Assignment Guide for Chapter 10

Discuss the evidence for and against the view that poverty has increased in the UK in the last ten years.

This type of question is popular with tutors because it works on a number of levels. The ‘debate’ style, where one weighs up a series of competing claims and the supporting evidence, is good training for a social science student. It also allows the more confident student to explore the ways that the central concept is contested, and to make several important points about measurement and comparability of poverty statistics. Beyond this lies a hidden invitation to examine the experience of poverty and look at the mechanisms by which individuals become and remain poverty statistics themselves.

Without some grounding in concepts and methods, it will be difficult for an essay to get an empirical handle on this question. So go first to page 341 and the section ‘What is poverty?’ and make sure that you grasp the essential distinction between absolute and relative measures. At an early stage, you should become aware of the measurement issues, most importantly the use by researchers of ‘proxies’ for poverty in the absence of any official government definition. Examples are the various ‘lines’ and ‘benchmarks’ based on receipt of benefit or low household incomes. Tables 10.2 and 10.3 illustrate two such attempts.

The core material for the essay is in the section starting on page 343, ‘Measuring poverty’. This will provide the bare bones of an argument; this is definitely a case where you need to be searching newspapers and websites and any available reports for up-to-date studies to flesh out your arguments.

A basic answer would comprise all the components we have mentioned so far, but the discussion can be taken to further levels. The more capable students might well see the chance to make connections with the material from chapter 3 on relationships between variables not implying causation. Equally, there are interesting points to be made concerning the difference between ‘snapshot’ studies of aggregate poverty and the more dynamic longitudinal picture that emerges from the British Household Panel Survey (see table 10.6) or similar work on German data. The debate on the causes of poverty starting on page 352 takes this a stage further. William Julius Wilson’s portrait of inner city black disadvantage that is structurally driven sits uneasily with Murray’s idea of a static entrenched social grouping which neither desires nor achieves a connection to the labour market. 

This whole idea – that of poverty as an ongoing process which one experiences – can also be reinforced through a discussion of the more recently fashionable concept of social exclusion, and elements of this are defined and elaborated from page 356 onwards. Homelessness is a very visible of social exclusion and is likely to be popular as a case study. The key to successfully unpacking this question is to recognize the core of the debate and describe it, but then to develop a more extended discussion of the features of contemporary poverty that may set it apart from that of previous cohorts.

