early 2000s when the concept of social exclusion was fresh and the driving force behind much of the newly elected Labour Government’s social policy. Satisfaction with the National Health Service was at historic highs, government initiatives to bolster communities and neighbourhoods were underway and Sure Start children’s centres were opening rapidly across the country with universal programmes to improve the health and welfare of infants and young children. Social policy was determined to tackle deprivation and inequality with the objective that no one and no neighbourhood would be left behind.

The conditions under which this 4th edition comes out could not be more different. As financial hardship widens, Britain finds itself in the midst of an exclusionary process of unusual depth bringing with it a time of anxiety and hardship with only, so we are told, limited policy options in response. A steep rise in food and energy prices has caused maximum damage to households least able to bear it, leaving the charitable sector to fill gaps in the fraying state support systems.

Philosophically, the state is no longer on the side of those who struggle: it tells parents with young children, the unemployed, those with disability, and those with mental health problems: ‘work makes you free’. In keeping with this mantra, a general retreat of the state at both local and national level is apparent. Support services of all kinds have failed to keep up with rising demand. Children with special educational needs, adults requiring social care, early years services, adolescents waiting for mental health help – the list of faltering services is long, unless, like the youth service, it has disappeared altogether.


Social work and social exclusion

This book, then, is an account of the many social and economic warning lights that are flashing red, and what social work may be able to do about it. Social workers work every day with people on the bottom rungs of society – in income, power and resources. Not only do they help users resolve problems of daily living but they are close-up witness to the impact of deprivation on individual lives. This book builds on this dual role as support and witness for those who are at the greatest disadvantage and urges practitioners to think hard about inequalities and poverty in society and how practice might tackle these.

Social exclusion is not a concept to use casually. It refers to the process by which people are excluded from society, cut off, denied access to services, and marginalised in relation to income, education and the labour market at a time when the values and rules of a market society demand energy and multiple resources just to stay in the game. In the midst of this social crisis, social exclusion has found a new relevance for social work.

Raising consciousness is part of what this book is about. It matters for social work that dealing with food poverty is left to food banks – a nineteenth-century institution once called ‘feeding centres for the poor’ – now considered a routine arm of the welfare state. It matters that the benefits system has turned the philosophy of the classical welfare state on its head: rather than protecting claimants from the demands of the labour market, the welfare system now demands that they submit themselves precisely to those demands. It matters that services have been underfunded and understaffed. It matters that for-profit enterprises have taken over residential care for both adults and children – and doing so has thrown down a set of challenges that thus far social work has seemed reluctant to meet.

Without knowledge of the effects of policy and the dynamic way it is changing practice, practice becomes cut off, unable to confront the forces continually working to reshape it. What social workers can do about exclusion, what evidence they need to guide practice and what knowledge and value sets they are able to draw on is the subject of this volume. Practice evolves. The book highlights problems that are pushing social work away from casework towards new, more community-oriented responsibilities.



The chapters to come

Chapter 1 defines social exclusion and describes what drives it. Chapter 2 examines historic social work values and points to the uncertain place that poverty and deprivation has within those values as well as challenges from the growth of for-profit care provision and welfare conditionality. It concludes with a discussion of capabilities – a framework that makes human rights more concrete.

Chapter 3 provides an overview of the key practice components for tackling exclusion with the following chapters examining practice as it relates to specific groups of users. Each of these opens with an overview of the current state of support services before going on to outline the means and ways social workers could extend their practice.

Chapter 4 considers work with socially excluded children and families – children in need, children with disabilities, and early years services and draws the consequences of the link between child poverty and the probability of coming into the care system. Chapter 5 considers work with excluded young people – and considers among other topics the impact of social media, rising levels of adolescent anxiety, the predicaments facing transgender youth, those engaging in anti-social behaviour and those young people leaving care. Chapter 6 examines work with socially excluded adults and pays particular attention to the impact of universal credit and work capability assessment on claimants.

Chapter 7 looks at how entire communities and neighbourhoods become excluded before it suggests ways to tackle deprivation at community level, particularly in regard to housing. Chapter 8 examines the characteristics of social exclusion in rural areas and specific difficulties that practitioners have to grapple with. Chapter 9 discusses social work’s recent record on anti-racist practice, discussing racial disparities in service outcomes. The concluding Chapter 10, discusses how organisations become reflexive – learning about their own practice – through evaluation. It covers different approaches to evaluation and offers recent case studies as examples of how social justice aims are achieved or not.






1 What is social exclusion?
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This chapter covers


	evolution of social exclusion as concept

	overview of exclusionary forces: household poverty, low paid work, inaccessible services, thin social networks, disadvantaged neighbourhoods

	an understanding of what social exclusion means for social work practice and why tackling it is a key task in the pursuit of a fairer society.



Social exclusion, as a concept, captures the process through which people’s lives are entangled in multiple deprivations without material and social resources to overcome them. That process happens over time in which the components essential to a decent life, are step by step removed from individuals and families and kept beyond their reach for a sustained period. Social exclusion is a flexible concept open to varying definitions dependent on the perspective of those doing the defining. Broadly, it allows us to understand how different deprivations and afflictions such as loneliness, poverty, poor health and powerlessness unfold in the lives of individuals and families and reinforce one another materially and psychologically as they struggle to keep afloat.

The process of social exclusion challenges the tendency to categorise users according to needs. It requires us to look at a person or family as a product of social and economic forces as well as of individual motivation, upbringing and culture. While social work theory has long stressed the ‘person in their environment’, a social exclusion lens offers a concrete account of what that means – uncovering categories that link the lives of users to their social conditions. It enables social workers to understand how need, deprivation, loneliness, poverty and poor health come together to affect individuals, families and neighbourhoods materially and psychologically.

How and why people are excluded is a contested question with views running across a spectrum. At one end are those who see poverty and exclusion as a matter of the individual’s own responsibility – and solutions therefore having to do with correcting individual behaviour and beliefs. At the other end are those who regard the behaviour of excluded individuals as a product of large-scale economic structures and social forces over which they have little control. A substantial middle part of the spectrum blends together some ideas from each of these viewpoints as the social policy of central government bends first one way and then the other. This debate, which has been with us in one form or another since the dawn of industrialisation in the early 1800s, continues to impact on social workers who are charged with making fine-grained decisions that involve matters of user’s personal responsibilities and/or the pressures they face from ‘structure’ such as overcrowded housing, work capability requirements or chronic low income.


Evolution of a concept

That the concept of social exclusion was first developed in France and not in Britain or the United States, tells us something about it. In both the United States and Britain, there is a high tolerance of inequality and wide support for the expansion of the market in delivering public services. This differs substantially from France in which the idea of social solidarity, from which the concept of social exclusion emerged, was and remains an important element in French political ideals by which the French state could repair ruptures in the social fabric.


Impact in Britain

The appeal of social exclusion as a driver of social policy grew in Britain of the late 1990s and the importance of what was new in that should not be underestimated. At that time, Britain had the fastest rising rate of inequality anywhere in the world (with the exception of New Zealand); U.K. levels of poverty among children and older people, were also outliers in Europe. Even so Conservative ministers had from time to time insisted there was no such thing as poverty in Britain. For the political left, social exclusion suggested a policy push towards equality with emphasis on tackling deprivation and lack of rights, while for the political right, it suggested shaping a more cohesive, unified society uniting behind a strong national regime. Both right and left saw the concept as giving more room to look at individual attributes such as resilience, motivation and work discipline as means for tackling poverty.

Social exclusion became the central focus for social policy of the incoming Labour Government of 1997. It quickly established a cross-governmental Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) tasked with developing policy approaches to what were regarded as intractable social problems of the time – rough sleeping, school truanting, young teenage pregnancy and impoverished neighbourhoods. The aim was to prod agencies and organisations to think holistically, outside their usual reference points.1

As policies and reports appeared, they attracted criticism, particularly from the academic left, because they seemed to shift the focus away from poverty. More than one analyst noted that the discourse was broad and fuzzy – it could be used to justify redistribution of wealth towards those on low income, but just as easily used to focus on lapses in individual responsibility of characteristic of an underclass deemed to be work-shy.2 There was some truth to this argument – for example, ‘worklessness’ and young people not in education, employment or training were targeted by the SEU as it promoted policies to encourage individuals of working age, including single parents of young children, to enter the labour market.




Making sense of social exclusion

Since the late 19th century, social investigators have regarded poverty as an objective, quantifiable condition, one that can be measured against a calculated standard: the poverty line. Largely developed within an Anglo-American tradition of empiricism, the concept of the poverty line was used to determine eligibility for poor relief and as a prod for social policy to do more. Poverty was no longer a natural phenomenon but could be explained and reduced by rational policies.3 Alongside this approach, however, was a contrary one, more deeply embedded in governments and in the popular mind, that poverty is a product of dysfunction, deviance or the self-perpetuating ‘tangle of pathology’. In this account, poverty is a product of individual character and behaviour, of psychological and cultural practices that are resistant to, and even take advantage of, state-provided poverty relief programmes.

Social exclusion, then, was trying to bridge the gap between two contrary approaches to poverty and disadvantage: to shed light on both structural causes such as low wages or racism – and on personal responsibility and values. Elasticity was built into the concept for this very reason; its objective was to define a number of factors both individual and familial as well as social and economic to account for the extent of poverty in a society and the psychological disengagement, alienation which is its by-product. The solutions to intractable social problems coming from the SEU were not only economic but sought to foster social solidarity and social cohesion. Policies also recognised the powerful role that ‘structure’ plays in producing social problems. When annual monitoring of the extent of social exclusion in the United Kingdom began in the early 2000s, the percentage of households in poverty, and number of deprived communities were prominent in the data collected so that at least in left-leaning think tanks and academic research, ‘social exclusion and poverty’ became accepted usage. Social exclusion was defined at the time by a team at the London School of Economics as ‘chronic, multidimensional disadvantage resulting in a catastrophic detachment from society’.4 In other words, the totality of the elements of exclusion leads to extreme marginalisation. Exclusion, in this perspective, negatively affects key domains of family and community life – health, child development, educational attainment, nutrition, parenting skills, household income and participation in the labour market.


Monitoring social exclusion annually

The New Policy Institute annually reviewed the extent of social exclusion using the same set of indicators to allow year-on-year comparison. These indicators help clarify the kinds of circumstances that contribute to social exclusion. Some of the indicators are:



	Money: percentage of children in poverty, number of workless families in poverty, number of working families in poverty, poverty among families with disabled people;

	Housing: number of housing benefit claimants, overcrowding among renting households, number of social housing renters in poverty;

	Work: number of people underemployed and unemployed, number of involuntary temporary employees, number of long term unemployed;

	Benefits: value of means-tested benefits; number of Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) claimants, number of sanctions on those receiving JSA.5



Indicators have great value in pointing to the extent of exclusion but they do not provide a complete representation of what it means to be excluded. They are simply an indication as their name suggests. They help enlarge our understanding of exclusion but do not provide an immediate explanation of it.


To summarise, this development of the concept: social exclusion views a person or family as a product of social and economic forces as well as of individual motivation, upbringing and culture. This flexibility straddles what sociologists have long called ‘agency’– the capacity of the individual to shape their own lives – and ‘structure’ – the institutions and economic and social practices that shape what actions individuals may undertake on their own behalf – either enabling or restricting in impact.


Social exclusion in the second decade of the 21st century

The original list of social problems that the Social Exclusion Task Force in 2004 associated with exclusion was hefty, including the lack of opportunities for work for long-term unemployed, inequalities in health and educational attainment, overhaul of early years services and neighbourhood deprivation. This was in the ambitious years of the Blair administration – a big list that the state in partnership with voluntary and community organisation would attempt to tackle.6

Most of these problems are still with us and their resolution still far off. We live in more fraught and fractious times in which the state struggles to provide even basic services – the legacy of years of (i) not funding infrastructure particularly in health and social care (but also in railways, roads and social housing), (ii) the Covid epidemic in which hundreds of thousands died, the consequence in part of the under-funded health and social care services and (iii) the consequences of leaving the European Union. Social exclusion continues to highlight the new, specific barriers that individuals and families face, the enormity of durable inequalities that continue in our midst, and the institutional and structural deformities that make the labour market precarious and life in general a hard pathway for those with whom social workers try to assist.



A broad definition of social exclusion

Reflecting the broad nature of social exclusion, definitions generally attempt to highlight the causes of exclusion in ways that enable analysis of the interaction of its different aspects in relation to individuals, families and neighbourhoods.

With fundamental arguments over human behaviour at stake, it is not surprising that reaching a single, reliable definition of social exclusion in practice is difficult. The viewpoint offered in this volume places a greater weight on poverty as a constituent part of exclusion because it is the principal but not exclusive shaper of human behaviour, more powerful than other factors such as level of individual motivation, moral capacity or personality characteristics. What appears as reasonable, responsible courses of actions for individuals and families are often simply not available to those in poverty because access to resources, knowledge and support, which others take for granted, is not there.

Lack of participation, in society at large is also a key feature of exclusion and linked to disempowerment. Taking part in everyday activities, feeling part of society and being confident of one’s right to participate – that is what is denied: the excluded want to do so but are prevented by factors beyond their control. A person (or indeed family or neighbourhood) is excluded through circumstances not of their own making.7

What of individual motivation, individual choices and behaviour? Are people not also responsible for excluding themselves – for example, by criminal or anti-social behaviour, addiction or wilful neglect of children? Such questions lie at the heart of political differences. How much for example does disadvantage shape an individual’s behaviour and choices, despite that individual’s best efforts – and how much is due to wilful, wrong-headed choices that arise wholly within an individual’s own decision-making process? Take for example joblessness: does it run in families? The political right says yes, it is a culture passed across generations. Other researchers who have conducted longitudinal studies on joblessness say yes, it is intergenerational but there are deeper reasons for this than an individual family’s culture: for example a depressed labour market in a locality that has lost its manufacturing base and where job opportunities are scarce affects succeeding generations of family or neighbourhood simply because they have to contend with the same lack of opportunity.8



A multi-dimensional definition of social exclusion

Reflecting on the discussion above and the multi-dimensional nature of social exclusion, we use the following definition:


Social exclusion is a process over time that deprives individuals and families, groups and neighbourhoods of the resources required for participation in the social, economic and political activity of society as a whole. This process is primarily a consequence of poverty and low income, but other factors such as discrimination, low educational attainment and depleted environments also underpin it. Through this process people are cut off for a significant period in their lives from institutions and services, social networks and developmental opportunities that the great majority of a society enjoys.



The different faces of exclusion

John lives in a group home with three younger men. When he reached 65, he was ‘retired’ from the day centre that he had been attending for many years, while his case was transferred from the learning disability team to an older persons’ team. The minibus still collects the other young men each morning and the support staff at the group home say: ‘He gets very angry and upset and we don’t know how to explain it to him in a way that will make sense’.

Charlotte, age 76, receives a 30-minute evening visit from a carer to help her to bed and provide a hot drink. She has been prescribed surgical stockings and creams for her legs, which need cleaning and creaming before retiring. The council refused to pay for a slightly longer visit from the carer to cover that, saying it was a health need. But the local clinical commissioning group (CCG) declined, saying they did not have a district nurse to do it. The care agency said a district nurse was not needed for this straightforward, if cumbersome, task and asked again of both adult social services and the CCG whether they would pay for the extra time. Both said no.

Sabitha has a history of serious anti-social behaviour in the area where her mother lives in a flat. She made threats to neighbours and would act in unpredictable ways when she had been drinking. She was arrested and received short custodial penalties. After a fourth occasion, she was finally sectioned and examined by a psychiatrist who diagnosed schizophrenia and concluded that Sabitha used alcohol to quiet the voices in her head.

Girls and young women: over half of the girls aged 7–10 years said they felt more sad, anxious or worried than before the pandemic. This increases to seven in ten (70 percent) for 11–16 year olds and 78 percent for 17 to 21 year olds. A similar number of people aged 7–21 years say they have felt more lonely (62 percent). This increases with age – 54 percent for 7–10 year olds, 60 percent for 11–16 year olds, and 72 percent for 17–21 year olds. LGBTQ girls and young women were even more likely to say this (77 percent compared with 63 percent of girls in general).9

Philomena lives in a terraced house beset with chronic illnesses – heart disease, incontinence, fatigue. Walking makes her breathless and can only manage 30 feet on crutches. Beyond that, she suffers extreme pain in her legs. She has been asking the NHS for a wheelchair for four years. The public believes that anyone who needs a wheelchair can easily obtain one – but that is not the case. Wheelchairs are provided through GPs and her GP told her that the local CCG did not have sufficient funds for that. The consequence was that, without a chair, Philomena could not and did not leave her house for four years – although social services provided her with a trolley that she could push around inside her house.10

James is 7 and lives with his mother and younger brother. His mother often does not feel well and is too ill to take him to school. She has not been able to work and there is very little money to buy food and pay bills. No family relations live nearby nor does she have people she can turn to for help. Social workers often visit but James does not understand why, especially as they are different individuals each time.11





Drivers of social exclusion

There are five main drivers of exclusion:



	poverty and low income

	lack of access to the labour market

	social isolation and failure of social networks

	neighbourhood deprivation

	lack of access to services.




Poverty and low income

Since the late 19th century, social investigators in Britain have regarded poverty as an objective, quantifiable condition, one that can be measured against a calculated standard: the poverty line. Largely developed within an Anglo-American tradition of empiricism, the concept of the poverty line was used to determine eligibility for poor relief and as a prod for social policy to do more to help ‘the poor’.


Multi-dimensional definitions of poverty

Multi-dimensional definitions of poverty have expanded the definition of the poverty line to include not only income but the consequences of the lack of income. The sociologist Peter Townsend is largely credited with developing a multi-dimensional approach to poverty, a forerunner of social exclusion. Poverty in Townsend’s view is relative, that is people are poor in relation to the society in which they live. He wrote in 1962 “Society itself is continuously changing and thrusting new obligations on its members. They in turn develop new needs”.12 And in his great work on poverty, he wrote


Individuals, families and groups…can be said to be in poverty when they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in the activities and have the living conditions and amenities which are customary…in the societies in which they belong.13


Townsend drew up an index of living standards that included diet, clothing, recreation, household amenities with the aim of linking levels of income to whether these items were obtainable or not. For Townsend income – or lack of it – was the central factor in determining who was poor; without it individuals and families could not purchase the means to allow a satisfactory life in line with society at large.


Defining poverty – three different thresholds

Relative poverty is defined as 60 percent of median income before housing costs and fluctuates from one year to the next. (U.K. median income which in 2021 was £31,400). This is a widely used definition of a poverty line. The government, for instance, uses this standard in its annual survey of households below average income. The advantage of using median income – the midpoint of all household incomes with as many above as below the median – is that, unlike average or ‘mean’ income, it is unaffected by changes in the incomes of the wealthy few and is therefore a better indicator of family income.

Absolute poverty – a household living on or less than 60 percent of the average median net household income in 2010–11. This measure is uprated annually for inflation and does not fluctuate over time – it is always measured against the levels of 2010–11.

Deep poverty – a household living on less than 50 percent of the median income after taxes and benefits are taken into account and adjusted for household size.




Necessities-based definitions of poverty

Other measurements of poverty followed on from Townsend based on what the public consider to be the basic necessities for getting by in Britain. Mack and Lansley have been charting what the public considers a minimum standard of living that enables a person to have a certain number of basic necessities. Their studies use a ‘consensual’ measure of poverty, based on what the public at large deems necessary to achieve a basic level of well-being. Over a 30-year period, they have found widespread agreement across all groups in society – whether by gender, age, occupation, income level, geography and even political views – about the relative importance of different items and activities. One of their most important findings was that the public itself has a relative view of poverty believing that a minimum standard income is not just about subsistence but should be defined in relation to living standards to enable a person to take part in the society in which they live.14


The public’s view of a minimum standard of living

The necessities most heavily supported by the public relate to what are seen as basic needs – shelter, food and clothing. In the Mack and Lansley survey, 96 percent of the public thought people should have sufficient income to heat the living areas of the home, 94 percent to keep their home damp-free, and 91 percent to have two meals a day. Income enough to visit friends or family in hospital or other institutions had slightly less public support at 90 percent; celebrations on special occasions at 80 percent; attendance at weddings, funerals and other such occasions at 79 percent.

For children, the public are more generous than with adults. The top four necessities are: warm winter coat at 97 percent; fresh fruit and vegetables once a day at 96 percent; new, properly fitting shoes at 93 percent; three meals a day at 93 percent; child celebration on special occasions at 91 percent; child hobby or leisure activity at 88 percent; toddler groups or nursery or play group at least once a week for pre-school aged children at 87 percent; children’s clubs or activities such as drama or football training at 74 percent.15




The Department for Work and Pensions tries to redefine poverty

In 2014, the Department of Work and Pensions abandoned income measures for calculating child poverty and instead relied on a basket of behaviours within households such as worklessness, and addiction as indicators of poverty. It announced that “The current child poverty measure – defined as 60% of median income – is considered to be deeply flawed and a poor test of whether children’s lives are genuinely improving” and sought to define poverty by



	the proportion of children living in workless household as well as long-term workless households

	the educational attainment of all pupils and the most disadvantaged pupils at age 16

	a range of other measures and indicators of root causes of poverty, including family breakdown, debt and addiction, setting these out in a children’s life chances strategy.16



This wholesale reworking of how to measure poverty was criticised for mixing up the consequences of poverty with its causes, and widely condemned by child poverty organisations. In essence, the statement was saying that poverty is first and foremost a matter of lack of good personal habits, personal aspiration, motivation and responsible planning for the future. Although the statement was partially withdrawn strands of that thinking can be found throughout efforts to reform welfare.



Scottish Government’s policies on poverty

Scottish policy focuses on poverty of adults in work and so-called ‘deaths of despair’ – drug- and alcohol-related deaths and suicide – while also acknowledging the social and institutional pressures that bring these about. A report to the first minister in 2016 noted that adults in households with at least one adult in work are poor for three reasons: (i) low hourly pay, (ii) the low number of hours worked by household members, and (iii) households with dependent children. The latter is particularly evident: 47 percent of couples in part-time work with dependent children are in poverty whereas only 29 percent of those couples working part time without dependent children are in poverty.17

Measures to tackle poverty in Scotland broadly follow U.K. policy – as it legally must: bringing pay rates up to the level of the ‘living wage’, getting both parents into work and greater subsidy for childcare. There are limits to what the Scottish Government can do independently of the government in Westminster, particularly in regard to benefits. In language and thinking, however, the Scottish Government signals a readier understanding of structural pressures on those struggling with poverty, ill-health and overcrowding in particular. As in England, it contends with variable quality in early learning and childcare settings.18

There is also an understanding that poverty is not mainly the consequence of personal failings but shaped by forces outside of the control of households. Scottish Government pays greater attention, for example, to ensuring that people claim the benefits they are entitled to. It also aims to build more social housing while ending the Right to Buy council homes, and to find inventive forms of child care combining early years care with home care provided by a child minder.19




Personal distress and the shame of poverty

The pain of poverty extends beyond material hardship. For all the efforts to define poverty around its economic consequences, it is the experience of being poor and the loss of self-respect that drives a wedge between those below the minimum standard and the rest. The Nobel winning economist Amartya Sen has said that we should not just focus on low income itself but also on psychological effects of being poor, on ‘the feelings of deprivation’ that low income produces.20 Although the poor are sometimes portrayed as shameless in their apparent willingness to rely on benefits amid chaotic lifestyles, the opposite is the case: people in poverty are ashamed at not being able to fulfil personal aspirations or to live up to societal expectations. Poverty is not just learning to go without but has emotional, psychological consequences – the loss of self-belief and dignity that comes with being unable to participate in society as others do.

Shame lies at the ‘irreducible absolutist core’ of poverty.21 That shame is externally imposed by society but is internalised as a powerful emotion leading to social withdrawal and a sense of powerlessness. Should the poor (Figure 1.1)


[image: The exhibit depicts a cycle with stages of isolation, judgment, avoidance, internalized feelings of worthlessness, and eventual humiliation and blame by the system, impacting opportunities.]
Figure 1.1 Shame, the burden of poverty.

Source: Anna Gupta, Poverty and shame: messages for social work, Critical and Radical Social Work An International Journal Vol 3 issue 1 p 135; Shame, the burden of poverty (from Anna Gupta, Poverty and shame: messages for social work, Critical and Radical Social Work An International Journal Vol 3 issue 1 p 135; with permission).




fail to appreciate the degree of their inadequacy and the depth of their degradation, society and public policy takes it upon itself to shame them into changing their ways or, with similar intent, to stigmatize them, thereby reinforcing social divisions of ‘us’ and ‘them’ and often actively discriminating against them, ‘the poor’22


To be excluded by poverty means having to show deference to others, to explain one’s low social standing to oneself, of not having sufficient ‘merit’ to warrant a reasonable salary. These bite deep into the individual experiences of exclusion as older forms of solidarity and support such as trade unions and self-help organisations have withered away.

In general, social scientists argue that the greater the degree of inequality within a society, the less cohesive and less productive that society is. Income inequality is a powerful social divider and living standards are markers of difference in status. Preoccupation with position within the social hierarchy undermines our ability to empathise with other people.23 Michael Sandel put it this way: “In a society where everything is for sale, life is harder for those of modest means. The more money can buy the more affluence (or lack of it) matters”.24 Richard Sennett has noted that in the formation of character, inequality “translates into doubt of self” to the point that one is not seen, undermining any sense of being able to influence the views and behaviour of powerful institutions, particularly the bureaucratic structures that dominate their lives.25

When living on low income, a person focuses on immediate costs under conditions of constant scarcity. The destitute person draws on future income in order to get through the day. This can mean taking on several low-paying jobs or taking out high-interest pay day loans, or both. A similar pressure exists in relation to time. When people are short of time, they are compelled to execute trade-offs between today and tomorrow, a strategy similar to juggling their finances. As one social psychologist summed it up: “It is all scarcity juggling. You borrow from tomorrow, and tomorrow you have less time than you have today, and tomorrow becomes more costly. It’s a very costly loan”.26 Poverty means always struggling to live a minimally acceptable life within a specific time and place. Those on low income are not just short of money – scarcity is also a psychological quantity.



Poverty and social exclusion are close cousins

Social exclusion as a concept responds to the same facts and conditions as an analysis of poverty but with three significant differences: (i) it is dynamic – registering the effects of low income over time within a life course – whether that be of an individual, family or neighbourhood; (ii) it is relational – with its focus on loss of social relationships with all the difficulties and burdens that entail for those on low income and (iii) it is structural, that is, it shines a light on institutional practices and social and economic forces that condition the capacity of individuals to act in their own interests. Perhaps most importantly social exclusion points towards an emotional and psychological dimension: loss of self-respect, shame and injury to personal dignity that the excluded experience.



Limited access to the labour market

The second driver of social exclusion is work – finding it, keeping it, getting paid for it. Pushing adults on benefits into work is the main objective of current welfare policy. For adults of working age (and their dependents), whatever their needs, the labour market is the central institution through which welfare is channelled. A broad understanding of what constitutes human need is set aside, replaced by one that is defined by the demands of the labour market. The welfare state as classically conceived was to shield people who could not participate in the labour market or, because of injury, health or incapacity, were unable to participate in the labour market. In this sense, the classical welfare state ‘de-commodified’ people, as social scientists put it, shielding them and their dependents from becoming a pure human commodity whose worth is determined solely by what they are worth as workers.

Under universal credit and other benefits for working-age adults, the classical welfare state is turned on its head. Rather than protecting human need from the rigours of the labour market, those needs are assessed from the point of view of the labour market and this is played out within the lives of individual users. Need is defined not in opposition to the labour market but only in terms of what is required to allow a person to enter the workforce. While legislation may have redefined human need in this way, the extent of real need – lone parents coping on their own, children raised in poverty, those with disability and chronic ill-health – has not disappeared. Social workers’ role often lies in bridging this gap between need defined as individual limits in relation to the labour they can perform and need defined by those elements that make up a reasonably satisfactory life. Brokering that gap is now appreciably harder.


Labour market conditions

The labour market that claimants are pressured to join is an imperfect social institution different from other commodity markets. Workers search for jobs while employers search for workers. Neither are sure of what they are getting. Taking a job is more than a simple cash transaction like buying a pint of milk. Forces of supply and demand for workers set wages but so also do social norms and notions of fairness.27

The notion that autonomous individuals are freely hired by employers hides the fundamental imbalance of power in the relationship between employee and employer. Workers’ bargaining power has been undermined by various practices – the lack of job security in the shape of zero hour or short-term contracts, treating employees as self-employed and failure of employers to provide pension plans. Precarity in the form of hasty transitions between jobs and periods out of employment, brings with it an uncertain future. Those losing a job are typically re-employed but in jobs “with less emphasis on analytical and personal tasks, and more emphasis on non-routine physical tasks”.28

In 2023, over 6 million workers (20 percent of the labour force) were in ‘severely insecure work’ with another 33 percent in ‘low or moderate insecurity’. Women in general are nearly twice as likely as men to be in highly insecure work with even a higher proportion of mothers, women with disability, and Black, Pakistani and Bangladeshi women. Altogether, nearly 4 million working women are in severely insecure work – twice the level of men. Working mothers with young children in particular are 2.7 times more likely than fathers to experience severely insecure work29 (Figure 1.2).


[image: The exhibit portrays factors contributing to poverty among those employed, including household income, income from employment, fluctuations through welfare and tax systems, hourly pay, and the number of hours worked by household members.]
Figure 1.2 Factors behind poverty for those in work.

Source: From N. Eisenstadt, Shifting the Curve, 2016, p. 7.






Social network failure

The third driver of social exclusion is weak or skewed social networks which deprive users of social contact and informal help. Social work has long formally acknowledged the power of networks, for instance that looked after children should be placed with relatives and/or as near to home as possible to preserve the child’s familial and social contacts. But in general, practitioners’ focus on networks is intermittent and often of low priority. In work with adults, for example, social workers have reduced their engagement with ‘non-care’ activities such as developing luncheon clubs, providing specialist transport services and befriending activities which has undermined the network-enhancing role of social care practice, leaving those functions to local voluntary groups on their own. This is despite evidence that networks and neighbourhood involvement are instrumental in underpinning older people’s well-being.30


Loneliness

Loneliness, we know now, adversely affects both physical and mental health, particularly among older adults, and has been compared in harm to the damaging health effects of smoking and other major risks.31 Loneliness stems in part from the way in which a person experiences and evaluates their isolation and absence of communication with other people. It is this subjective element that makes it possible for a person to be isolated without feeling lonely, and to feel lonely without being isolated.

Loneliness varies with age – but not necessarily in ways that you would think. Older people experience loneliness with evidence pointing to it as consequence of cognitive decline but in general the post-65 age group enjoys higher levels of contact with family and neighbours than might be expected.32 On the other hand, loneliness is more prevalent than expected among young people with some 60 percent between 18 and 34 in one survey reporting feeling lonely often or sometimes.33 Young people suffered greater levels of loneliness than older people during the Covid 19 epidemic – 6 percent of over-75s reported feeling lonely in 2020–21 compared with 11 percent of 16–24 year olds who were experiencing what is called ‘a social recession’ – a thinning out of networks. Areas with concentrations of young people had higher rates of loneliness as did areas with higher unemployment and below average wages.34



Social media and anomie

Social media combined with the arrival of the smartphone have disrupted both the conduct of social relationships and our understanding of them. One argument is that they have diminished personal contact, brought a greater sense of alienation from face-to-face contact and encouraged us to retreat into our own sub-groups based on shared convictions while sloughing off relations with those of opposing opinions – especially in politics. At the most extreme, we can engage in social media with impunity because in the digital universe moral, social and emotional costs associated with behaving badly are virtually non-existent. As long as one is in line with the dominant opinion of the subgroup – one can harass, bully, threaten violence and name-call others and still consider oneself virtuous.

Social networks face an enormous paradox. As one thinker has described it,


We are living in an isolation that would have been unimaginable to our ancestors, and yet we have never been more accessible. … within this world of instant and absolute communication, unbounded by limits of time or space, we suffer from unprecedented alienation. In a world consumed by ever more novel modes of socializing, we have less and less actual society.35





Disadvantaged neighbourhoods

The neighbourhood as the focus for combating exclusion is not the world of mutual help evoked in memoirs of working-class urban districts or in the histories of Welsh mining communities or in the idyllic pictures of suburban living in the 1950s. Today, when we talk of neighbourhood, we may mean nothing more than an area with some sense of physical boundary or other defining limits, such as local authority districts. In tackling exclusion, neighbourhoods become the focus, not because of magical belief in resilience but because local areas are sites where multiple strands of exclusion come together. In fact, practitioners will want to ensure that they uncover any false construction of ‘community’ and recognise that local diversity in culture, ethnicity, gender or income levels may produce many communities of interest in a given area.

Since the 1990s, we have learned an immense amount about ‘the power of place’ – the impact of neighbourhood on the lives of those that live there. We know that conditions of poverty and exclusion interact in particular geographical locations to create qualitatively different conditions that impinge on individuals or families.

We tend to label these areas as ‘disadvantaged’ in which services have been withdrawn, fear of crime high, levels of political participation low. Employers and commercial outlets have left the area taking jobs with them. Without the support from effective services, or wages from steady employment, or reasonable levels of trust among neighbours, stressors amount on children, parents and vulnerable adults alike. When an entire neighbourhood is excluded, such as a social housing estate, the most damaging long-term impact arises from what sociologists call ‘neighbourhood effects’ – the decline in the social fabric and loss of control over public space that affects the quality of life of all residents in particular areas regardless of individual levels of aspiration or motivation.

Many of these effects on individual behaviour profoundly shape social work with users. For example, child and adolescent outcomes such as infant mortality and low birth weight have been tied to neighbourhood disadvantage; so have rates of teenage pregnancy and school exclusion, while child abuse and neglect and anti-social behaviour by young people have all been linked to living in neighbourhoods with particular characteristics;36 so has accidental injury to children and the suicide of young people.37


Urban concentration of disadvantage

The most disadvantaged neighbourhoods in Britain have generally been located in urban districts with social housing in high rises, decaying owner-occupied properties, privately rented terraced housing of older cities and the peripheral housing estates that ring many cities. Disadvantaged neighbourhoods are found in every part of the United Kingdom: a majority of local authorities have at least one neighbourhood among the 10 percent most deprived according to the index of multiple deprivation.

That said, towns and cities and even whole regions that lost their functioning industry – whether mining, car manufacturing or shipbuilding – are particularly vulnerable. It is sobering to realise that across England, eight local authorities have 64 percent of the most-deprived neighbourhoods.38 Neighbourhood deprivation once embedded tends to endure over time: the most deprived remain the same – as do the least deprived. Overall, in 2019, nearly nine out of ten of the most-deprived neighbourhoods in England were also in the most deprived in 2015. Middlesbrough, Liverpool, Knowsley, Kingston upon Hull, Manchester and Blackpool – had the highest proportion of neighbourhoods in the most-deprived local authorities in England – the bottom tenth – largely unchanged from 2015. Middlesbrough and Blackpool neighbourhoods have the highest level of income deprivation of children. London boroughs have seen a reduction in the proportion of neighbourhoods in the bottom tenth and yet have the highest level of income deprivation among older people.39

The consequence of this level of deprivation is that residents do not see themselves as being in control. What they seek is to have influence over services to the national standard rather than special projects. Neighbourhoods do matter to their residents, and it is wrong to simply assume that disadvantaged areas totally lack social cohesion or are empty of support networks and people with skills and talent. Community participation in developing services therefore both serves to ‘get the project right’ for users and generally raises levels of trust. That is at least the theory.



Neighbourhood deprivation: Scotland

Those living in the most-deprived Scottish communities are 18 times more likely to suffer drug-related death and more than four times more likely to have an alcohol-related death. Deaths by suicide are three times the rate in the least-deprived areas. COVID-19 death rates are more than double those in the least-deprived areas. There is also difference in healthy life expectancy – males born in the most-deprived areas can expect about 25 fewer years in good health than males born in the least-deprived areas, while the gap for females is 21 years.40 There is an argument that despite devolution, many of the powers to tackle poverty remain at Westminster but to conclude that because of this the Scottish Government can do nothing to tackle poverty is also abdication of responsibility.41

Levels of inequality exist across Scottish neighbourhoods similar to those in England. The Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation in 2020 revealed that certain neighbourhoods have consistently been among the 5 percent most deprived since 2004 – among them Central Easterhouse, South Easterhouse, Glenwood South and Drumchapel North. What is interesting is the clear explanation from the Scottish Government of what the statistics actually say and the ways they should and should not be used. Alongside this are a string of case studies as to how localities are dealing with the intense deprivation.42 Reading Scottish Government and U.K. Government summaries of deprivation in England offers an interesting contrast in tone, purpose and accessibility – with the former inviting greater levels of engagement with neighbourhood activists.




Exclusion from services

Lack of access to services is the fifth driver of exclusion. By services, we mean the whole range – private, charitable and public, in-home and out-of-home – that individuals, families and neighbourhoods draw on for a variety of purposes. In-home services include everything from energy supply for heating and water, to care for those who need it. Out-of-home services include public transport, telecommunications, post offices, banks, health practitioners and hospital facilities. Examples of services that promote inclusion include pre-school education and care for children, lunch clubs for older people, access to a general practitioner, availability of recreation facilities, children’s centres and after-school clubs.

Their availability for public to draw on is part and parcel of defining the living standard of 21st century Britain and access to them is critical to overcoming exclusion. Yet, provision of public services has been sharply curtailed in the last decade and access to them has been made more difficult through gate-keeping and rising costs. Some examples:



	Claims for disability benefits: The Department of Work and Pensions has struggled with a backlog of hundreds of thousands of applications for personal independence payments. In the three months to July 2022, new claimants waited around four months before receiving their benefit.43

	In England, only ten percent of children with special educational needs and disability had their diagnostic assessment started within a three-month response target. The longest reported wait to start assessment was 799 days. In Wales, only three out of seven health boards met the Welsh target of starting assessment 26 weeks after referral; in Scotland, with no national target, the average wait time to start assessment was 331 days.44

	Expenditure on children’s services fell by nearly 50 percent over the ten years between 2010 and 2020. Sure Start children’s centres lost £1.5 billion in funding between 2010 and 2018 with an estimated 1,000 children’s centres and 750 youth centres forced to close.45

	Mental health services for children suffering depression, anxiety, conduct disorders, eating disorders and addiction are now steeply rationed. The average wait time to start receiving help after referral by their GP to Children and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) is two years, even with CAMHS rejecting six out of ten children because their symptoms were not deemed severe enough. This was selection within selection since only the most at-risk are referred in the first place.46

	Eating disorders require an urgent response. Between April and June 2022, 68 percent of young people referred for eating disorders were seen within a week against a standard of 95 percent, while only a quarter of those with a diagnosed need were referred for therapy.47

	Years of austerity has cut hard at the level of service provision and reduced their accessibility. As Figure 1.3 shows, government spending on public services has been cut drastically between 2010 and 2020 as has capital expenditure on health infrastructure which is significantly lower than that of comparable countries. It was that cut that led to long waiting lists, shortage of hospital beds and equipment and, above all, a shortage of general practitioners that significantly hampered the response to the Covid epidemic. Note also the cut in public expenditure over the same period which has been instrumental in creating overcrowded, rationed conditions for many of the public services mentioned, a major element of ‘structure’ that directly impinges on users’ lives.


[image: The two graphs depict the consequences of austerity measures on public sector fixed investment and total government spending as a percentage of GDP, revealing notable decreases over the years.]
Figure 1.3 Austerity bites hard at investment in public expenditure and health infrastructure.

Source: Three graphs from J. Burn-Murdoch, ‘Britain’s winter of discontents the inevitable result of austerity’ Financial Times December 23, 2022; with permission.






Social work itself has also had to retrench.
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