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‘what thoughtful rich people call the problem of 
poverty, thoughtful poor people call with equal 

justice the problem of riches’

‘Improve the character of individuals by all 
means – if you feel competent to do so, 

especially of those whose excessive incomes 
expose them to particular temptations’. 

(RH Tawney, 1913, 10)

Tawney, R. H. (1913) ‘Poverty as an industrial problem’, inaugural lecture, reproduced in Memoranda on the Problems of Poverty, London, William Morris Press.

Whose behaviours should we focus on?



Let’s look at child poverty in Scotland…

• 19% child poverty rate before housing costs (2015-16)

• 26% child poverty rate after housing costs (2015-16)

• 10% / 12% of children in combined low income and material deprivation

• 66% / 70% of children in poverty are in in-work poverty

• 10% / 12% of children are in persistent poverty

• What these statistics do not convey…
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What’s the message?

• Note that only 45% of children in Scotland have not experienced at 
least one year of poverty in all seven years of data.

• Poverty is dynamic

• There is not a fixed population of people living in poverty

• Annual, cross-sectional snapshots can’t tell you that

• But the new experimental statistics on persistent poverty that the 
Scottish Government are trialling are not cross-sectional so they could 
do more than they are.



Part 1 – conflating the causes 
and consequences of poverty



Causes of poverty?



Why is it important to understand the causes of poverty?

• How we understand the causes of poverty will determine how we define it.

• How we define poverty will guide how to measure it:
• A measurement is important as it allows us to monitor change for the better or worse

• How we define poverty will guide the actions we take to prevent / mitigate 
it:
• Eg if a government decides that poverty is not about money then they will have the 

perfect reason not to give people in poverty more money

• The Coalition government (2010-2015) and the Conservative government 
(2015-present) tried (and succeeded to a great extent down south) to 
change the definition of poverty away from income.



Away from income towards what exactly?

• What their ideology told them were major causes of poverty:
• Addiction (usually portrayed as drugs/alcohol)

• Poor parenting

• Being bad at relationships

• Low educational attainment

• Worklessness (what does that even mean?)

• Debt

• Personal characteristics and behaviours

• By using the media to generate stories of scroungers, and by defining 
poverty as not being about income, they have been able to foist 8 years 
of austerity on people with nary a squeak of protest.

• However, if these were major drivers of poverty, then a particularly poor
person would look like … 
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Poor Sarah for one…
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“Had I not just chosen food as my friend, I would have chosen 
something else. I mean a lot of people turn to shopping, alcohol, 

smoking, any other addiction. My addiction was food.”

“I’m a hardworking single mum”.

“I’m continually on the verge of financial bankruptcy.”

"Do you understand that I absolutely have not a pot to piss in?“

“It’s just because my ex-husband’s so nice that he lets me be a 
guest at his house. If I didn’t have him I’d be homeless.”

"happiest divorced couple in the world".

Sarah, Duchess of York is left 'devastated' after being ditched by 
her toyboy lover Manuel Fernandez after two years together.

A university education might have helped her navigate her adult 
life with less drama, she says.

Sarah Ferguson, Duchess of York



Causes of poverty
• Poverty is caused by a complex blend of structural issues relating to macro-economic, 

political, social and individual factors. 

• Macro-economic factors, such as economic systems and distribution of wealth, the structure 
of the labour market, the housing market, low pay, irregular hours and insecure employment 
cause poverty. 

• Political factors, such as the level of social security payments and the recent social security 
cuts for families both in and out of work, are another cause. 

• High costs: the high cost of housing and essential goods and services 

• Social factors, such as gender, lone parenthood, disability, age and race/ethnicity result in a 
heightened risk of living in poverty, although this is not inevitable. 

• Low levels of skills or education: young people and adults without the necessary skills and 
qualifications can find it difficult to get a job, especially one with security, prospects and 
decent pay

• Individual factors in relation to capacities and choices play a part too, although arguably 
“what appear to be individual level factors often reflect underlying social and economic 
processes” (McKendrick, 2016:60).

• Abuse, trauma or chaotic lives are a cause of poverty (but are small in number and should not 
be conflated with poverty per se)

From: http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/WWS-SAreview-April2017.pdf and https://www.jrf.org.uk/our-work/what-is-poverty

http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/WWS-SAreview-April2017.pdf
https://www.jrf.org.uk/our-work/what-is-poverty


Why we mustn’t confuse poverty 
with other social problems

Is it only poor kids who get ‘smacked’?

Are poor women more likely to experience domestic abuse?



• Question from Growing Up in Scotland (2012 – sweep 7) when 94% of 
children are 7 years old and 6% are 8 years old (3,353 children in total)

My parents smack me 
when I have done 
something wrong



My parents smack me when I 
have done something wrong

Boys Girls

No poverty Poverty No poverty Poverty

Never

Sometimes

Often

Always
Source: Growing Up in Scotland (2012 – sweep 7)



My parents smack me when I 
have done something wrong

Boys Girls

No poverty Poverty No poverty Poverty

Never 45.7 41.8 49.5 41.1

Sometimes 33.5 33.1 37.3 37.7

Often 9.0 9.7 6.2 8.5

Always 11.8 15.4 7.2 12.7
Source: Growing Up in Scotland (2012 – sweep 7)

21% 25% 13% 21%



Who experiences domestic abuse?

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

1. One time

2. Two or three times

3. Four or five times

4. Six or more times

5. Too many to count

6. Don't know/can't remember

7. Don't wish to answer

Poverty No poverty
Source: Growing Up in Scotland (2011 – sweep 6) 

There was no statistically significant difference between those living in poverty and those not living in poverty. 
I repeated the analysis with social class and longitudinal poverty – there was no difference.



Key points

• Over half of all children are being smacked at age 7

• This is right across the socioeconomic spectrum

• This rises to almost 60% for boys

• There is a stronger gender difference than poverty difference

• While this is not an ACE as such, if a 7 year old is ‘often’ or ‘always’ 
being smacked then it’s detrimental to their wellbeing

• There is no statistically significant difference in experience of 
domestic violence between those living in poverty and those not 
living in poverty (is that why the data have not been analysed?). 

• This demonstrates why it is important to look at poverty for its own 
sake and not conflate it with other social problems



Stigma



Stigma and Stereotypes

• ‘Shettleston Man’ – a stereotypical ill, work-shy scrounger:

“This individual has low life expectancy. He lives in social housing, drug 
and alcohol abuse play an important part in his life and he is always out 
of work. His white blood cell count killing him directly as a result of his 
lifestyle and its lack of purpose.” Iain Duncan Smith, Conservative MP

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/personal-view/3560470/Living-and-dying-on-welfare-
in-Glasgow-East.html

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/personal-view/3560470/Living-and-dying-on-welfare-in-Glasgow-East.html




Stigma of poverty

• Experiencing poverty makes an individual ‘different’ from the normal 
expectations of participating in society.

• Substance abuse, “scrounging”, commonly associated with poverty 
through the behavioural interpretation.

• Stereotypes of poverty focus on individual failings.

• People experiencing poverty also believe these views – importance 
of shame.

• Shame leads people to conceal their stigmatised identity (Goffman, 
1990), ie parents and children may make great efforts not to appear 
poor in front of other pupils, parents and teachers.



Key messages

• It is important not to get distracted by behavioural, individualised 
explanations of poverty.

• If we do we will have the wrong response and try to change the 
wrong things.

• Misunderstandings about poverty can: 
• present barriers to, and direct attention away from, action required to 

prevent and alleviate its effects. 

• Reduce public support for policies and interventions to prevent and alleviate 
it.

• Cause stigma, blame and shame and lead to concealment.



Part 2 - Poverty of 
Aspirations

Poverty of Aspirations briefing paper

https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/bitstream/handle/1842/25787/CRFR briefing 91 - Treanor.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y


Background

• Aspirations have become a key educational policy driver in the UK and 
are seen as one of the critical levers for improving educational 
attainment and raising skills.

• children and their parents are seen as lacking ambition 

• leads to a deficit view of aspirations, holding young people and their 
parents ‘responsible’ for their ‘lack of’ ambition.

• but aspirations expressed by young people and their parents reflect 
the expectations and constraints inherent within their setting, rather 
than a free choice of desired outcome.

Ralf St Clair & Amanda Benjamin (2011) Performing desires: the dilemma of aspirations and educational attainment, British Educational 

Research Journal, 37:3, 501-517
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Despite excellent work on child poverty by the Scottish Government, 
myths persist…

Alex Cole-Hamilton (LD)

Michelle Ballantyne (C)

Ruth Maguire (SNP)

Scottish Parliament 8 November 2017. Official report of the Stage 3 debate on the Child Poverty (Scotland) Bill [Online]. Edinburgh: Scottish 
Parliament. Available: http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11177&i=101890 [Accessed 6 December 2017].

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11177&i=101890


Poverty of aspirations

• Children living in poverty do have high aspirations for themselves, although the 
jobs they aspire to are often of the gendered variety familiar to them within the 
context of their knowledge and experience, such as hairdressers or mechanics. 

• That is to say that ‘aspirations expressed by young people reflect the expectations 
and constraints inherent within their setting, rather than a free choice of desired 
outcome’. 

• Children do not start off with low expectations. When they are younger they have 
the same hopes and dreams as all children, however, their confidence in their 
ability to attain their aspirations becomes diminished over time. 

• Aspirations, even in communities struggling with poverty, are very high—the 
missing element is the knowledge of how to make these aspirations real and 
obtainable. 

• Parents living in poverty also have high aspirations for their children but feel 
unable to engage with their child’s learning in the home and feel inadequate in 
their knowledge and experience to help their children. 



Teachers and the poverty of aspiration

• Teachers and student teachers often found to have little 
understanding of the link between child poverty and educational 
attainment, which lead to their falling back on negative 
stereotypes of children and parents living in poverty (Thompson 
et al, 2016: 220). 

• Often teachers do not understand enough about existential 
poverty to get beyond a pathologising discourse of families, 
parents and children as feckless and undeserving (Singh et al. 
2013) 

• Negative stereotypes about impoverished children based on 
deficit assumptions can perpetuate inequality (Cummings et al., 
2012). 







Parents’ experience of their children’s education

• For every type of poverty, parents are less likely to believe that they 
can positively influence their child’s achievement at school compared 
to parents with no experience of poverty. 

• That is not to say that they believe they cannot, just that they are less 
likely to believe that they can. This corresponds to the literature that 
while poorer parents have aspirations for their children they are less 
confident in their ability to assist them. 

• All children are talking about the things they have learned at school 
with parents irrespective of their experience of poverty.



Poverty of aspirations

• The problem with the ‘poverty of aspiration’ as a concept is not only 
that the research evidence does not support it, but also that it passes 
the responsibility for a presumed lack of aspirations onto parents and 
children. 

• In so doing it shifts responsibility away from local and central 
government, and schools, to children and parents from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds. 

• However, teachers are also disadvantaged by not understanding the 
causes of poverty, its effects on children and on their education, and 
by believing that the poverty of aspirations is a fact.

• Teachers perpetuate the myth but are tasked with solving the 
problem as it is (wrongly) understood.



Coming at the problem from the wrong angle

• Schools and policy-makers are putting effort into ‘raising aspirations’ to 
increase achievement among disadvantaged pupils. 

• Focusing on ‘raising’ aspirations unlikely to narrow the educational 
attainment gap

• It is based on false assumptions about low aspirations.

• The real challenge for disadvantaged young people is sustaining and 
achieving their aspirations.

• The challenge for parents is how to understand and support their children’s 
aspirations.

• The challenge for teachers is how to understand the causes and 
consequences of poverty, and then how to support and sustain aspirations.

• It’s about knowledge, experiences, support and relationships.



Key messages

• School is important to, and for, children living in poverty

• Parents living in poverty value school and want to help

• The ‘Poverty of Aspiration’ is a myth

• Parents all want the best for their child

• Parents living in poverty less likely to know what that looks like 
or how to achieve it

• Parents living in poverty less likely to know how to help their 
child

• Teachers on the whole would like to help but are trying to 
change the wrong thing, often through misunderstandings of 
poverty itself.



“Those of us with no experience of sailing in the 
Mediterranean do not aspire to yacht ownership on the Côte 
d’Azur. That does not make us deficient in aspiration; rather, 
we aspire to what we have experience of, what we know we 

can influence, and what we believe we can achieve. “



Part 3 - workshop



‘Flipping the thinking’ JFK-style

“And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your 
country can do for you—ask what you can do for 

your country.” 
John F. Kennedy Inauguration speech, 20 January 1961


