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Why are the harms caused by poverty so ignored? 
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Over the last three decades, overall wealth in Britain has doubled, yet the number of people 
falling below the minimum standard of living set by society as a whole has risen alarmingly, 
from just over one in six in 1983 to nearly one in three today.  

The view promoted by the coalition government ministers and much of the media is that 
rising poverty is largely self-inflicted and a matter of individual failure – ‘a lifestyle choice’ as 
ministers like to call it. This individualistic focus on the causes of poverty echoes a tendency 
within social sciences and criminology to focus more on ‘the abstracted rational actor, as 
the primary unit of harm analysis’ rather than the differential impacts on different social 
groups of wider social and economic changes. Furthermore, it enables a policy focus that 
sees the role of the state as limited to changing the behaviour and aspirations of those who 
‘fail’ – often through punitive means, such as benefits sanctions – and providing some, 
limited, support to enable them to change their prospects. Thus the coalition government 
imposed a series of ongoing cuts in benefit levels, leading to rising numbers turning to 
charitable help for the most basic of needs. 

In our new book, Breadline Britain – the rise of mass poverty, we chart the rise in poverty in 
Britain over the last three decades through four large scale surveys - the ‘Breadline Britain’ 
surveys of 1983 and 1990 and the subsequent ‘Poverty and Social Exclusion’ surveys of 1999 
and 2012. These surveys measure poverty using the public’s views on what is an 
unacceptable standard in contemporary Britain. Respondents are asked which of a long list 
of items and social activities, from a basic diet and minimum housing decency to a number 
of personal and household goods and leisure and social activities, they consider to be 
essential for living in Britain today.  

This method establishes a minimum standard based on what the majority of people think 
are the necessities of life, which everyone should be able to afford and no-one should have 
to do without. This is the nearest we have to a democratic definition of poverty. It’s a 
standard that has support from all groups in society, across different social classes, genders, 
ages and, significantly, political affiliations. These surveys conclusively show that the public 
take a clear relativist view of poverty.  

In 2012, the proportion of people who could not afford (as opposed to did not want) a 
number of the most basic of the publicly-defined necessities was higher than in 1983. 
Around six percent of households lived in a damp home in 1983, dropping to just two 
percent in 1990. It now stands at ten percent. The percentage of people who cannot afford 
to heat their home adequately has trebled since the 1990s, rising from three to nine 
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https://www.oneworld-publications.com/books/joanna-mack-stewart-lansley/breadline-britain#.VQGPyvmsV8E


ICCCR Online Series  Mack and Lansley (May 2015) 

2 
 

percent. Nearly one in five children – 2.5 million – live with damp, while over half a million 
children live in a home that is both damp and cold.   

Having enough food is another core aspect of everyone’s conception of poverty. The 
Department of Health has defined food poverty as ‘the inability to afford, or to have access 
to, food to make up a healthy diet’. The proportion of households unable to afford two 
meals a day stood at three percent in 2012, back to the levels found thirty years earlier, 
having dropped to negligible levels in the intervening period.  

There has also been an increase in the numbers struggling to maintain a diet of sufficient 
quality. Being able to afford fresh fruit and vegetables every day has been a consistent 
health message of recent years – yet the percentage of households where adults go without 
has risen from five percent in 1999 to seven percent in 2012. The proportion of households 
where the adult goes without ‘meat, fish or vegetarian equivalent every other day’ (a 
measure of adequate protein in the diet) is up – from two percent in 1999 to five percent in 
2012. On the basis of the three adult food necessities (two meals; fruit and vegetables; and 
meat, fish or vegetarian equivalent), three and half million adults are not properly fed by the 
standards set by the public. In addition, half a million children are not adequately fed.   

The negative impact of poverty on people’s lives is very well established. Children who live 
in damp and mouldy homes are up to three times more likely than those in dry homes to 
suffer from coughing, wheezing and respiratory illness. This has long term effects on 
people’s health and well-being beyond childhood. The number of ‘excess winter deaths’ – 
the additional numbers that occurred from December to March compared to the average 
for the rest of the year – is on the rise following a long-term decline since the 1960s. 

Poor diet is a risk factor for the UK’s major killer diseases. In a review of the evidence, the 
Royal College of Physicians reports that it contributes to almost half of coronary heart 
disease and a third of cancers. For growing numbers, it leads to diabetes, for older people it 
increases the risk of fractures, and for pregnant mothers there is a greater chance of a baby 
of low-birth weight.  

Figure 1: Material deprivation and other harms, UK 2012 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/www.dh.gov.uk/en/publicationsandstatistics/publications/publicationspolicyandguidance/dh_4105356
http://www.foe.co.uk/sites/default/files/downloads/cold_homes_health.pdf
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=xC9HGrqbH-QC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/subnational-health2/excess-winter-mortality-in-england-and-wales/2012-13--provisional--and-2011-12--final-/stb-ewm-12-13.html
http://www.fph.org.uk/uploads/bs_food_poverty.pdf
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The pressure on living standards is also having a much wider impact.  In 2012, under half of 
adults could afford all the necessities, fourteen percent lacked one, nine percent lacked two 
while thirty percent of adults were unable to afford three or more necessities.  Moreover, 
the percentage of households that cannot afford each of the items and activities seen as 
necessities in 2012 and 1999 has, in nearly all cases, risen or stayed the same. For some, the 
increase has been large: those unable to afford to ‘replace or repair broken electrical goods’ 
up from twelve to twenty-six percent; and those unable to afford ‘appropriate clothes for a 
job interview’ – a particular problem for the young unemployed – up from four to eight 
percent. There was also a rise in the proportion of children missing out on a number of key 
necessities, in some cases more than doubling. In 1999, two percent of children couldn't 
afford a school trip once a term; by 2012 it was eight percent.   

Significantly, these material and social deprivations are associated with other disadvantages 
and harms. Figure 1 shows that looking across all the necessities, fifty-nine per cent of those 
who lack three or more necessities say their health is affected in some way (from ‘slightly’ to 
‘a lot’) by their situation and seventy-three percent have at least one financial problem (that 
is, they are constantly struggling to keep up with their bills or have fallen behind, they have 
during the last year borrowed to meet day to day needs or have been in arrears on one or 
other of their household bills). In addition, half of those who lack three or more necessities 
suffer four or more of the standard twelve indicators of stress, anxiety and depression used 
in government surveys, a cut-off widely taken as an indicator of poor mental health. Those 
who lack control over their lives, and sense this lack of control, pay the cost in poor mental 
health. 
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Even those with moderate levels of material deprivation, those who lack one or two items, 
are more likely to face a range of other disadvantages. Thus, a fifth of those lacking one item 
and a fifth of those lacking two say their health is affected in some way, a quarter of those 
lacking one item and forty-one percent of those lacking two have one or more financial 
problems, and a quarter of those lacking one and nearly a third of those lacking two have 
poor mental health.   

In sharp contrast, those lacking none of the necessities are much less likely to experience 
other disadvantages. There is a clear gap between the experience of the forty-seven percent 
of the population who have all the necessities and the fifty-three percent who lack at least 
one and especially those who lack three or more. Among this latter group a large majority 
face a range of other problems.  

Using a cut-off point of those who cannot afford three or more necessities – a group whose 
deprivations are both overwhelmingly enforced (by lack of income) and whose lives are 
affected in deep and multiple ways – the level of deprivation poverty has been steadily 
rising over the last thirty years – up from fourteen percent in 1983 to thirty percent in 2012. 
While the poor today are in some respects better off than those in the early 1980s, in 
particular possessing a wider range of consumer goods, they are less a part of the society in 
which they live. It is this that impacts on people in such a harmful way. Not only are they 
more likely to suffer direct harms – such as illness – but they also suffer harm in terms of the 
denial of resources to – using Amartya Sen’s concept of capabilities – be able to live the life 
one values. 

This sharp rise in poverty – and its related harms – cannot be explained by a sudden 
explosion of individual failings. In contrast, it is intimately connected to the rapid rise in 
inequality resulting from the great interlocking social and economic upheavals of the last 
thirty years, many of them politically driven. The rolling back of the welfare state, the 
deregulation of markets (in particular financial markets), and the impact of increasing 
unrestricted terms of trade through globalisation have come at an enormous cost for 
increasingly large numbers of people. 
 
Today’s working generation faces a much more treacherous labour market, one that has 
brought greater joblessness, the spread of low pay and deepening insecurity at work. These 
problems have been compounded by other changes from the shrinking of housing 
opportunities, especially for the young, to a deliberate shift in the burden of economic and 
social risks from the state and employers to the individual. People have increasingly been 
left to cope by themselves at the very time when insecurity and uncertainty have been on 
the rise.  

The widespread harms caused by poverty have been ignored – despite being well 
established – precisely because they stem from the very organisation of society. When that 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=OM4RBAAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=Amartya+Sen,+The+Idea+of+Justice,+Allen+Lane,+London,+2009.&hl=en&sa=X&ei=TagwVernCsvPaPnTgBg&ved=0CCAQ6AEwAA#v=onepage&q&f=false
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organisation is dependent on promoting the primacy of individual agency and responsibility 
– or, in current parlance, of personal choice – then the harms of poverty are all too easy to 
blame on the poor themselves. Recognising that poverty stems from the accumulated 
reductions in opportunities, pay and life chances that result from systematic barriers acting 
differentially on people – dependent on their social and economic context – poses a much 
more fundamental challenge. It requires different ways of thinking about, and greater levels 
of inquiry into, how society could be organised to produce lower levels of poverty. Crucially, 
it challenges the current, dominant, free market model of capitalism with it bias toward 
capital and widening inequality.  


