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Presentation to Newcastle upon Tyne 
Child Poverty Beacon Open Day, 26 January 2010.
Professor John Veit-Wilson, Newcastle University.
http://www.staff.ncl.ac.uk/j.veit-wilson/

What do we mean by ‘measuring child poverty’?
Powerpoint 1. title page
I’ve been asked to talk about what is meant by the idea of measuring child poverty in the context of the indicators put forward in the Child Poverty Bill, and their merits or pitfalls. The Bill is still under debate and in any case some aspects are subject to regulations, so there’s no point in focusing on details which may be changed.

Powerpoint 2. official reports

The measures proposed followed consultations which the DWP carried out. You might want to follow up two later public reports which have some bearing on the question — the report which Lisa Harker prepared for the DWP entitled Delivering on Child Poverty: what would it take? and the expert report for the Economic and Social Research Council, on Measuring poverty: seven key issues. 
Powerpoint 3. what do people mean by  poverty?
The subject of poverty is immense and complicated, and can’t be covered in 20 minutes, but I just want to introduce some key issues. Again, if you want to follow up, have a look at this introduction to the subject.

The key question is, always, which of the many kinds of poverty do you want to measure, and what for? Subjects discussed today include benefit uptake, parental employment, fuel poverty, educational deprivation and health inequalities. Each one raises disparate issues about the standards being used and the possibility of collecting, let alone making sense of, local data about children’s lives. In those circumstances, most people use proxies, but the trouble with the proxies they use is that they may divert attention from the real problems. There are no simple answers, and simple answers are often misleading. 
The government has been straightforward about what it wants the measurement for. In 1999 Tony Blair announced the government’s commitment to eradicate child poverty within a generation, and the Bill defines that as the financial year from April 2020. The government’s problem was deciding what criteria to use to measure how it was getting towards its political objective and know when it had achieved it. 
Powerpoint 4. CPB 4 measures
This is what the government came up with —

First, the relative low income target, meaning that fewer than 10% of children in the UK live in households which during that year have an equivalised net household income less than 60% of the national median.
Second, the combined low income and material deprivation target. This means finding fewer than 5% of children in households with incomes below 70% of the median [not 60%] and experiencing material deprivation. What that means is to be laid down in regulations later.

Third, the absolute low income target, which means finding fewer than 5% of children in 2020 living in households with incomes below 60% of the median as it was in real terms in the financial year from April 2010.
And finally, the fourth target is that of persistent poverty, which means finding that fewer children in households below 60% median income in the four financial years ending in 2021, have suffered low incomes in at least three of those years. What fewer means has to be prescribed by regulations before 2015.

Let’s be perfectly clear about it, these targets measure government achievement simply as comparison over time of the statistical distribution of incomes in society. These targets say nothing, absolutely nothing at all, about poverty in the sense most people use the term. When most people talk about poverty they don’t mean living under 60% of the median income, they mean having enough money to live on decently, or whether their living conditions, income included, allow them to be included in society, to be respected and not to be deprived in their own eyes or other people’s. They might feel that their lives were in poverty at higher percentages or they might not at lower ones. 

What the Bill proposes are not measures of poverty in the commonly understood sense, they are measures of changing income inequalities. There’s nothing wrong with measuring income inequality as an objective in its own right as long as we keep in mind that this is a very specialised and narrow way of looking at the wide variety of human experiences we call poverty and their consequences. 
The best evidence we have of what people mean and how it compares with income distribution statistics comes from the social research funded by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation into what the UK population itself identifies as a minimum socially acceptable standard of living in Britain today, a standard that social policy should aspire for everyone to meet. I quote —  “The standard is rooted in social consensus about the goods and services that everyone in modern Britain should be able to afford, while at the same time drawing on expert knowledge about basic living requirements and actual expenditure patterns.” Having less than the incomes households need for these basic requirements and to participate in society is what people commonly call poverty. 
Powerpoint 5. JRF comparison
Here’s what this major study found about the relationship between a minimum income budget in the UK and the government’s statistical measure. You’ll find the research reports in full on the JRF website. As you see, pensioners are generally OK — their budget needs are less than 60% — but most families don’t achieve what the UK population considers the minimum until they have incomes upwards of three-quarters of the median household income, which is a lot higher than 60%. The government’s measures treat people as not living in poverty when in fact they don’t have enough income to reach what society as a whole considers the minimum decency standard. So then the victims get blamed for not managing on their inadequate incomes. The truth is that it is their income and not their management competence which is too low.
And this is the heart of the problem of measuring poverty, whether of children or anyone else. Measuring income inequality has merit in itself but in terms of measuring the experience of child poverty or the personal disposable resources parents need to overcome it, the chief error of the proposals is the belief that income inequality measures that central kind of poverty. That’s why I don’t think it’s worth spending much time in looking at the detail of the four proposed measures, except to say one thing — there is no such thing as an absolute measure of poverty. All measures of poverty are relative, without exception, since poverty is itself a relative concept, relative to time, place and observer — something Adam Smith emphasised as long ago as 1776. The most important thing about the relativity of poverty is understanding what it’s relative to, and I’ll come on to that in a moment.

The second part of the Bill is about local authority duties to combat socio-economic disadvantage among children, which it defines as living in households with incomes below the 60% median income levels. I’m not going to talk about that, apart from emphasising the point that local authorities have neither the power nor the resources to make much of an impact on the national income distribution, but they can make a significant difference to the quality of poor children’s lives and the costs to parents of improving it. 
If we want to abolish child poverty, we need income adequacy measures — do children and their families have enough income to escape poverty — and that’s what I’m going to talk about now. Note that the word adequacy means just enough for purpose. Less than that is inadequate. You don’t talk about an adequate holiday. The word doesn’t mean more than is needed.

We have to talk about income needs because we live in a marketised and consumerist society in which most of our needs are met by spending money, and in which having money to spend is widely seen and even encouraged as a measure of our social status and performance. We may not like it but we do. Many of the social, the human problems that you have to deal with, are based on people not having enough money to buy their way out. Think about the social evils and problems which are often described as causes of poverty, of crime or of social exclusion — problems like family breakdown and divorce; lone parenthood; poor educational attainment and lack of saleable occupational skills, unemployment; chronic illness and disability, both physical and psychological; old age and alcoholism.  All of these human problems are found to some extent across the whole population, rich and poor. If you found them all experienced by members of a single family, wouldn’t you expect that family to be poor? Then think about the Royal Family. ….  
If you have enough money, the problems we may all experience can be dealt with. If you don’t have enough money in the first place, then the presenting problems may be caused by or exacerbated by the lack of money. So if we want to measure poverty, we have to know what income is needed to prevent it, whatever the other problems are.
Powerpoint 6. prevention is better than cure — clean water

Think about it this way — adequate income is the clean water of poverty policy. Just as in the health field, clean water and sanitation are more important in preventing illness than all the medicines in their absence, so instead of only trying to cure poverty we should first try to prevent it.
Powerpoint 7. 4 questions
You can’t use the words enough, adequate, sufficient or needed, without suggesting these four questions – needed, sufficient, enough, adequate, for what? Adequate for how long? Adequate for whom? And who says that’s adequate – me, you, someone else telling us? What right have they got to tell us that? 

Powerpoint 8. adequacy for what
The point about social participation and inclusion summarises many international and European declarations and conventions on human rights and social policy targets. Many people use these words to mean the opposite of poverty. The EU uses words like – decency and human dignity. International conventions talk about the ability to appear in public without shame, a reasonable level of living. The talk here is about having resources sufficient to take what society defines as a recognised part in society, and to feel socially included and not excluded by lack of resources. But we have to be careful – a lot of Euro-babble about social inclusion really only refers to being included only as a worker in the labour market – it isn’t about us feeling included in our society.

Second, there’s market inclusion – being able to pay for all the things that have to be paid for to be included. Much argument about basic freedom of choice is based on the idea that people have enough money to be able to make choices between paying for one thing or another in some kind of market. As that great liberal William Beveridge wrote in 1942, “freedom to spend is part of essential freedom”. So what if people haven’t got enough money to make free choices? Are they free?

Of course money isn’t the only resource, and indeed it’s meaningless on its own. Of course you can live a full and rewarding life with little money. But those who hold this view must understand that it’s a minority view, not shared by the mass of the European people in 28 countries who were surveyed on the matter in 2004. They said the three most important things for a good life were enough money, good health, and family relationships. Older respondents in some surveys note things like being able to afford presents for grandchildren is really important, and they’d deprive themselves to do that. The fact is that in our society you need enough money even to sustain family relationships. An income isn’t enough if you can’t do that as well as all the other things you need money for.

You’ll note there is nothing here about needs for food, shelter and clothing, because that’s not how anybody thinks about their own needs. We think first about the quality of our lives and what gives it that quality. The qualities of the Good Life shown here are drawn from a UK Department of Health list of issues for people in care homes — would you say anyone needed any less? 

Powerpoint 9. adequacy for how long
How long an income has to last is of course a sensitive question which applies to us all, whatever our ages. The point is this – when we look at emergency short term income maintenance, like income support and similar benefits for crises or short term unemployment between jobs, we assume it needn’t be enough to cover the occasional lumpy expenses we all incur in our lives — repairs and replacements of personal clothing, household goods, periodic social expenditures, holidays, whatever. But when the income flow has to last for much longer, it has to cover all these things if it’s to be adequate. That means long-term incomes such as a minimum wage or family benefits sufficient to cover the needs of growing children have all got to be adequate in terms of all the costs of normal life.

Powerpoint 10. adequate for whom
That’s another sensitive issue when talking about income adequacy. We can all describe a pretty good picture of how much income we think we need to keep us in a state of minimally acceptable decency. But when it comes to talking about what other people actually need, it’s amazing how often people think not of income needs but of who’s paying for it. They think it means paying higher taxes – so then they claim others could live on much less than they can themselves. That’s what social inequality means – people talking about what the American politician Sargent Shriver called ‘we the people’ and ‘they the poor’, as if they were completely different sets of people, with different human needs in the same society. It’s known as ‘othering’ people – treating them as ‘the other’. 

 So let’s be clear who is paying. First, dynamic research shows that over time far larger numbers of people have experienced living on low incomes or will do so, than have them at one point in time. We pay for each other’s benefits whether we are claiming or not. Second, Treasury statistics show that year after year it’s the households with the lowest incomes who pay the largest proportion of their incomes in taxes. The reason is simple – they may pay a lower proportion in income tax but they pay a much larger proportion of their expenditure in indirect taxes, VAT, excise duty and the like. So again, beware of thinking that ‘we’ pay for ‘them’. The fact is that ‘they’ are generally paying for ‘us’. I shan’t even mention the obscene tax allowances high income people claim, worth more the higher the marginal rate of income tax. Someone called it an upside-down tax system: the poor pay for the rich. 

Powerpoint 11. adequate — who says
And finally, who says it’s enough? 

Governments say that the benefit scales are based on ‘what you need’. Well, yes, but you need a good deal more than that. No UK government has ever tried to find out what that is. The only government survey of the adequacy of the benefit system was one carried out secretly by the National Assistance Board in 1965, and because it found that benefits were grossly inadequate it was suppressed. Benefits have never been adequate for participation.

The other two points are about the expertise of the ordinary population, you and me and everyone else, in answering how much is enough. One is surveys of the whole population. Who can give a more authoritative answer to the question of what is enough? But the other point is about the people experiencing poverty and social exclusion. They aren’t answering in the abstract – they know what is not good enough, what is not an adequate income, and they are the consumers you must listen to.

Some people criticise this as giving nothing more than a collection of subjective opinions. That’s rather silly, because if you just think about the idea of western democratic politics, that’s also nothing but a set of subjective opinions, often about matters people know nothing about at all, but it’s aggregated into powerful objective social, political and military facts. That’s democracy for you. And this is a democratic issue, because if it’s not adequate for you, then why is it adequate for anybody in your society?

Powerpoint 12. child poverty standard
Here’s a standard for measuring child poverty based on many other internationally recognised versions. As you see, it’s based on an income criterion which itself draws on empirical studies of the kind the Rowntree survey carried out and continues to update. In terms of its reliability and robustness this is a unique study, making use of expert standards such as those for housing space, amenities and heating which are among the other resources besides income which families also need to have access to for a minimally adequate level of living. 
So embodied in the JRF minimum income standards are standards which you could use for several of your measurement purposes — 
Do children live in adequate housing or suffer from fuel poverty in real cost not statistical terms? You could use the expert nutritional standards and costings to assess whether parents have the incomes to spend for healthy living.
If you want to focus on getting parents into work as a cure for poverty, does parental employment pay enough to keep children out of poverty? Don’t forget that much more than half of the 4 million children in poverty by the government’s measure AHC live in working households. Low pay can be measured against these standards. Do you have a living wage for all council employees?
You could adapt the minimum income standard for means tests and passporting local authority benefits. Benefit uptake campaigns are very cost effective, but the evidence shows that existing benefits are not adequate according to the minimum income standard, and that even if everybody got all their inadequate entitlements, the government’s poverty targets would still not be achieved.

The two problems of health inequalities and NEETs which are also mentioned in the programme are only indirectly related to measuring child poverty in the senses I’m talking about. Both health and education experience reflect deeper societal inequalities which no government seems to want to address politically. So while there’s no consensus on how much social inequality is tolerable to everybody, how can there be a measure for counting who is poor in terms of being unequal? Let’s stick to what we know, that many children suffer ill-health or miss educational opportunities because of their parents’ poverty, and deal with that first. 
And that’s where I have to leave it for now. Until we have guaranteed that no child in the UK is growing up in a household which has too little disposable income and other resources to avoid what society defines as poverty, many of the other problems are frankly insoluble. By all means measure how many children are in poverty, but make sure you know why you are doing it, that you are using a scientific poverty standard which is defensible in real life and not just statistical terms, and most important, you know what you are going to do to prevent their poverty when you have the answer.
Thank you for your attention.

