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Working Paper 2  

Using the evidence base on poverty 

“All too easily the social scientist can be the unwitting servant of contemporary social values, 
and in the study of poverty, this can have disastrous practical consequences. He may side 
with the dominant or majority view of the poor. If, by contrast, he feels obliged or is 
encouraged from the start to make a formal distinction between scientific and conventional 
perspectives, he is more likely to enlarge knowledge by bringing to light information which 
has been neglected and create more elbow room for alternative forms of action” 

(Townsend p46, 1979) 

Introduction 

Poverty is an issue that has been examined for over 100 years in the U.K. and as Professor David 

Gordon has argued, ‘not a single study has ever found any large group of people/households with 

any behaviours that could be ascribed to a culture or genetics of poverty’ (2011). Despite this 

available evidence, the current government strategy for tackling poverty focuses primarily on 

changing individual or familial behaviours.  The impact of structural issues receives little attention in 

comparison. This ‘behaviourist’ focus has been likened to ‘agnotology’ – the ‘production of 

ignorance’ by Tom Slater (2012) who goes on to argue that: 

emotive terms, phrases and concepts have been strategically deployed … to manufacture 

doubt with respect to the structural causes of unemployment and poverty, and to give the 

impression that “welfare” is a lifestyle choice made by dysfunctional families despite the fact 

that considerable social scientific evidence shatters that impression. 

Some local authorities adhere closely to this narrative (Crossley 2012) despite a suggested focus on 

‘evidence-based policy’ which should rule out many of the activities being proposed. Crossley found 

that local authorities often identified ‘low aspirations’ and ‘cultures of worklessness’ as major 

barriers to people escaping poverty despite recent, accessible evidence which suggested ‘alternative 

forms of action’ might be more beneficial (see, for example, Todd et al 2012 & Shildrick et al 2012).  

Refusing to learn the lessons? 

At the turn of the twentieth century, a number of influential poverty studies were carried out in the 

UK. Charles Booth carried out house by house surveys in East London and Seebohm Rowntree, at 

around the same time, also carried out similar surveys in York (Glennester et al 2004). A lesser 

known piece of work by Arthur Bowley and Alexander Burnett Hurst used sampling methodology for 
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a survey in four towns across England: Reading, Stanley, Warrington & Northampton (Bowley & 

Burnett-Hurst, 1915). All of these researchers, working on different surveys in different towns, came 

to similar conclusions – that wages were often not sufficient to provide an adequate income for 

families and nor was adequate support available for families where one parent was absent or unable 

to work.  Glennester et al, in summarising the work of Booth and Rowntree in the early 1900s note 

that 

new social science evidence was posing an alternative to the traditional view of poverty that 

it was the result of personal failing and could be countered only by personal change which 

required the absence of easy state poor relief. Explanations we are familiar with today – 

unemployment generated by economic cycles, the changing needs of families over their life 

cycle and the rigidity of wages compared to changing family needs over a life time – were 

already formulated. 

Since the turn of the century, other researchers have generated similar results. In 1937, for example, 

George M’Gonigle, in a report on families in Stockton-on-Tees called Poverty & Public Health: 

showed clearly that the vast majority of poorer families, whether employed or unemployed, 

did not have an income that was sufficient to sustain a diet that was adequate to ward off 

disease and death: poverty, not ignorance, was the cause of morbidity and mortality 

amongst the poor and this poverty was not the fault of the individual families but of a society 

that provided inadequate wages and welfare benefits. (Bambra 2011, p475) 

Peter Townsend in 1979 again highlighted the problem of low paying, insecure jobs which did not 

provide ‘earnings high enough to raise families comfortably above the poverty line’ (1979, p614) and 

more recent work by Shildrick et al (2010) demonstrate that poor quality, precarious employment is 

still an issue in tackling poverty. No other surveys conducted in the UK since 1979 such as the 

Breadline Britain surveys of 1983 and 1990 and the Poverty & Social Exclusion surveys of 1999 and 

2012 suggest that poverty is the result of a ‘cultural’ differences between the ‘poor’ and the ‘non-

poor’ (see Gordon 2011).  

What do we mean by ‘evidence’? 

The evidence highlighted above has primarily been produced by academic researchers. It is social 

scientific or empirical evidence. However, there are lots of other sources of ‘evidence’ available 

which may offer conflicting views of the causes of poverty and how best to tackle it. Think-tanks, 

campaigning or lobbying groups and governments all produce documents and research relating to 

poverty and much of it differs from the views outlined above. However, despite the fact that think-

tanks claim to be ‘independent’ they are often set up and funded by politicians and/or their 

supporters. As such, there is potential for research carried out by these organisations to support 

preferred policies, in what has been called ‘decision-based evidence making’ (Slater, 2012). Ruth 

Levitas has argued that  

think-tanks play a key role in mediating between academic and political domains. They also 

enable public response to policy options to be tested, without directly implicating – or at 

least without committing – the party itself (Levitas 1998) 
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Evidence or opinions collected by think-tanks are therefore sometimes more akin to market research 

techniques than they are to social scientific or empirical research techniques (Crossley & Veit-Wilson 

2013) and may be more concerned with the popularity of policies rather than their efficacy. When 

we turn to official government statistics, we can see how some of the popular ‘behaviourist’ 

assumptions about people living in poverty begin to unravel: 

 66% of children living in poverty live in working households1 

 71% of children living in poverty lived in ‘coupled’ households2 

 0.7% of total benefit expenditure is overpaid due to fraud3 

 The number of ‘underemployed’ workers has risen 47% since 2008.4  

(The occupation category that consistently has the highest rate of underemployment is 

‘elementary occupations’ - such as labourers, cleaners and catering staff) 

When confronted with statistics like these and in trying to understand ‘evidence’ published which 

consistently differs from this picture, the reluctance of some ‘researchers’ to change their minds 

when confronted with the facts, to paraphrase John Maynard Keynes, is noticeable. In trying to 

reconcile some of these differences, we should return to the work of Peter Townsend, perhaps the 

most influential researcher on poverty of the twentieth century. He stated that: 

like other concepts, poverty can be given different meanings by professions, governments 

and bureaucracies. One of the tasks of the social scientist is to bring out how concepts tend 

to be the creatures of the arbitrary exercise of power; and to look beyond them to a more 

democratic representation of interests in the meanings they are given. (Townsend, P. 1993) 

 

The North East Child Poverty Commission is a multi-agency stakeholder group that believes that 

every child should have an equal chance in life. It is made up of representatives from the public, 

voluntary and private sectors in the North East and works to promote public and political support for 

policies that will help to end child poverty. 

The Institute for Local Governance (ILG) is a pioneering research and knowledge exchange venture 

designed to maximise the benefits of collaboration between all five universities in North East 

England and the wider public realm. It is a unique research partnership between North East local 

authorities, universities, police forces, fire and rescue services and other public sector partners. The 

ILG is hosted at Durham University.  

Contact 

Stephen Crossley | s.j.crossley@durham.ac.uk | (0191) 334 9107 | 07983 408 966   

                                                           
1
 Office for National Statistics (2013) Households Below Average Income 1994 – 2011 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/206778/full_hbai13.pdf  
2
 Ibid 

3
 Office for National Statistics (2013) Fraud and Error in the Benefit System: Preliminary 2012/13 Estimates 

(Great Britain) https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/203097/nsfr-
final-090513.pdf  
4
 Office for National Statistics (2012) News Release http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp29904_289028.pdf  

mailto:s.j.crossley@durham.ac.uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/206778/full_hbai13.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/203097/nsfr-final-090513.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/203097/nsfr-final-090513.pdf
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp29904_289028.pdf
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Useful resources  

Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) was established in 1965, the Child Poverty Action Group is the 

leading national charity working to end poverty among children, young people and families in the 

UK. The Poverty journal which they produce can be accessed online here and many more policy 

briefings and consultation responses can be found here 

www.cpag.org.uk  

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) is an endowed foundation funding a UK wide research and 

development programme across a number of social issues, including poverty. They have 

commissioned and published extensively on poverty including work on child poverty, poverty and 

ethnicity, education and poverty and the future of the UK labour market 

www.jrf.org.uk/work/poverty  

The Poverty and Social Exclusion in the United Kingdom (PSE) is a major research project funded by 

the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC). It is the largest research project of its kind ever 

carried out in the UK and has found very high levels of deprivation in the UK today. Its first report, 

‘The impoverishment of the UK’ can be found here 

www.poverty.ac.uk  

The Poverty Alliance aims to combat poverty by working with others to empower individuals and 

communities to affect change in the distribution of power and resources. They have a particularly 

strong focus on involving people with experience of poverty in decisions which affect them. They are 

based in and cover Scotland but their work has relevance across the rest of the UK. 

www.povertyalliance.org  

The Campaign to End Child Poverty is made up of more than 150 organisations from civic society 
including children’s charities, child welfare organisations, social justice groups, faith groups, trade 
unions and others, united in a vision of a UK free of child poverty. They produce a child poverty map 
of the UK each year and have an archive of very useful publications highlighting the effects of child 
poverty 

www.endchildpoverty.org.uk  

The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) is the government department with responsibility 

for tackling child poverty in the UK. They commission and publish large amounts of research into 

poverty in the UK as well as publishing official government statistics. Information on their research 

publications can be found here 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-work-pensions  

http://www.cpag.org.uk/poverty-articles
http://www.cpag.org.uk/briefings-responses
http://www.cpag.org.uk/
http://www.jrf.org.uk/work/poverty
http://www.poverty.ac.uk/pse-research/pse-uk-reports
http://www.poverty.ac.uk/
http://www.povertyalliance.org/
http://www.endchildpoverty.org.uk/why-end-child-poverty/poverty-in-your-area
http://www.endchildpoverty.org.uk/news/publications
http://www.endchildpoverty.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-work-pensions/about/research
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-work-pensions

