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The	women	we	interviewed	are	all	aged	between	18	and	50	years;	the	majority	live	in	
Lambeth;	they	come	from	a	range	of	ethnic	and	religious	backgrounds.	All	but	one	are	
primary	carers	for	children	under	the	age	of	18.	Ten	women	did	in-depth	individual	

interviews;	five	of	these	were	interviewed	more	than	once,	to	try	and	capture	the	ways	in	
which	their	situations	changed	or	stayed	the	same	over	time.	In	the	final	phase	of	research	
we	interviewed	a	further	five	women	(individually	or	in	small	focus	groups)	who	had	specific	

experiences	of	self-employment,	working	in	an	agency,	or	campaigning	through	trade	
unions,	which	we	felt	we	would	give	us	particular	insights.	Half	the	women	we	interviewed	

were	born	in	the	UK;	all	interviewees	had	the	right	to	work	in	the	UK.	

Who	did	we	interview?

Skills	Network	is	a	women’s	collective	based	in	Lambeth.	We	offer	free,	accredited	training	
to	enable	mothers	to	support	their	children’s	learning	and	develop	their	own	skills;	training	
and	experience	of	cooperative	working	and	peer	support;	work	experience	through	our	

parent-to-parent	‘skillsharing’	in	Lambeth	and	social-action	projects	addressing	the	issues	
faced	by	women	in	Lambeth.	We	are	a	registered	charity	but	we	operate	as	a	cooperative;	
everyone	who	joins	the	organisation,	whether	as	training	course	participant,	facilitator,	

support	worker,	or	anything	else,	becomes	involved	in	decision-making,	
and	in	making	our	projects	happen.

About	Skills	Network

Our	vision	is	of	a	society	in	which	different	types	of	knowledge	and	different	ways	of	
learning,	seeing	and	being	are	equally	valued.	We	are	allowed	to	be	different	and	see	the	
world	differently.	No	one	feels	they	are	below	others,	or	needs	to	put	others	below	them	to	
feel	OK.	In	this	world	we	complement,	reflect	off	and	counterbalance	each	other.	Together,	

our	shared	experiences	and	strengths	make	for	something	much	greater	
than	any	one	of	us	alone	could	create.

In	this	society	we	recognise	and	embrace	our	common	vulnerability	as	human	beings,	
knowing	that	throughout	our	lives,	we	depend	on	each	other	to	meet	our	needs.	We	work	

collectively	to	solve	the	constraints	which	life	throws	at	us.	We	are	allowed	to	fail.	
And	we	all	challenge	ourselves	constantly	to	create	this	society	–	

it	exists	because	we	consciously	and	continuously	make	it.

Many of the women who are part of Skills Network have direct experience of difficult 
circumstances including: unemployment; managing as a single parent on very low income; 
struggling to support a child with learning difficulties; bullying, domestic violence or other 

forms of abuse; feelings of isolation, depression, or anxiety; living in unstable and arbitrary 
temporary housing situations. The knowledge and understanding 

gained from these experiences are integral to the work we do.

Our	Vision
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What’s	 Our	 Story	 is	 our	 social-action	 work,	
which	 comprises	 community	 research	 and	
campaigning.	 Our	 pilot	 research	 project	
took	 place	 in	 2013—2014	 and	 grew	 out	
of	 discussions	 between	 members	 of	 Skills	
Network	about	 their	experiences	of	Jobcentre	
Plus	services	in	Lambeth.	Our	current	piece	of	
research	is	about	 in-work	poverty,	particularly	
women’s	and	mothers’	experiences	of	this.	

Researchers	and	media	professionals	we	have	
encountered	have	talked	to	us	of	their	struggle	
to	 really	 access	 the	 granular	 experience,	
the	 detailed	 stories	 of	 women	 experiencing	
‘in-work	 poverty’.	 They	 were	 able	 to	 access	
and	 analyse	 quantitative	 data	 and	 policy	
documents.	But	 the	stories	were	missing.	The	
women	 in	 the	 training	 saw	 the	 importance	 of	
what	 they,	 and	 this	 kind	 of	 research,	 could	
bring	 to	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	 experience	
of	in-work	poverty.

“We know those stories. Some of us are 
those stories.”

Some	 members	 of	 the	 research	 group	 have	
experience	 of	 designing	 and	 carrying	 out	
research	 and	 shared	 our	 knowledge	 of	 the	
advantages	 and	 challenges	 of	 participatory	
research	 methods.	 Together	 the	 group	
designed	 a	 questionnaire	 that	 we	 felt	 would	
help	 people	 articulate	 their	 experiences.	 In-
depth	 interviews	were	 carried	 out	 with	 fifteen	
women,	 recorded,	 and	 transcribed	 verbatim.	
We	also	held	citizens’	 jury-style	sessions	with	
researchers	and	decision-makers	from	a	variety	
of	 organisations.	 Women	 who	 have	 been	 in	
the	cycle	of	being	in	and	out	of	 low-paid	work	
participated	 in	 these	 sessions.	 They	 listened	

to	 presentations,	 responded	 to	 what	 they	
heard	 in	 (recorded)	 small	 group	 discussions,	
and	interrogated	our	expert	witnesses.	

We	 have	 also	 tried	 to	 examine	 and	 comment	
on	 other	 stories	 we	 hear	 about	 this	 issue	 –	
from	 government	 and	 from	 the	 media.	 We	
wanted	to	think	about	how	these	stories	relate	
to	and	 interact	with	 the	stories	we	heard	 from	
women	 we	 interviewed,	 and	 how	 this	 	 frames	
the	 policies	 and	 practices	 that	 affect	 those	
experiencing	in-work	poverty.	

Building	 on	 our	 methodology	 from	 last	 year,	
we	 have	 tried	 to	 engage	 more	 deeply	 with	 a	
multiplicity	 of	 stories,	 seen	 through	 different	
filters,	 told	 from	 different	 perspectives.We	
acknowledge	 differences	 in	 narratives	 and	
opinions	 between	 different	 members	 of	 the	
group.Different	 sections	 of	 the	 report	 were	
written	by	different	people	–	so	please	expect	
a	 variety	 of	 styles	 and	 emphases!	 All	 views	
are	our	own,	and	based	on	our	interviews	and	
discussions.	 We	 have	 also	 invited	 comment	
from	 people	 outside	 the	 group	 who	 might	
approach	 the	 issue	 from	 a	 different	 angle.	
We	 would	 like	 to	 hear	 more	 views:	 those	 of	
employers,	 of	 policy-makers,	 of	 other	 people	
in	the	statutory	and	voluntary	sector,	of	anyone	
who	is	interested	in	this	issue.	We	want	to	work	
together	 to	 create	 a	 shared	 story,	 one	 which	
moves	 away	 from	 the	 sometimes	 conflicting	
and	divisive	narratives	which	seem	to	exist	on	
all	 sides.	 From	 this	 will	 hopefully	 come	 more	
creative	 and	 innovative	 approaches	 that	 are	
more	likely	to	work	for	everyone.	

What’s	Our	Story?



This	 report	 presents	 the	 stories	 of	 women	 we	
spoke	to	in	Lambeth,	south	London,	about	their	
experience	 of	 low-pay,	 insecure	 work	 and	 the	
phenomenon	of	‘in-work	poverty’.	

There	are	some	positive	stories.	There	are	also	
stories	of	exhaustion,	frustration,	and	instability;	
stories	 of	 bewilderment	 at	 how	 after	 working	
so	 hard	 they	 get	 so	 little.	 There	 are	 stories	 of	
blame	and	recrimination.	There	are	also	stories	
of	hope	and	stories	of	resistance.

Extensive	research	shows	in-work	poverty,	and	
austerity	 in	 general,	 disproportionately	 affects	
women.	However,	there	is	more	to	poverty	than	
money.	Lack	of	choice,	feeling	stuck	in	a	rut,	not	
being	able	to	plan	for	the	future	and	a	reduced	
sense	of	self-worth	are	all	part	of	the	emotional	
toll	poverty	can	take.	Cuts	to	public	services	hit	
women	the	hardest,	as	women	almost	always	fill	
the	gaps	in	care	and	community	services,	doing	
the	jobs	themselves	for	free.	

Our	story,	as	participants	and	peer	researchers,	
is	 that	we	 cannot	 completely	 avoid	 paying	 the	
social	 and	 emotional	 costs	 of	 in-work	 poverty.	
We	 can	 only	 shift	 around	 who	 pays	 for	 it	 -	
whether	children	or	parents	-	and	when.	 	

The	impacts	of	in-work	poverty	
Poverty	 is	 the	 difference	 between	 living	 and	
merely	existing.	It	is	not	a	metric,	it	is	fluid	and	
shifting.	 	

Some	participants	were	shocked	and	confused	
by	 the	 lack	of	 financial	difference	having	a	 job	
made	in	their	lives.	Many	felt	no	better	off,	or	were	
actually	 worse	 off	 as	 they	 had	 new	 expenses	
associated	with	working,	such	as	transport	and	
childcare.	 To	 meet	 these	 costs	 participants	
sometimes	went	into	debt,	borrowed	from	family	
members	or	sought	charity.	 	

However,	in-work	poverty	does	not	just	affect	a	
person’s	household	budget.	It	also	affects	their	

Executive	summary
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mental	and	emotional	health,	their	relationships	
and	their	ability	 to	plan	 for	 the	 future.	Living	 in	
debt,	juggling	bills	and	time	pressures	are	often	
linked	 to	 stress	 and	 anxiety,	 which	 both	 take	
a	 toll	 in	 the	 long	 term.	 Interviewees	described	
being	 constantly	 preoccupied	 by	 financial	
concerns	 and	 not	 being	 able	 to	 meet	 their	
families’	needs.	

Some	of	the	women	we	spoke	to	felt	they	needed	
to	 put	 a	 brave	 face	 on	 for	 their	 families,	 but	
this	left	them	feeling	alone	and	without	support	
in	 what	 they	 are	 facing.	 While	 some	 thought	
staying	connected	to	their	community	was	vital,	
others	 felt	 that	 experiencing	 in-work	 poverty	
made	 it	 hard	 to	 socialise	 or	 spend	 time	 out	 of	
the	house.	One	 interviewee	said:	 “Only	people	
that	have	money	...	have	a	social	life.”

While	 some	 of	 the	 emotional	 and	 social	 costs	
identified	 by	 our	 participants	 would	 no	 doubt	
be	 familiar	 to	 people	 experiencing	 other	 kinds	
of	 poverty,	 there	 are	 some	 that	 are	 specific	 to	
low-income	 work.	 Disillusionment	 about	 work,	
the	 stress	 of	 insecure	 work	 arrangements,	 or	
the	impact	of	working	hours	on	children	can	all	
be	difficult	to	manage.	

Working	women;	working	mothers
“Most women … worry less about being 
able to break through the glass ceiling 
than they do about falling through a 
structurally unstable floor.”	

Kathi	Weeks,	The	Problem	With	Work

While	 it	 is	 essential	 that	 women	 have	 equal	
opportunities	to	undertake	formal	paid	work,	it	is	
important	to	recognise	the	additional	pressures	
on	women	who	 perform	 the	majority	 of	 unpaid	
care	 and	 domestic	 work.	 We	 are	 still	 at	 an	
immense	disadvantage	when	it	comes	to	trying	
to	hold	down	work,	be	a	parent	and	maintain	a	
sense	of	individual	identity	at	the	same	time.	

It	 seems	 pregnancy	 itself	 can	 be	 the	 point	
at	 which	 women	 start	 the	 slide	 into	 cycles	 of	
poverty.	 This	 may	 be	 due	 to	 health	 problems,	
difficulties	 in	 continuing	 to	 work	 or	 an	 end	 to	
educational	or	career		possibilities.	Yet	despite	

having	 caring	 responsibilities,	 there	 is	 a	 lot	 of	
pressure	 on	 women	 to	 re-enter	 the	 workforce	
as	soon	as	possible	after	having	children,	even	
if	 it	 is	 to	 the	 detriment	 of	 their	 family.	Working	
as	 much	 as	 possible	 to	 pay	 someone	 else	 to	
look	after	your	children	can	seem	 illogical	and	
counterproductive.	 Many	 of	 our	 interviewees	
experienced	 conflicting	 societal	 pressures,	
feeling	 they	 were	 failing	 as	 a	 mother,	 as	 a	
worker,	or	both.	

“In Africa, we have less money there, we 
have less stuff to support ourselves. But 
on the other hand, we have the privilege 
of being a mother.” 

Research	participant

Many	 women	 we	 interviewed	 were	 worried	
about	 passing	 stress	 onto	 their	 children.	
Mothers	spoke	of	having	to	work	through	school	
holidays,	struggling	to	keep	up	with	necessities	
like	food	and	of	not	being	able	to	provide	social	
outings	for	their	children	or	even	manage	school	
trips.	Some	worried	that	not	fulfilling	themselves	
as	 a	 person,	 for	 example	 through	 feeling	
demeaned	and	exploited	at	work,	would	affect	
what	 their	children	 thought	 they	could	achieve	
in	their	own	lives.	However,	some	mothers	also	
expressed	 hope	 their	 children	 would	 end	 up	
more	 understanding	 and	better	 able	 to	 handle	
adversity	because	of	their	difficult	situations.	

The	women	we	spoke	 to	were	 far	 from	passive	
victims.	 They	 identified	 strategies	 for	 coping	
with	the	day-to-day	difficulties	they	face.	These	
include	focusing	on	prospects	for	a	better	future,	
especially	providing	their	children	with	a	better	
life.	Their	skills	and	determination	demonstrate	
an	 inner	 ‘resilience’,	 a	 characteristic	
increasingly	 celebrated	 over	 the	 past	 decade.	
But	 this	 raises	 an	 important	 question:	 How	 far	
should	 we	 celebrate	 ‘coping	 strategies’	 that	
result	from	bleak	and	unfair	working	conditions?

The	women	we	spoke	to	were	happy	to	work	and	
wanted	to	avoid	reliance	on	state	support	at	all	
costs.	 But	 two	 demands	were	 clear:	 (1)	 better	
financial	and	emotional	support	in	order	to	stay	
in	 work,	 and	 (2)	 more	 autonomy	 to	 integrate	
work	alongside	caring	responsibilities.	
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Challenging	prevailing	narratives	
An	important	aim	of	this	project	was	to	examine	
and	 challenge	 the	 language	 government	 and	
media	 tend	 to	 use	 around	 work	 and	 welfare.	
This	 included	 looking	 at	 loaded	 terms	 like	
‘choice’,	 ‘help’,	 ‘responsibility’	 and	 ‘fairness’.	
Too	 often	 people	 are	 falsely	 separated	 into	
‘strivers’	or	‘skivers’.	The	idea	that	you	are	either	
a	 hard-worker	 or	 a	 ‘benefit	 scrounge’	 ignores	
the	 reality	 that	 many	 people	 have	 to	 balance	
paid	work	with	unpaid	responsibilities,	such	as	
childcare.	 Current	 rhetoric	 around	 ‘aspiration’	
implies	people	just	need	to	try	harder,	ignoring	
systemic	constraints	and	structural	inequalities.	
These	types	of	narratives	seek	to	impose	simple	
identities	on	complex	lives.	

Policies	 designed	 to	 ‘help’	 families	 may	
perversely	 lead	 to	 less	 family	 time	 and	 poorer	
family	relationships.	Policies	that	could	be	more	
‘helpful’	 to	 parents	 include	 shorter	 working	
days	and	flexible	working	hours.	No	matter	how	
hard	 you	work,	 neither	 families	 nor	 individuals	
can	 overcome	 entrenched	 privilege	 and	
structural	 inequalities.	 Historically,	 solidarity	
and	 collectivity	 have	 been	 needed	 to	 achieve	
these	aims.

The	 women	 we	 interviewed	 often	 felt	 that	 if	
they	 made	 what	 the	 government	 would	 call	
‘responsible’	 choices,	 it	 was	 to	 the	 detriment	
of	 other	 aspects	 of	 their	 lives,	 such	 as	
building	 family	 relations	 or	 engaging	 with	
their	 community	 in	 meaningful	 ways.	 Many	 of	
the	 women	 we	 spoke	 to	 felt	 the	 only	 ‘choice’	
they	 had	 was	 between	 bad	 options.	 Similarly,	
the	 notion	 of	 ‘flexibility’,	 which	 is	 often	 touted	
as	 increasing	 choice,	 is	 seen	 as	 benefiting	
employers	 more	 than	 workers,	 as	 is	 the	 case	
with	 zero-hour	 contracts.	 Unstable	 hours	 and	
poor	 work	 conditions	 can	 lead	 to	 hardship,	
stress	and	insecurity.	

Current	 government	 rhetoric	 seems	 to	 assume	
individuals	 end	 up	 living	 in	 poverty	 simply	 by	
making	 poor	 life	 choices.	 We	 challenge	 this	
perspective	 and	 instead	 propose	 adopting	 a	
capabilities	approach,	developed	by	economist	
Amartya	 Sen.	 This	 means	 focusing	 on	 what	

individuals	 are	 actually	 able	 to	 be	 and	 do,	
rather	 than	 looking	 at	 opportunities	 that	 are	
theoretically	available	but	difficult	or	impossible	
to	realise.	

A	new	way	forward
In-work	 poverty	 can	 mean	 many	 different	
things.	 How	 we	 define	 poverty	 and	 work	 has	
far-reaching	 implications	 for	 policy	 and	 how	
we	 provide	 support	 to	 people.	 It	 would	 be	 a	
positive	step	forward	to	value	different	kinds	of	
work	more	equally	in	terms	of	reward	and	status.	
Not	everyone	can	‘contribute’	equally	and	some	
people	 have	 more	 needs.	 It	 is	 important	 to	
acknowledge	that	we	all	rely	on	each	other.	 	

There	 should	 be	 a	 recognition	 that	 other	
activities	beside	formal	paid	work	are	important	
and	 valuable	 too,	 such	 as	 creativity,	 social	
interaction	and	enjoyment.	These	contribute	 to	
stronger	communities,	where	people	can	find	a	
sense	 of	 belonging	 and	 are	 less	 likely	 to	 feel	
isolated.	We	also	believe	that	we	need	to	accept	
and	embrace	the	different	capacities,	skills	and	
knowledge	present	in	our	society.

Perhaps	 it	 is	 time	 policy-makers	 replaced	 the	
idea	 of	 homo	 economicus,	 the	 self-interested	
rational	 man,	 with	 homo	 reciprocans.	 In	 this	
conception	 of	 humans,	 we	 are	 viewed	 as	
cooperative	actors	motivated	by	 improving	our	
environment.	Fostering	cooperation,	reciprocity	
and	sharing	bring	us	closer	to	realising	equality.		

‘Aspiration’	is	a	complex	idea	that	encompasses	
more	than	your	financial	lot.	It	includes	wanting	
to	spend	more	time	with	your	children,	building	
communities	 and	 realising	 alternative	 worlds.	
Let	 us	 think	 more	 about	 collective	 aspirations	
and	how	we	can	balance	our	needs	and	desires	
with	those	of	other	people.	

“For	me,	 the	aspiration	would	be	 to	 think	
alternatively	 –	what	 is	 the	best	 quality	 of	
life	I	can	have	that	supports	other	people	
around	 me?	 Otherwise	 people	 have	 lost	
their	 human	 value…	 and	 I	 don’t	 want	 to	
aspire	to	that.”	

Research	participant
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Working	Poor

What’s	our	story?
In-work	poverty:

Working	and	still	being	poor!
What’s	our	story?
In-work	poverty:

When	your	face	is	on	the	floor.

What’s	our	story?	
In-work	poverty:

Buy	food	or	pay	the	rent?
What’s	our	story?
In-work	poverty:	

The	money	has	all	been	spent.

What’s	our	story?	
In-work	poverty:	

So	tired	and	so	very	stressed
What’s	our	story?	
In-work	poverty:	

No	way	out.	I	am	depressed.	

What’s	our	story?	
In-work	poverty:	

Zero	hours	–	must	not	complain!
What’s	our	story?
In-work	poverty:	

No	security,	no	stability...	it’s	insane!

What’s	our	story?	
In-work	poverty	:

Don’t	I	work?	I	have	a	job!
What’s	our	story?
In-work	poverty:	

Why	do	I	feel	robbed?

What’s	our	story?	
In-work	poverty:

We	are	small	cogs	in	a	big	wheel.	
What’s	our	story?	
In-work	poverty:	

Dehumanised	–	don’t	think,	don’t	feel.

What’s	our	story?	
In-work	poverty:	

It	destroys	people’s	lives.	
What’s	our	story?	
In-work	poverty:	

No	more	bullshit!	No	more	lies!!

Hazel	Emmons	(6/2/15)	
Written	on	the	second	day	of	Community	Research	training:	Lambeth



“ [It	makes	me	feel]	Angry.		Upset.		That	I	don’t	get	enough	help.		The	
government	scream	and	shout	at	you	about	go	back	to	work,	and	I	went	back	–	
and	I	suffered	really	badly	to	get	back	into	work.		You	know,	I	was	a	volunteer,	
I	went	down	as	bank	staff	and	I	got	my	housing	benefit	stopped	and	I	got	my	
benefit	stopped	because	I	was	working	[only]	eight	hours	a	week	but	I	was	

working	too	many	hours.	How	are	you	going	to	get	into	work	if	you	don’t	have	
experience?		I	was	out	of	work	for	20	years.	You	can’t	just	click	your	fingers	and	

there	is	a	job	at	the	door.		You	have	to	work	hard	to	get	that	job.	 	
I	worked	hard	to	get	the	job	I’ve	got.		You	know?		And	I	suffered	through	going	
back	to	work.		I	put	myself	in	a	lot	of	debt.		I	have	been	in	more	debt	since	I	

have	been	at	work	than	I	was	before.		When	I	was	at	home.	And	that	makes	me	
angry.		Because	I	don’t	think	the	government	–	they	set	up	these	schemes	to	get	
you	back	to	work	–and	I	have	gone	back	to	work	–	but	there	is	no	help.		Once	

you	start	working,	everybody…the	whole	network	shuts	down.”
“ For	me	it’s	two	things:	it’s	the	idea	that	

you	are	a)	not	being	thrifty	enough,	somehow	
that	you’re	not	budgeting	well	enough	so,	

yes,	blame,	in	that	sense;	and	the	other	sense	
is,	yes,	it	is	your	fault	and	that’s	what	comes	
out	–	it’s	actually	your	fault	that	you’re	in	that	
situation	because	you	haven’t	done	what’s	
needed	to	be	done	to	be	successful.”

“ You	go	to	work,	you	have	
less	money…	people	that	go	
out	to	work,	to	get	out	of	the	

system,	but	you	are	
actually	worse	[off].”“ Just	always	feeling	like	

you’re	just	stretching,	you	
always	just	feeling	like	

everything	is	stretching.”

“ I	am	tired.	I	do	every	day	work,	
but	it’s	not	enough	and	I	lost	my	
family	because	even	–	children	

they	need	one	day	off	for	enjoy	for	
the	children.	But	I	can’t.	Every	day	

same	day	for	me.”

What	does	the	phrase	
‘in-work		poverty’	
mean	to	you?



“ I	am	working	and	I	am	still	
living	in	poverty.	[…]		I	can’t	
afford	anything	for	my	kids	…	
Once	I	paid	the	house	rent,	
gas	bill,	electric,	everything.	

Nothing	is	left	at	the	
end	of	the	month.”

“ You’re	working,	it’s	your	
fault	because	you	obviously	
haven’t	sorted	your	finances	

out	well	enough.”
“ It’s	associated	with	failure	–	
if	you	are	working	you	should	be	
able	to	have	the	things	you	that	
you	want	and	if	you	are	working	

and	you’re	not	achieving	
that	it	is	somehow	a	sense	
that	you	have	failed.”

•	 The number of people experiencing in-work poverty rose by 440,000 over the 10 years to 
2011—12 (National Policy Institute, London Poverty Profile, 2014).

•	 Britain is a very low-pay economy compared to most other industrialised countries: 1 in 
5 employees (21 per cent, or 5.5 million individuals) are low paid (Resolution Foundation 
(RF), 2015). 

•	 21% of London workers (625,000 people) are paid below the London Living Wage, and 
25% of workers outside London (5.9 million people) are paid below the Living Wage 
(Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion (CESI), 2013). 

•	 This is not a brief or temporary experience: people get stuck. Research has found that 
75% of people regularly in work do not escape from low pay over a ten-year period (RF, 
2014; CESI, 2013).

•	 Work is increasingly insecure: there were 1.6 million people working on temporary 
contracts in the UK at the end of 2012, and that figure was rising (Trade Union Congress 
(TUC), 2013). The number of people working on zero-hour contracts has increased (RF, 
2014).

•	 Self-employment is higher than at any point over past 40 years – but income from self-
employment has fallen by 22% since 2008—09 (Office for National Statistics (ONS), 
2014). 

“ In-work	poverty	means…	not	having	
control	of	how	much	you	are	making	or	

making	more	money.	Because	of	my	hours	
–	I	am	only	on	20	hours	a	week	–	it’s	quite	
a	small	amount	of	money,	and	there	is	no	

way	I	could	make	more	unless	I	get	a	higher	
position.	And	also,	you	know,	having	to	pay	
all	your	money	on	bills	and	having	nothing	

left	over	at	the	end	of	it.”
“ In-work	poverty	to	me	means	that…	well,	you	are	
working...poverty	to	me	means	that…	well,	you	are	
working...	however,	even	though	you	are	working	

you	are	still	not	able	to	afford	certain	things	that	are	
seen	as	luxuries	and	stuff…	And	I	think	it’s	one	of	

those	things	of	where,	in	a	way,	you	still	kind	of	need	
help	from	the	government…	And	it’s	like	literally	

people	are	just	paying	their	bills	and	then	not	having	
any	money	left	over	to	either	save	or	do	the	things	
that	are	out	there	to	do.	Like	go	to	the	cinema	or	go	

on	holiday	or	something	like	that…”
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We	 have	 tried	 to	 make	 sense	 of	 the	 policy	
context	of	in-work	poverty	through	our	citizens’	
jury	 sessions	 with	 researchers	 from	 Policy	
Exchange,	 the	Children’s	Society,	 the	Citizen’s	
Advice	 Bureau,	 the	 TUC,	 and	 the	 Global	
Women’s	Movement,	as	well	as	through	advice	
and	 guidance	 from	 our	 advisory	 group,	 policy	
experts	 from	 the	 New	 Economics	 Foundation,	
the	 National	 Policy	 Institute,	 the	 Citizen’s	
Advice	Bureau,	and	Gingerbread.	We	have	also	
read	key	reports	and	kept	a	close	eye	on	media	
coverage.	

Homo	Economicus
“Homo Economicus doesn’t really have 
any room for unpaid care work – because 
it is not necessarily the rational, profitable 
decision that he would make…This is the 
basis of capitalism. We are all trying to get 
profit in our life, and there aren’t really any 
barriers that prevent us apart from our own 
laziness.” 

(Polly	Trenow,	Women’s Budget Group)

Homo	 Economicus	 –	 the	 ‘economic	 man’	
or	 ‘rational	 man’	 –	 underpins	 the	 economic	
orthodoxy	of	our	time.	Developed	by	nineteenth-
century	 economists,	 the	 philosophy	 conceives	
of	humans	as	entirely	rational	and	self-interested	
individuals	 whose	 every	 decision	 is	 driven	
by	 cold,	 hard	 judgements	 about	 the	 material	
benefits	 s/he	 (but	 really	 he!)	 stands	 to	 gain.	
As	Polly	Trenow	of	 the	Women’s	Budget	Group	
explains,	Homo	Economicus	makes	 impossible	
the	 idea	 that	 we	 might	 do	 things	 that	 are	
economically	 irrational,	 out	 of	 love,	 friendship,	
fear,	 or	 anger;	 that	 we	 might	 care	 for	 our	
children	or	elderly	parents,	for	example,	without	
clear	 advantage	 to	 ourselves.	 Maximum	 profit	
and	maximum	utility	are	the	only	game	in	town.
Homo	 Economicus	 and	 his	 offspring	 ‘rational	
choice	 theory’	 –	 which	 sees	 collective	 social	

behaviour	 as	 determined	 by	 the	 aggregate	
decisions	 of	 such	 individuals	 –	 are	 foundation	
stones	 of	 modern-day	 Western	 economics.	
However,	 they	 have	 been	 widely	 criticised	 for	
failing	to	reflect	reality,	for	missing	the	obvious	
truth	 that	 people’s	 decisions	 are	 not	 always	
economically	 rational.	 Behavioural	 economists	
like	 Daniel	 Kahneman	 have	 turned	 to	 the	 field	
of	 psychology	 to	 provide	 more	 sophisticated	
insights	 into	 human	 decision-making,	 while	
Herbert	Simon’s	 theory	of	 ‘bounded	 rationality’	
argues	 that	people	are	prevented	 from	making	
the	 ‘best	 possible’	 decisions	 in	 any	 case	 due	
to	 inadequate	 information.	 Despite	 these	
interventions,	 rational	 choice	 theory	 remains	 a	
driving	force	 in	public	policy,	as	demonstrated	
by	the	approach	of	 the	UK	government,	which,	
as	Polly	Trenow	points	out,	has	“individualised”	
all	economic	choices:	“It’s	up	to	you	to	go	get	a	
job,	and	if	you	don’t,	it’s	your	fault”.

Growth
A	 second	 cornerstone	 of	 Western	 economic	
orthodoxy	is	the	belief	in	continuous	‘economic	
growth’	–		in	what	society	produces,	how	much	
profit	it	makes	–	as	the	solution	to	poverty.	

Orthodox economists insist that all we 
need is yet more growth. More progressive 
types tell us that we need to shift some 
of the yields of growth from the richer 
segments of the population to the poorer 
ones, evening things out a bit. Neither 
approach is adequate. Why? Because 
even at current levels of average global 
consumption, we’re overshooting our 
planet’s bio-capacity by more than 50% 
each year. In other words, growth isn’t an 
option any more – we’ve already grown 
too much.

(The Guardian,	23	September	2015)

Wider	Policy	Context	
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The	 New	 Economics	 Foundation	 is	 proposing	 a	
new	social	settlement	which	 is	not	dependent	on	
economic	growth,	arguing	that	there	“is	as	yet	no	
credible,	 socially-just,	 ecologically-sustainable	
scenario	 of	 continually	 growing	 incomes	 for	 a	
world	of	nine	billion	people”	(NEF,	2015).	

The	main	economic	policy	is	
‘austerity’

Austerity	as	an	economic	approach	 refers	 to	 the	
measures	taken	by	a	government	with	a	deliberate	
policy	 of	 trying	 to	 reduce	 the	 amount	 of	 money	
it	 spends,	 usually	 through	 a	 reduction	 in	 the	
amount	of	benefits	and	public	services	provided.	
UK	 austerity	 policies	 delivered	 by	 the	 coalition	
government	 since	 2010	 are	 characterised	 by	
cuts	 in	 public	 spending,	 applied	 especially	 to	
social-security	 and	 local-government	 budgets	
(NEF,	2015).	Details	about	 specific	cuts	 that	are	
particularly	affecting	the	women	we	interviewed	in	
this	research	are	outlined	in	the	relevant	chapters	
of	this	report.

The	goal	of	austerity	is	to	cut	government	spending	
and	debt.	Many	supporters	of	austerity	have	been	
convinced	that	government	spending	has	become	
unaffordable.	 Others	 oppose	 state	 intervention	
in	 general,	 and	 therefore	 consider	 these	 targets	
ends	 in	 themselves.	 At	 issue,	 therefore,	 is	 not	
simply	which	path	 is	best	 for	a	healthy	economy	
for	everyone,	but	also	the	kind	of	relationship	we	
want	to	build	between	state	and	society.

The	 stated	 goal	 and	 rationale	 for	 austerity	 from	
the	 current	 UK	 government,	 is	 the	 imperative	 to	
improve	 the	 state	 of	 public	 finance	 and	 ensure	
we	 “spend	 within	 our	 means”.	 Politicians	 often	
compare	 the	 economy	 to	 a	 household	 budget	
we	 have	 to	 keep	 within,	 in	 order	 to	 put	 us	 in	 a	
better	 position	 to	 weather	 future	 economic	
storms	 –	 “fixing	 the	 roof	 while	 the	 sun	 shines”	
(The Guardian,	15	June	2015).	Most	 recently	 the	
articulated	 goal	 has	 been	 to	 move	 to	 a	 “higher	
wage,	 lower	 tax,	 lower	 welfare	 country,”	 (The 
Daily Telegraph,	8	July	2015).	

Under	 austerity,	 “progress”	 generally	 refers	
to	 “getting	 the	 deficit	 down”,	 or	 expanding	

The Austerity Story

Researchers at the New Economics 
Foundation suggest the government has 
told a powerful story about the economy, 
underpinned by vivid, simple images and 
ideas, to make the case for austerity:

1. Dangerous debt – caused by 
excessive public spending.

2. Britain is broke –	the	UK’s	public	
finances are like a household which 
has spent all its money.

3. Austerity is a necessary evil – there 
is no alternative to spending cuts.

4. Big bad government – the bloated, 
inefficient and controlling government 
is getting in the way of progress, 
interfering	in	people’s	lives	and	
rewarding the undeserving.

5. Welfare is a drug – benefit claimants 
are weak, reckless, and addicted to 
hand-outs.

6. Strivers and skivers – there are two 
kinds of people in Britain: hardworking 
strivers and lazy skivers. We each 
choose which to be.

7. Labour’s mess – all the faults of 
our economy can be pinned on the 
previous (Labour) government and 
their out-of-control spending. (NEF, 
2013)

Countering these simple stories is a major 
challenge; coming up with counter- stories 
that	don’t	over	simplify	is	very	difficult.	
Easy-to-repeat sound-bites cannot capture 
the complex, conflicting circumstances in 
which people experience in-work poverty. 
But perhaps we can start by questioning, 
introducing doubt and opening up existing 
stories.
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opportunities	 for	 business.	 As	 one	 of	 our	
community	 researchers	 pointed	 out,	 these	
targets	 have	 nothing	 to	 do	with	 the	 “wellbeing	
of	ordinary	people”.	

“We are making progress – the deficit 
is down by 25 per cent. It’s forecast to 
continue to fall. So we are making progress. 
Britain started with a very large deficit, but 
we’re getting it down…We now have one 
of the lowest corporation tax rates of any 
major economy in the world. We’ve just 
cut it… much lower than our competitors. 
We’ve also greatly increased the capital 
allowances for small- and medium-sized 
firms so they can get on and invest and 
expand. So where we’ve been able to help 
businesses, we’ve absolutely done that.” 

(George	Osborne,	the	Chancellor	of	the	
Exchequer,	talking	to	CNBC,	March	2013)

Even	 if	 these	 are	 your	 goals	 different	 choices	
can	 be	 made	 about	 how	 they	 are	 achieved.		
Austerity	 in	 the	 UK	 tends	 to	 be	 presented	 as	
controlling	spending,	rather	than	looking	at	what	
is	pushing	up	spending,	such	as	rising	housing	
and	childcare	costs	or	increasing	pensions.	

Questions	 have	 been	 raised	 about	 the	
effectiveness	 of	 austerity	 at	 solving	 economic	
problems	and	 the	 fact	 that	 it	can	 lead	 to	many	
negative	 social	 consequences	 (NEF,	 2015).	 It	
has	been	pointed	out	that	the	UK’s	employment	
rate	 has	 never	 been	 higher	 and	 the	 economy	
is	 growing.	 However,	 these	 claims	 need	 to	 be	
understood	in	context.	Our	economy’s	return	to	
growth	 has	 been	 weak	 and	 has	 not	 translated	
into	 improvements	 in	wages	 for	 the	majority	 of	
people.	 Rather	 it	 is	 based	 instead	 on	 growing	
consumer	debt,	leading	to	economic	insecurity	
for	 individuals	 and	 the	 economy	 as	 a	 whole.	
Average	real	wages	are	down	by	8%	since	2007	
and	 lending	on	payday	 loans,	 store	cards	and	
credit	cards	hit	an	all-time	high	last	year	at	£239	
billion.	(See	NEF	Blog,	3	March	2015	and	10	July	
2015).	Experts	at	the	Institute	for	Fiscal	Studies	
(IFS)	have	said	that	proposed	cuts	in	the	Autumn	
2015	 budget	 will	 “reduce	 household	 incomes	

significantly,	 particularly	 for	 those	 towards	 the	
bottom	of	 the	 income	distribution”	 (IFS,	 2015).	
The	 Fawcett	 Society	 launched	 a	 court	 case	
against	 the	 government	 because	 austerity	
measures	affect	women	disproportionately	to	an	
extent	 they	feel	amounts	to	discrimination	(The 
Guardian,	 August	 2010).	 Austerity	 measures	
implemented	 in	 developing	 countries	 in	 past	
decades	 have	 had	 disastrous	 consequences.	
In	 the	 1980s	 and	 1990s,	 countries	 in	 Latin	
America,	 south-east	 Asia	 and	 sub-Saharan	
Africa	 were	 subjected	 to	 damaging	 “structural	
adjustment	policies”,	 labelled	by	Oxfam	(2013)	
as	 “medicine	 that	 sought	 to	 cure	 the	 disease	
by	 killing	 the	 patient”,	 and	 which	 many	 argue	
worsened	extreme	poverty.	

Austerity	 is	 a	well-chosen	word.	 It	 conjures	an	
atmosphere	of	gravitas	and	caution,	of	courage	
and	 discipline	 –	 of	 doing	 “what	 is	 needed”,	
even	 if	 it	 hurts.	 When	 the	 Chancellor	 of	 the	
Exchequer,	 George	 Osborne,	 speaks	 about	
austerity,	 he	 talks	 of	 “hard”	 but	 “unavoidable”	
choices	that	he	is	not	afraid	to	take.	He	talks	of	
“confronting”	and	“getting	a	grip	on”	economic	
problems	 or	 “getting	 control	 of	 spending”.	 He	
talks	 like	 a	 stern	 parent	 finally	 sorting	 out	 an	
unruly	teenager.	

The	big	change	coming	is	
Universal	Credit	

Universal	Credit	(UC)	will	combine	Jobseeker’s	
Allowance	 (JSA),	 income	 support,	 child	 tax	
credits,	 working	 tax	 credits,	 and	 housing	
benefits	 into	 one	 monthly	 payment.	 It	 is	 the	
government’s	 flagship	reform	and	will	 radically	
restructure	 working	 age	 social	 security	 in	 the	
UK	(Gingerbread,	2015;	Skills	Network,	2014).	

Universal	Credit	has	two	core	policy	objectives:

• To simplify the system

• To ‘make work pay’

UC	also	wants	to	get	people	used	to	managing	
a	monthly	salary.	Instead	of	going	to	landlords,	
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Anti-austerity economists
In	August	2015,	more	than	40	economists	from	around	the	world	signed	an	open	letter	backing	the	anti-
austerity	stance	of	new	Labour	leader	Jeremy	Corbyn.	It	was	the	latest	sign	of	opposition	to	austerity	from	
the	world	of	economics,	many	of	whose	most	prominent	figures	have	long	voiced	criticism	of	this	approach.	

“Since	the	global	turn	to	austerity	in	2010,	every	country	that	introduced	significant	austerity	has	
seen	its	economy	suffer,	with	the	depth	of	the	suffering	closely	related	to	the	harshness	of	the	
austerity.	In	late	2012,	the	IMF’s	chief	economist,	Olivier	Blanchard,	went	so	far	as	to	issue	what	
amounted	to	a	mea culpa:	although	his	organisation	never	bought	into	the	notion	that	austerity	would	
actually	boost	economic	growth,	the	IMF	now	believes	that	it	massively	understated	the	damage	that	
spending	cuts	inflict	on	a	weak	economy.”

(Paul	Krugman,	The Guardian,	April	2015)	

“Austerity	is	all	about	spending	cuts,	which	hurt	the	poor	and	the	vulnerable.	This	makes	the	UK	
government’s	recently	announced	£12bn	of	extra	welfare	cuts	an	unnecessary	disgrace	in	a	rich	
country.”

(David	Blanchflower,	City A.M.,	August	2015)

“Europe’s	leaders	remain	convinced	that	structural	reform	must	be	their	top	priority.	But	the	problems	
they	point	to	were	apparent	in	the	years	before	the	crisis,	and	they	were	not	stopping	growth	then.	
What	Europe	needs	more	than	structural	reform	within	member	countries	is	reform	of	the	structure	of	
the	eurozone	itself,	and	a	reversal	of	austerity	policies,	which	have	failed	time	and	again	to	reignite	
economic	growth.”

(Joseph	E.	Stiglitz,	Project Syndicate,	January	2015)

Not	all	economists	have	backed	the	position	of	Krugman	and	his	allies.	Jeffrey	Sachs,	for	instance,	has	
criticised	Krugman	for	his	over-casual	approach	to	government	debt:

“There	is	nothing	progressive	about	large	budget	deficits	and	a	rising	debt-to-GDP	ratio.	After	
all,	large	deficits	have	no	reliable	effect	on	reducing	unemployment,	and	deficit	reduction	can	be	
consistent	with	falling	unemployment.”

(Jeffrey	Sachs,	The Guardian,	January	2015)

the	lump	sum	will	be	paid	directly	to	claimants,	
who	 will	 then	 have	 to	 ensure	 all	 their	 costs	
are	 met.	 Many	 are	 concerned	 that,	 for	 some	
vulnerable	 people,	 receiving	 large	 sums	 of	
money	 will	 be	 difficult	 and	 that	 the	 lump	 sum	
will	be	paid	a	month	in	arrears	–	so	people	will	
start	from	a	position	of	debt	from	the	outset.	

Key changes under UC include: 

• Changes to the Lone Parent Obligation: 
currently	 a	 single	 parent	 has	 to	 start	
looking	 for	 work	 when	 their	 child	 turns	
5	 years	 old.	 Under	 the	 current	 Welfare	
Reform	 and	 Work	 Bill’s	 proposals,	 this	

would	go	down	to	3	years	 in	April	2017.	
Under	UC	this	will	also	apply	 to	primary	
carers	in	couples.	

• In-work conditionality:	for	the	first	time,	
it	is	possible	that	some	part-time	workers	
will	be	obliged	 to	seek	better-paid	work	
or	 more	 hours	 if	 they	 are	 not	 earning	
enough.	 Although	 exactly	 what	 this	 will	
look	 like	 is	 still	 being	 debated,	 policy	
researchers	 attending	 our	 citizens’	
jury	 from	 the	 Citizens	 Advice	 Bureau	
suggested	the	onus	will	be	on	the	worker	
to	ask	for	more	money,	more	hours,	or	a	
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better	job,	and	they	will	have	to	go	to	the	
Jobcentre	in	the	hours	they	are	not	working	
to	explain	what	they	are	doing	to	get	more	
money.	Failure	to	implement	their	plan	to	
increase	earning	could	lead	to	sanctions.	
In-work	 conditionality	 is	 currently	 being	
trialled.	 Many	 are	 sceptical	 as	 it	 is	 not	
easy	 to	 go	 ask	 a	 boss	 for	 more	 money	
or	 more	 hours.	 This	 is	 an	 enormous	
change,	 and	 underscores	 the	 extent	 to	
which	 responsibility	 for	 struggling	 with	
low	 pay	 is	 being	 placed	 on	 individual	
workers	 rather	 than	 government	 policy,	
employers,	 and	 structural	 factors	 such	
as	lack	of	jobs.	

Under	Universal	Credit,	claimants	will	not	 face	
limits	 on	 the	 number	 of	 hours	 they	 can	 work	
per	week.	Instead,	the	amount	they	receive	will	
gradually	 reduce	 as	 they	 earn	 more.	 The	 16-	
hours-a-week	 threshold	 for	 childcare	 has	 also	
been	 removed,	 meaning	 support	 for	 85%	 of	
childcare	costs	will	be	available	even	for	people	
who	 work	 fewer	 hours.	 These	 changes	 are	

intended	to	stop	people	from	getting	“trapped”	
at	certain	thresholds	of	hours	of	work.	However,	
campaigners	have	expressed	concern	 that	 the	
high	 rate	 at	 which	 UC	will	 be	 withdrawn	 –	 the	
“taper	 rate”	 –	 could	 mean	 that	 single	 parents	
will	get	trapped	in	jobs	with	relatively	few	hours,	
or	“mini-jobs”.

UC	is	currently	being	phased	in	around	the	UK,	
and	the	government	plans	to	move	the	majority	
of	 benefit	 claimants	 across	 to	 the	 new	 system	
by	 the	 end	 of	 2017.	However,	many	 questions	
remain	 unanswered,	 and,	 during	 our	 citizens’	
jury	with	the	head	of	social	and	economic	policy	
at	Policy	Exchange,	we	discussed	the	fact	that	
many	aspects	of	the	policy	remain	under	review	
–	 including	 the	 question	 of	 whether	 lump-sum	
monthly	payments	are	a	good	idea.	

The	 original	 trial	 group,	 comprising	 mainly	
young	 unemployed	 men	 under	 25,	 was	 not	
representative	of	the	mothers	interviewed	in	our	
research,	and	so	 it	 is	difficult	 to	know	how	 the	
programme	might	work	for	them.	

Research by Gingerbread and the Institute of Social and Economic Research, University 
of Essex, found that working single parents – whether earning at or above the minimum 
wage – lose a higher proportion of their weekly income under Universal Credit than any 
other household type (Brewer and DeAgostini, 2013). 

Twenty-six per cent of households with dependent children are headed by a single parent. 
Children in single-parent families are twice as l ikely as children in couple families to l ive 
in relative poverty (43%). Although the majority of single parents work, paid work is not 
a guaranteed route out of poverty. Thirty-one per cent of single-parent families l ive in 
poverty where the single parent works part-t ime; 17 per cent l ive in poverty where the 
single parent works full t ime. The government impact assessment shows that only 32 
per cent of single parents wil l gain under Universal Credit; 41 per cent wil l lose out; the 
remainder wil l see no change. 

Research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2013) found that families where the parents 
work full t ime could find themselves with less disposable cash than those who work part 
t ime under universal credit. This is because there wil l be sharp reduction in Universal 
Credit once families earn above a certain amount – while at the same time increased 
hours means increased childcare costs. Families are better off taking “mini-jobs” of up 
to 10 hours a week. “The high cost of child care, the sharp withdrawal rates of UC and 
the persistence of low pay could combine to undermine the success of the new system” 
(Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2013).
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Language	and	stories	
that	frame	the	idea	of	
‘in-work	poverty’	
The words and phrases
that build stories
What kinds of words and phrases do 
politicians and the media repeatedly use 
when talking about the experiences and 
causes of work and poverty?	Last	year,	when	
we	 were	 exploring	 mothers’	 experiences	 of	
unemployment	 support	 we	 highlighted	 words	
that	 were	 used	 repeatedly	 in	 Jobcentre	 Plus	
operations	 and	 policies.	 We	 include	 some	
below,	as	we	 feel	 they	are	still	part	of	building	
the	 stories	 that	 shape	 people’s	 experiences	
and	understanding	of	in-work	poverty.

‘Worklessness’	 and	 ‘generations of 
worklessness’:	 we	 felt	 the	 term	 ‘workless’	
ignored	 and	 undermined	 the	 unpaid	 care	 and	
administrative	work	all	 the	women	we	spoke	 to	
do	each	day.

Welfare ‘dependency’:	 we	 felt	 this	 phrase	
seems	 to	 turn	 reliance	 on	 social	 security	
into	 an	 addiction	 similar	 to	 alcohol	 or	 drug	
dependency,	erasing	 the	 role	of	any	structural	
or	 economic	 factors	 causing	 people	 to	 need	
financial	support.

Responsibility:	we	 felt	was	 this	used	 to	mean	
whether	 or	 not	 you	 comply	with	 the	 conditions	
of	 jobseeking	 requirements.	 We	 also	 felt	 that	
the	 idea	of	 ‘responsibility’	 in	current	discourse	
is	 tied	up	with	 the	 idea	of	being	 ‘independent’	
and	‘self-reliant’,	not	‘dependent.’		This ignores 
the fact that no one is solely a ‘giver’ or a 
‘taker,’ ‘dependent’ or ‘independent.’	We	 all,	
inevitably,	 do	 both,	 so	 it	 is	 meaningless	 and	
false	to	categorise	anyone	as	one	or	the	other.			
Interviewees	 spoke	 about	 the	 connections	

and	 exchanges	 that	 are	 the	 fabric	 of	 their	
lives	 –	 how	 they	both	 needed	 support	 and	 felt	
responsibility	for	supporting	others.		They	were	
not	 engaged	 in	 a	 one-way	 act	 of	 constantly	
asking	 for	 help	 whilst	 contributing	 nothing:	
rather	 interdependence seemed a more 
meaningful way to frame their experiences.  
This	 encompasses	 the	 idea	 that	 we	 are	 all	
reliant	 on	 each	 other	 (and	 social	 welfare)	 in	
different	ways	at	different	times	in	our	lives:	we	
all	contribute	in	different	ways,	“complementing	
and	 compensating	 for	 each	 other”.	Within	 this	
narrative,	 it	 is	 responsible,	 not	 shameful,	 to	
“ask	 for	 support	 when	 it’s	 needed	 and	 give	 it	
when	we	can”.	(Skills	Network,	2014).

‘Help’	 and	 ‘support’:	 this	 language	 was	
sometimes	 experienced	 as	 patronising	 and	
disempowering.	Last	year,	research	participants	
said	 rather	 than	 ‘helped’	 they	 felt	 checked	 up	
on,	monitored,	policed.

This	year,	as	we	have	explored	the	phenomenon	
of	in-work	poverty,	other	key	words	and	phrases	
have	 come	 up	 repeatedly,	 whose	 implied	
definitions	 we	 wish	 to	 challenge.	 We think 
changing the language of the debate is a 
crucial part of creating change: 

“use different language, start chipping 
away at this idea that its okey to call 
people names … to start changing the 
debate ... you have to use language that 
you want to talk in and you want to be 
talked about with.”

	(Kat Wall of the New Economics Foundation at 
a Skills Network citizens’ jury in 2014)
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“Aspiration”	and	“climbing	
the	ladder”

The	 language	 of	 aspiration	 has	 featured	
prominently	 in	 Conservative	 rhetoric	 for	 the	
past	few	years:

“We are building an aspiration nation, a 
country where it’s not who you know or 
where you’re from, but who you are and 
where you’re determined to go. My dream 
for Britain is that opportunity is not an 
accident of birth, but a birth-right. Like 
Churchill said, ‘we are for the ladder, let 
all try their best to climb’.” 

(David	Cameron,	Prime	Minister,	
Conservative Spring Forum,	2013)	

After	the	2015	election,	key	figures	in	the	Labour	
Party	 also	 took	 on	 this	 language,	 attributing	
their	defeat	 in	part	 to	 ignoring	 the	 “aspiration”	
of	 voters	 to	 secure	 better	 lives	 for	 themselves	
and	their	families.

“Our vision as a party must start with the 
aspirations of voters: to get on and up 
in the world, to see their children and 
grandchildren do better than they did, to 
get that better job, to move from renting 
to owning, to take the family on holiday, 
to move from that flat to that house with a 
garden.” 

(Chuka	Umunna	MP,	
The Guardian,	9	May	2015)	

“Labour has to be for ambition and 
aspiration as well as compassion and 
care. ‘Hard-working families’ don’t just 
want us to celebrate their hard work; they 
want to know that by hard work and effort 
they can do well, rise up, achieve.” 

(Tony	Blair,	The Guardian,	9	May	2015)

Others	have	challenged	the	language:

Nor is there any evidence, as claimed by 
Blairites and the media, that Miliband’s 

pro-cuts and ‘squeezed middle’ Labour 
party was too leftwing for the public or 
ignored ‘aspirational’ voters – as if all 
voters weren’t aspirational.

(Seumas	Milne,	The Guardian,	13	May)

“The other word is aspiration. Doing 
the rounds on TV and in the papers, 
leadership hopefuls and newly elected 
MPs have been talking it up…It’s not 
that the Labour manifesto failed to 
address aspiration, but rather the wrong 
aspirations. The worker on the zero-hour 
contract aspires to regular hours. The 
problem is, she’s not the one who votes 
whereas the archetypal hard-pressed 
business owner does. Millions of people 
are trapped in insecure tenancies, but 
their vote is nothing compared to actual 
and aspiring landlords. And on it goes.” 

(Phil	Burton-Cartledge, Left Futures,	2015)

The language of aspiration used by the 
media and politicians seems often to be 
narrow, confined mainly to financial gain as 
a route to social esteem for individuals, or 
for individuals and their immediate families. 	
As	 Janet	 Newman	 notes	 “[a]spiration	 speaks	
to	 individual	 or	 familial-oriented	 concerns	 –	
and,	 implicitly,	 those	 of	 the	 nation	 in	 a	 global	
competition	for	status	and	power”	(2015).	Many	
in	our	research	group	found	this	understanding	
of	aspiration	limiting:

 “What they’re talking about is work 
related… I can’t say that my aspiration is 
for a utopia where everyone helps each 
other. They’re not down for that. They’re 
talking about the people who aspire to be 
a ‘wealth creator’.”

“Their criteria seems to be that you have 
to better yourself… [get] more money. 
Your worth is measured by how much you 
have financially.”

“I get really angry at the idea that people 
have ‘no aspirations’. More the case that 
their ambitions don’t hit your criteria.” 
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The	 dominant	 idea	 of	 aspiration	 promoted	
by	 politicians	 and	 commentators	 today,	
and	 epitomised	 by	 the	 phrase	 “hardworking	
families”,	 implies	 we	 are	 all	 narrowly	 chasing	
our	own	advancement,	and	that	of	our	relatives.	
This	leaves	little	space	for	ambitions	connected	
to	a	wider,	collective	good.	

The focus on “aspiration” places 
responsibility for status and situation in the 
world on individuals sufficiently “wanting” 
or “striving for” something.	This	both	blames	
people	 and	 divides	 them.	 If	 individuals	 are	
not	 “doing	 well”,	 “rising	 up”,	 achieving”,	
“progressing”,	 “climbing	 the	 ladder”,	 it	 is	 their	
fault.	 This	 aspiration	 narrative	 assumes	 that	
people	 aren’t	 already	 doing	 as	 much	 as	 they	
can;	that	they	need	to	try	harder.	It	implies	that	
some	people	don’t	want	things	to	get	better.

“So for me it’s actually saying to people, 
‘yes, this is what you want’. The difficulty 
is the inequality in other areas means 
that there are people who won’t get that. 
[The message is] it’s just about having 
the will… somehow if you really wanted 
it enough then you’d get it. And that’s not 
true.”

Crucially	this	narrative	implies	that	people	who	
do	 not	 have	 enough	 to	 live	 on	 are	 themselves	
to	 blame,	 rather	 than	 systemic	 constraints	 or	
structural	inequalities.

We	are	told	that	 there	are	two	types	of	people:	
those	who	have	aspirations,	and	 those	who	do	
not.	 Sometimes	 we	 are	 encouraged	 to	 revile	
those	 “without	 aspiration”	 as	 “shirkers”,	 other	
times	 to	 pity	 them.	 The	 “aspiration-less”	 are	
the	 ones	 to	 be	 included	 in	 David	 Miliband’s	
“politics	 of	 aspiration	 and	 inclusivity”,	 cared	
for	and	patronised	in	Tony	Blair’s	“compassion	
and	 care”.	 But	 who	 are	 these	 people	 without	
aspirations,	for	themselves,	their	children,	their	
communities,	 or	 society	 more	 generally?	 We	
have	never	met	any	of	them.	

The aspiration narrative imposes simple 
identities on people. But all people are 
complex, with multiple needs and desires.	
The	 narrative	 of	 aspiration	 is	 used	 to	 make	

people	feel	that	they	“know	them”.	

Every major political speech has to have 
its own ‘Aspiration Nation’ moment these 
days. A worthy subset of the population 
need to be defined, its undeserving 
opposite implicitly criticised; the speaker 
and their party is thus placed on the side 
of the angels, the hard-working strivers 
and the little man crushed between the 
uncaring cogs of the economic machine. 
“The squeezed middle”, “Mondeo Man”, 
“Alarm Clock Britain”. The PR teams and 
focus groups that form the withered heart 
of 21st-century government create these 

This language is not just 
used by polit icians. 

A	 report	 from	 the	 Centre	 for	 Economic	 and	
Social	Inclusion	(CESI)	says	of	their	research	
participants	 (people	 who	 are	 unemployed	 or	
in	 low-paid,	 “vulnerable”	 employment)	 that	
the	 majority	 “had	 previously	 worked	 in	 jobs	
with	 low	 levels	 of	 responsibility,	 and	 were	
relatively	 satisfied	 with	 this.	 Progression	
was	 not	 a	 priority	 when	 looking	 for	 work.”	
How people understand aspiration, and 
how this understanding is shaped, needs 
interrogation.

For example, the idea of “progression” can 
be framed in different ways. “Ladder” and 
“escape” metaphors are both used, and 
carry different connotations.	 Resolution	
Foundation’s	“escape	plan”	captures	the	idea	
that	progress	is	difficult,	that	people	are	held	
back,	against	their	will.	We	therefore	prefer	it	
to	the	idea	that	everyone	has	a	stairway	ready	
to	 be	 climbed,	 if	 only	 they	 can	 be	 bothered.	
However,	even	“escape”	 implies the burden 
is on individuals to find their way out of 
low-paid insecure work, and fails to fully 
challenge the structural injustices of 
exploitative work,	or	problems	in	the	way	we	
value	different	types	of	activity.
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labels in the hope that a large enough 
demographic group hears them, thinks 
‘Yes! I am financially squeezed/drive a 
mid-range saloon/own an alarm clock! 
This man/woman has seen into my soul 
and knows the true me: my hopes, my 
dreams, my morning routine. He/she can 
be trusted with stewardship of this country’ 
and puts a cross in the appropriate box.

	(Tom	Chivers,	The Daily Telegraph	
21	May	2013)

Of	course	people	do	want	some	of	these	basic	
things	 –	 the	 comfortable	 home,	 the	 holiday.	
But	 rarely	 are	 they	 the	 sum	 total	 of	 a	person’s	
life	 desires	 and	 needs.	 This	 narrative	 risks	
reducing	people	to	a	single	dimension,	creating	
a	distorted	understanding	of	“normal”.

“A lot of people can relate to the idea 
that if they do have children, you need 
more space so you would aspire to live 
somewhere with a bit more space….”

“It’s like saying to people – of course 
people want a nice life for their families. 
… Of course people want that… you tell 
people… that we understand you because 
this is what you want.”

 “It’s not real, it’s just cutting out whole 
groups of people. What about people who 
choose not to have children, or people 
who might want a different sort of life? 
What about people who have a different 
set of views?”

“If you are not a part of this, or if you don’t 
want it, then who are you?”

“My aspiration is to live a comfortable life 
for me and my kids… I’m not saying I don’t 
want to be rich. But I want to educate 
myself in all ways…and become wiser 
everyday… and to be making a difference 
in people’s lives… whether here or in 
another country or all over the world.”

In the end, the aspirations that are spoken 
of are not possible for everyone. These 
individual aspirations do not acknowledge 
the reality of interdependence. We	 are	 all	
givers	and	takers,	in	different	ways	and	different	
times.	The	metaphor	of	a	ladder	leaves	room	for	
only	a	few	to	reach	the	top.	Aspiration	conceived	
as	 something	 that	 individuals	 or	 individual	
family	units	have	and	pursue	necessarily	leaves	
some	 individuals	 behind.	 It	 masks	 the	 reality	
that	 individuals	 do	 not	 exist	 and	 act	 alone,	
and	the	reality	that	there	are	consequences	for	
others	 when	 someone	 climbs	 up.	 The	 story	 of	
aspiration	and	the	metaphor	of	the	ladder	does	
not	 make	 space	 for	 a	 vision	 of	 aspiration	 in	
which	we	can	all	gain	something	together.

“It is not a solo effort. It’s not the Richard 
Branson thing. And there’s no way in hell 
that I believe Richard Branson did it all by 
himself.”

“It is really important to understand well 
what are your aspirations and how they 
work in relation to other people you live 
with, because it does affect someone 
else…”

What if we were to talk of hope instead of 
aspiration? What if we were to rethink the 
metaphor of the ladder? What ifwe imagined 
our experience of life moving outwards rather 
than upwards?

“I think the word is wrong… Aspiration 
suggests you’re somehow trying to get to 
the top of the tree. For me, the aspiration 
would be to think alternatively – what is the 
best quality of life I can have that supports 
other people around me? Otherwise 
people have lost their human value… and 
I don’t want to aspire to that. I do also 
want to go on holiday sometimes and buy 
my children decent clothes… but not at 
the expense of other people. Of course I 
want those things. But I don’t want them at 
the expense of being a person. Because 
that”s what it equates with.”
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“And what if…. we were to get rid of 
the metaphor of the ladder, to reject 
the framing of aspiration as an issue of 
individual progression, value the jobs now 
considered the ladder’s bottom rung, and 
understand rather than judge the choice 
not to pursue the narrow set of personal 
goals deemed worthy of aspiration today?”

“Hardworking	families”
The	phrase	“hardworking	families”	is	ubiquitous	
in	 contemporary	 British	 political	 language.	
It	 started	 appearing	 in	 British	 newspapers	
in	 the	 mid-1990s,	 and	 was	 heavily	 used	 in	
the	 2005	 General	 Election.	 But	 the	 term	 has	
become	 particularly	 pervasive	 over	 the	 past	
few	 years.	 In	 the	 run	 up	 to	 the	 2015	 General	
Election,	 it	 felt	 like	 the	 majority	 of	 politicians’	
promises	 targeted	 this	 nebulous	 group.	 Even	
now,	 the	 term	 has	 such	 weight,	 it	 is	 being	
used	 by	 members	 of	 Jeremy	 Corbyn’s	 Labour	

Shadow	Cabinet.	On	the	day	of	writing,	Seema	
Malhotra,	 Labour’s	 Shadow	 Chief	 Secretary	 to	
the	Treasury,	declared	“I	shall	be	writing	to	the	
Prime	 Minister	 demanding	 that	 he	 clarify	 the	
impact	on	the	income	of	hardworking	families	of	
his	tax	credits	cuts”.

What	exactly	constitutes	a	“hardworking	family”	
is	unclear.	Both	 in	 terms	of	what	 they	mean	by	
“work”	and	what	they	mean	by	“family”.	Current	
usage	 suggests	 that	 “hardworking	 families”	
are	 households	 that	 do	 not	 claim	 any	 sort	 of	
benefit	 and	 whose	 working-age	 members	 are	
all	 in	 formal,	 paid	 employment.	 Certainly	 this	
appears	to	be	the	assumption	for	lower-income	
families	(who	would	probably	need	all	adults	to	
be	employed	in	order	not	to	rely	on	any	form	of	
benefits	as	the	wages	would	be	low).	

It matters if you are earning that yourself, 
because if you are earning it yourself you 
are independent and that is the first step 
towards self-respect. If that £16,500 is 
either a high proportion or entirely through 

Janet Newman: Difference Between Aspiration and Hope
Blog on the Compass Website

“I	do	not	want	to	argue	that	aspiration	is	not	a	“real”	and	valid	sensibility,	nor	deny	its	power	
to	shape	future	political	agendas	on	 the	 left	 in	Britain.	But	 I	do	want	 to	argue	 that	 it	 is	not	
a	singular,	nor	even	necessarily	dominant,	affective	disposition.	People	do	not	hold	simple	
identities	but	can	work	between	different	–	and	sometimes	seemingly	incompatible	–	beliefs	
and	attachments.	They	can	‘aspire’	for	a	better	economic	future	for	their	children	–	a	‘step	
on	the	ladder’	–	while	also	‘hoping’	for	social	or	political	change.”

“It	is	very	different	from	the	idea	of	hope.	Hope	offers	a	more	collective	sensibility.	And	while	
aspiration	is	fundamentally	an	economic	discourse,	hope	seems	to	speak	to	wider	cultural	
and	political	–	as	well	as	personal	–	futures.”

“Hope	is	central	to	narratives	that	inspire	political	action.	Hope	lays	behind	the	formation	of	
political	parties	and	trades	unions;	 the	development	of	welfare	states	and	public	services;	
and	 the	 transformative	 power	 of	 social	 movements.	 And	 hope	 for	 something	 different,	
including	alternative	ways	of	‘doing	politics’,	has	inspired	many	of	the	new	forms	of	activism	
that	have	emerged	in	Austerity	Britain.	High-profile	examples	include	UK	Uncut	and	Occupy;	
but	there	is	also	a	proliferation	of	new	forms	of	community	activism,	feminist	mobilisations,	
local	campaigning	groups,	and	wider	movements	that	sometimes	spring	from	them	(of	which	
the	New	Era	estate	campaign	is	an	oft-cited	example).”

“Disdain	and	contempt	for	any	form	of	hopeful	politics	clears	the	way	for	‘aspiration’	as	the	
only	game	in	town.”
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the benefit system you are trapped. It 
is about pathways to work, pathways to 
independence... It is about creating a 
pathway to independence, self-respect 
and dignity. 

(Jeremy	Hunt	MP,	at	the	Conservative	Party	
Conference,	October	2015)

The	 rhetoric	 therefore	 implies	 different	 moral	
standards	 for	 those	 belonging	 to	 different	
class	 and	 income	 brackets.	 A	 mother	 who	 is	
bringing	 up	 three	 children	 alone	 and	 who	 is	
not	 in	 formal	 paid	 work	 but	 relies	 on	 benefits	
would	 presumably	 not	 fall	 into	 the	 category	 of	
“hardworking	families”.	However,	a	family	where	
one	 parent	 earns	 enough	 to	 allow	 the	 second	
parent	 to	 take	 substantial	 amounts	 of	 time	 off	
work	 to	 look	 after	 children	 or	 do	 further	 study	
or	something	else	they	find	fulfilling,	might	well	
do	so.

The	 “hardworking	 families”	 category	 relies	 on	
the	 basic	 premise	 that	 hard	 work	 is	 innately	
good	 and	 moral,	 an	 idea	 reminiscent	 of	 the	
Protestant	work	ethic.	

We have to proceed with these tax-
credit changes because they are a very 
important cultural signal... My wife is 
Chinese. We want this to be one of the 
most successful countries in the world in 
20, 30, 40 years’ time. There’s a pretty 
difficult question that we have to answer, 
which is essentially: are we going to 
be a country which is prepared to work 
hard in the way that Asian economies are 
prepared to work hard, in the way that 
Americans are prepared to work hard? 
And that is about creating a culture where 
work is at the heart of our success. 

(Jeremy	Hunt	MP,	at	the	Conservative	Party	
Conference,	October	2015)

The	 implication	 is	 that	what	helps	hardworking	
families	 is	 morally	 right	 and	 what	 doesn’t	 is	
morally	wrong.	George	Osborne	has	frequently	
used	 the	 phrase	 at	 budget	 time,	 talking	 for	
example	 about	 the	 pain	 needed	 to	 “secure	 a	
better	economic	future	for	hardworking	families”.	

As	Matt	 Hawkins	 notes	 in	 The Huffington Post 
(one	 of	 the	 few	 mainstream	 media	 outlets	 to	
question	the	term):	

“Who’s	 going	 to	 disagree	 with	 it?	 Only	 the	
Monster	Raving	Loonies	would	support	a	better	
economic	future	for	‘lazy	families’.”	

Probing	 the	 concept	 of	 “hardworking	 families”	
just	 a	 little	 lays	bare	 its	weaknesses:	 is	 formal	
paid	work	the	only	valuable	type	of	work?	What	
constitutes	“hard	work”	and	why	is	it	assumed	to	
be	morally	better	than	all	other	types	of	activity	
–such	 as	 spending	 time	with	 people	 you	 love,	
taking	 care	 of	 your	 health,	 conversing,	 acting	
collectively	 to	 improve	 working	 conditions,	
thinking…	 If	 you	 are	 not	 “hardworking”,	 are	
you	 automatically	 “lazy”?	Why	 ”families”?	Why	
not,	 as	 the	 Labour	 party	 has	 more	 recently	
suggested,	working	people?

Writer	 and	 historian	 Selina	 Todd	 argues	 that	
Labour	 won	 few	 votes	 by	 embracing	 the	
hardworking	family	rhetoric,	because:	

[T]he appeal to ’hard-working families’ is 
an empty abstraction. Most people don’t 
see hard work as a virtue. They identify as 
working class because they have to work, 
not because they want to. Two recurring 
conversations within my family and among 
the people I spoke to for my book The 
People are what they’d do if they won the 
lottery, and how they can afford to spend 
less time at work and more with those 
they love. This is a sensible attitude. Hard 
work causes stress, poor health and early 
death. And hard work has never solved 
poverty. 

(The Guardian	10	April	2014)	

The	term	“hardworking	families”	buys	into	some	
fundamentally	Conservative	tenets	–	about	work,	
self-reliance,	and	benefits.	We	challenge	these	
notions	 as	 they	 rely	 on	 several	 individualistic	
assumptions:	first,	the	idea	that	our	duty	of	care	
is	first	and	foremost	to	our	families;	second,	that	
we	should	only	rely	on	ourselves	and	our	family,	
not	 on	 each	 other	 in	 a	 wider	 collective	 sense;	
and	third,	 that	wider	dependence	on	society	 is	



W h a t ’ s  o u r  s t o r y ? 22

automatically	a	bad	thing.	The	phrase	also	sets	
up	an	impossible	ideal.	As	Selina	Todd	outlines:	

‘Hard-working families’ implies we’re only 
entitled to citizenship … if we can prove we’re 
working our fingers to the bone. No one can 
work all the time: if you’re a pensioner, a single 
parent, sick, or there is no work to be had, then 
you’re in trouble. And most of us know this, 
because we’re related to them. Sit my extended 
family around a table and you’d have white- and 
blue-collar workers, the sick, the old, people in 
council housing, and families with two cars and 
a nice house but large debts to pay for them. 
This is replicated all over Britain.

Finally,	we	challenge	the	rhetoric	of	hardworking	
families	as	a	paradox.	As	Matt	Hawkins	argues,	
given	that	UK	working	hours	are	the	third	longest	
in	 the	 EU,	 that	 one	 in	 five	 parents	 of	 children	
aged	 6–10	 believes	 they	 are	 so	 stretched	 by	
work	that	they	only	give	their	child	full	attention	
“once	a	week”,	and	that	parents	on	low	incomes	
feel	they	have	little	control	over	who	looks	after	
their	 children	as	 they	are	 forced	 into	whatever	
paid	work	is	available,	the	notion	of	family-time	
–	or	working	on	 family	 relationships	-	becomes	
an	impossibility.	New	policies	to	“help”	parents	
may	 perversely	 strengthen	 this	 dynamic.	 The	
extension	 of	 free	 childcare,	 for	 example,	 is	
promoted	as	a	boost	to	“hardworking	families”.	
But	 isn’t	 it	 possible	 such	 policies	 are	 aimed	
at	 the	 wrong	 target	 –	 facilitating	 work	 at	 the	
expense	 of	 time	 to	 build	 relationships,	 rather	
than	facilitating	investment	in	relationships	and	
activities	outside	of	work?

We	 believe	 	 a	 different	 approach	 could	 be	
more	“helpful”	to	parents:	shorter	working	days,	
flexible	 working	 hours,	 an	 acknowledgement	
of	 the	 different	 ways	 people	 contribute,	 and	
a	 sense	 of	 collective	 responsibility	 and	 of	
the	 relationships	 of	 care	 that	 goes	 beyond	
immediate	 family.	 We	 believe	 such	 changes	
would	better	contribute	to	a	happy,	healthy,	and	
connected	society	than	a	narrow	focus	on	“hard	
work”	and	“family”	reward.

“Hardworking	 families”	 cannot	 by	 themselves	
overcome	 entrenched	 privilege	 and	
inequalities,	or	change	the	precarious,	insecure	

circumstances	 in	which	 they	work.	Historically,	
such	 change	 has	 required	 solidarity	 and	
collectivity.	

	

“Fairness”
The	 current	 government	 has	 used	 the	 words	
“fair”	 and	 “fairness”	 to	 explain	 much	 of	 its	
policy	in	relation	to	people	on	benefits	and	low	
incomes:	 		

“It’s	 time	 for	 some	 basic	 fairness,	 and	 a	
welfare	cap	of	£26,000,	I	think,	is	fair.”	 	

(David	Cameron,	the	Prime	Minister,	January	
2012)

“The	 decision	 we	 took	 to	 say	 that…	 the	
key	in-work	benefits	were	only	going	to	go	
up	 by	 1%,	 that’s	 so	 important,	 because,	
again,	 it’s	 an	 issue	 of	 fairness.	 You	
shouldn’t	be	better	off	out	of	work	with	a	
bigger	 increase	in	your	benefits	than	you	
are	in	work,	working	hard,	trying	to	do	the	
right	thing	for	your	family.”

	(David	Cameron,	April	2013)

It	 is	 hard	 to	 argue	 against	 the	 desire	 to	make	
things	 “fairer”.	 But	 there	 are	 many	 ways	 of	
understanding	 fairness.	 What	 does	 David	
Cameron	mean	by	fairness	in	these	discussions?	

David Cameron: What I want is for us to 
be a fair country – but fairness to me is 
principally about, if you work hard, if you 
do the right thing, if you put in, are you 
treated fairly by the system? But I think 
there is a really important issue about how 
we talk about fairness. Fairness of course 
is about how you help the poorest in our 
country, but fairness is also about, if I work 
hard, if I do the right thing, is the system 
on my side, is it fair in that respect? 

Sky News: On your concept of fairness… 
closing that gap, is that important to 
you, between the people at the bottom 
and the people at the top?

David Cameron: I do want to see us have 
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a fairer country, and the gap does matter, 
but we also have to define fairness in 
a range of ways. One sense of fairness 
is are we doing right by the poorest… 
Another definition of fairness which does 
matter is some of these gaps, as you say, 
and I would particularly look at the gap 
between the bottom and the middle… and 
then a third part of fairness, absolutely 
vital, that if you work hard and you put 
in, does the system treat you fairly… We 
ask people, what’s become unfair about 
Britain and they will say is ‘what is unfair 
is I’m working hard, but there are people 
who are swinging the lead on welfare…’

(Sky	 News	 interview	 with	 David	 Cameron,	 11	
April	2013)

The	 idea	 of	 fairness	 outlined	 here	 reiterates	
(perhaps	 more	 palatably)	 the	 Conservative	
mantra	 of	 “something	 for	 something	 –	 not	
something	for	nothing”.	It	sees	fairness	primarily	
as	something	that	rewards	and	responds	to	the	
efforts	of	the	individual,	and	sidelines	potential	
“unfairness”	 caused	 by	 structural	 inequalities	
and	 systemic	 injustices.	 It	 is	 a	 punitive	
formulation	 of	 fairness	 –	 focused	 on	 taking	
away	from	people	seen	to	be	getting	too	much.	

A	 June	 2015	 article	 from	 The Daily Telegraph	
summarises	the	position	thus:

This is the heart of the matter: should you be 
expected (assuming that you are not physically 
or mentally incapable) to put something in, 
before you take something out? Isn’t this the 
generally accepted idea of social fairness, as 
opposed to the Left’s definition: ‘Everybody 
should get what he needs, regardless of how 
much or how little he has added to communal 
well-being’?

But	 this	 apparently	 simple	 formulation	 of	
“fairness”	 (you	 get	 out	what	 you	 put	 in)	 raises	
a	 complex	 set	 of	 questions:	 what	 constitutes	
“adding	 to	 communal	well-being”?	How	do	we	
define	 “putting	 in”?	 	 How	 are	 these	measured	
and	 compared	 –	 by	 outputs?	 Intention?	
Desire?	 Can	 you	 compare	 what	 is	 “put	 in”	 by	
an	 unemployed	 man	 who	 voluntarily	 plants	

flowers	 in	 the	 communal	 garden	 of	 his	 estate,	
to	 the	 events	 organised	 by	 the	 PR	 rep.	 of	 a	
drinks	 brand?	 And	 beyond	 this,	 how	 can	 we	
all	 be	 expected	 to	 “put	 in”	 given	 the	 reality	
of	 our	 different	 capacities,	 knowledge,	 and	
life	 experiences?	 The	 parenthesised	 phrase	
“assuming	 you	 are	 not	 physically	 or	 mentally	
incapable”	 hardly	 captures	 the	 vast	 spectrum	
of	 needs,	 talents,	 and	 experience	 out	 there.	
And	how	can	someone	be	expected	to	“put	 in”	
if	they	haven’t	got	“what	they	need”?	Even	if	we	
accept	 that	contribution	 is	an	 important	part	of	
the	picture,	surely	making	sure	that	people	have	
what	they	need	is	an	essential	step	towards	this.

What	about	people	with	special	needs?

“My son, he is autistic, he works one hour 
a day, four days a week as a caretaker 
at [a] special needs college… He is 
supposed to be there at 8 a.m., but never 
makes it. But they understand what he can 
do, they work around him. He often feels 
stressed, anxious, and inadequate and 
like a failure because he cannot perform 
tasks as quickly as other people. He has 
to do things slowly, at his own steady 
pace, and has said ‘Mum, people think 
I’m lazy’, or ‘will people think I’m lazy?’” 

Where	does	 this	story	 fit	 into	 the	“get	out	what	
you	put	in”	vision	of	fairness?		

We	 cannot	 accept	 the	 premise	 that	 fairness	
is	 solely	 about	 the	 individual,	 or	 that	 some	
people	wilfully	 fail	 to	 put	 in,	 and	 are	 therefore	
undeserving	of	fairness.	If	they	can’t	contribute	
much	 to	 the	 communal	 well-being,	 this	 is	
unlikely	to	stem	from	a	lack	of	desire	to.	

And	 what	 about	 the	 things	 that	 are	 beyond	
the	 control	 of	 individuals?	 During	 discussions	
research	group	members	asked:

“If you go to a school in London you have 
a better chance of getting qualifications 
than if you go to school outside of London. 
Is that fair?”

“Is it fair to children that if your parents are 
not in paid work you should have a less 
resourced education? It’s not something 
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I’m making up: you will have less. Is that 
fair?”

“Is it fair that someone who doesn’t want 
to be in a care home has to be in a care 
home?”

“It’s not necessarily what David Cameron 
thinks is fair. It’s about what is right for 
different groups of people at different 
times. It may look unfair, but I do think 
people who are 85 deserve really good 
care.  I don’t care whether they worked or 
didn’t work a day in their lives… they still 
deserve a really high standard of care… 
paying for people… doesn’t matter if they 
don’t ‘deserve’ it.”

(Research group member)

Finally,	we	challenge	the	Conservative	definition	
of	 fair	 because,	 even	 on	 its	 proponents’	 own	
terms,	 it	 doesn’t	 work.	 The	 government’s	 view	
is	 that	 the	system	allows	people	opportunities,	
equal	 chance,	 an	 “equal	 shot”	 and	 it	 is	 “fair”	
to	 reward	 those	 who	 make	 the	 most	 of	 these	
opportunities.	But	does	it?	What	about	the	reality	
that	three-quarters	of	people	in	low	pay	cannot	
improve	 their	 situation	over	 a	 ten-year	period?	
That	is	despite	going	into	work	every	day,	doing	
some	of	 society’s	most	 thankless	but	essential	
jobs.	 Even	 according	 to	 the	 Conservatives’	
understanding	 of	 fairness	 as	 they	 articulate	 it	
here,	is	this	fair?

	

“Choice”
There	 is	 a	 strain	 of	 current	 political	 rhetoric	
and	 policy-making	 that	 focuses	 on	 the	 idea	 of	
individual	 responsibility	 and	 ‘making	 choices’.	
Structures	and	services	are	supposedly	set	up	to	
allow	maximum	‘choice’.	Citizens	are	redefined	
as	 ‘consumers’.	 There	 are	 positive	 aspects	
to	 this,	 notably	 an	 attempt	 to	 recognise	 and	
bestow	a	sense	of	agency	and	rights	on	people.	

But	 there	 are	 also	 difficulties.	 People	 become	
defined	by	and	blamed	for	their	choices.	If	you	
don’t	make	 the	most	of	 the	choices	apparently	
available	 to	 you,	 if	 you	don’t	 choose	 the	steps	
that	 will	 ‘lift	 you	 out	 of	 poverty’	 or	 ‘change	
your	 circumstances’,	 then	 the	 responsibility	 is	
seen	 to	 rest	 with	 you.	 The	 narrative	 of	 choice	
connects	 with	 other	 neoliberal	 narratives	 –	
about	‘self-reliance’	and	rational	choice	theory,	
the	 idea	 that	 people	will	 always	make	 choices	
based	on	their	own	self-interest.

The	story	we	found	about	‘choice’	suggests	we	
need	 to	 be	 more	 cautious	 when	 applying	 the	
term	 and	 more	 rigorous	 in	 ensuring	 that	 the	
choices	people	have	are	meaningful.	In	reality,	
few	 of	 the	 women	 we	 interviewed	 felt	 entirely	
in	control	of	 the	hard	decisions	 they	 face	on	a	
day-to-day	basis.

Often	 ‘choices’	 were	made	 in	 very	 constricted	
circumstances.	What	 was	 defined	 as	 a	 choice	
was	more	about	trying	to	select	the	best	of	bad	
options.	And	sometimes	the	more	‘responsible’	
choice	 as	 defined	 by	 government	 rhetoric	
(the	 one	 that	 would	 have	 made	 them	 more	
financially	 ‘self-reliant’)	 was	 also	 the	 one	 with	
most	 negative	 consequences	 for	 other	 areas	
of	 their	 lives	 –	 family	 relationships,	 sense	 of	
belonging,	 engaging	 in	 meaningful	 ways	 in	
their	 communities.	 Many	 participants	 seemed	
to	be	 in	a	continuous	situation	of	selecting	 the	
best	of	bad	options	rather	than	making	choices	
in	any	meaningful	way.

“Electricity and gas is paid by quantum 
meter, but during the winter months it can 
be quite hard because you know gas is 
quite expensive… We would have to go 
and put an extra blanket on the bed just to 
kind of keep warm, because heating the 
house can be quite expensive on a low 
income.”

“We are friends… like they are colleagues, 
they are associates and I get on well with 
them. It’s just [I] can’t… wouldn’t be able 
to afford to socialise with them outside 
work at the moment. So sometimes that’s 
a bit hard… But you know there’s other 
things in life that need sorting out first 
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before we go out and enjoy ourselves.”

Respondents	 often	 described	 a	 need	 to	 focus	
on	 day-to-day	 decisions	 just	 to	 keep	 afloat,	
rather	 than	 being	 able	 to	 formulate	 long-
term	 strategies	 for	 securing	 better	 work.	
Many	 women	 felt	 limited	 in	 the	 types	 of	 work	
they	 could	 chose	 to	 do	 or	 in	 the	 conditions	 of	
employment,	 particularly	 the	 number	 of	 hours	
worked.	Few	women	spoke	of	being	in	a	career	
they	had	chosen	or	of	being	able	to	progress	in	
their	current	jobs.

“A couple of years ago, because I was 
just over the threshold of doing a course I 
wanted to do. Because I want to work with 
children with special needs. There was a 
course that I really wanted to do with sign 
language. And I had to pay a lot of money 
for it. And unfortunately I couldn’t afford it. 
So it was something that I couldn’t afford 
to pay for.”

Can	 these	 be	 considered	 real	 ‘choices’?	 Even	
if	they	had	been	given	all	the	information,	other	
barriers	–		English	and	literacy	 levels,	 IT	skills,	
if	 their	headspace	was	 taken	up	by	day-to-day	
worries	about	survival	–	might	have	meant	they	
were	unable	to	absorb	that	information.	Having	
a	 variety	 of	 options	 available	 doesn’t	 always	
constitute	 real	 choice.	 It	 is	 about	 the	 options	
you	 can	 realistically	 access	 and	 make	 use	 of	
(see	section	on	capabilities	approach	below).

Participants	also	seemed	to	defy	the	expectation	
that	 they	 would	 make	 choices	 only	 on	 the	
basis	 of	 personal	 benefit.	 They	 talked	 about	
supporting	 wider	 members	 of	 their	 society	
despite	 struggling	 so	 much	 themselves,	 real	
dedication	 to	 people	 they	 worked	 with	 and	
willingness	 to	 put	 in	 effort	 for	 their	 sake.	 One	
woman	 who	 worked	 as	 a	 learning	 assistant	
spoke	 of	 her	 dedication	 to	 helping	 the	 child.	
One	 interviewee’s	 housing	 officer	 offered	 her	
food	 vouchers	 even	 though	 she	 wasn’t	 strictly	
entitled	 to	 them.	 There	 were	 several	 similar	
stories.	

“And my housing officer came a couple of 
days later and I was quite distressed and 
that. And we was talking and she actually 

sent me some food bank vouchers, 
because she heard about my situation 
and that. And I just felt so bad. I said you 
know, I am working and stuff. And she 
said look just take them and just help you 
get through the month.”

The	fact	that	people	can	and	do	act	in	solidarity	
and	 in	 defiance	 of	 the	 prevailing	 notion	 of	
‘rational’,	 self-interested	 choice	 is	 often	
overlooked	 by	 policy-makers	 and	 the	 media.	
Instead	of	making	policy	for	homo economicus,	
maybe	 some	 policy	 could	 be	 aimed	 at	 homo	
reciprocans	 (the	 concept	 of	 humans	 as	
cooperative	 actors	 who	 are	 motivated	 by	
improving	 their	 environment	 rather	 than	 self-
interest).	

We	 feel	 the	 current	 use	 of	 the	 word	 ‘choice’	
in	 terms	 of	 poverty,	 in	 terms	 of	 routes	 out	 of	
poverty	 and	 in	 terms	 of	 state	 provision	 needs	
to	 be	 examined	 and	 challenged.	 Even	 when	
people	 have	 full	 information,	 and	 feel	 able	 to	
make	 a	 meaningful	 choice,	 there	 is	 little	 logic	
in	 blaming	 a	 particular	 group	 of	 people	 for	
decisions/choices	 they	 may	 have	 made	 that	
have	not	worked	out	well	 for	 them,	particularly	
when	 the	 impacts	 of	 such	 ‘bad’	 choices	 are	
most	 severe	 for	 those	 who	 already	 have	 very	
little.	Take	a	young	person	who	gets	in	with	the	
wrong	crowd,	and	gets	in	trouble	for	assisting	a	
house	burglary	and	ends	up	failing	her	A-levels.	
If	she	is	able	to	afford	a	good	lawyer,	she	may	be	
able	to	get	off	with	a	warning.	If	she	can	afford	
a	 tutor,	she	may	be	able	 to	 take	her	A-levels	a	
year	 later	 –	 there	 are	 fewer	 consequences	 for	
her	and	they	are	shorter-term.	Soon	they	will	no	
longer	be	 visible	 and	 she	won’t	 be	blamed	 for	
her	bad	choice	as	a	 young	person	by	 society.	
But	the	less	well	off	young	person	will.

And	 even	 outside	 of	 this,	 a	 different	 framing	
of	 human	 lives	 and	 what	 gives	 them	 meaning	
would	 acknowledge	 that	we	 all	 have	 strengths	
and	weaknesses,	we	will	all	make	some	choices	
that	 end	 up	 being	 beneficial	 and	 some	 that	
seem	stupid	in	hindsight.
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Capabilities	approach
	

“The ‘good life’ is partly a life of genuine 
choice, and not one in which the person 
is forced into a particular life. It is… the 
ability to shape one’s own destiny as a 
person and a part of various communities.” 

(Amartya	Sen,	1985)	

The	capability	approach	 is	a	 theory	about	how	
we	 might	 understand	 people’s	 ‘wellbeing’.	 	 It	
was	 developed	 in	 the	 1980s	 by	 an	 economist	
called	Amartya	Sen	and	 is	based	on	 two	main	
ideas:

1.	 Freedom	 to	 achieve	 well-being	 is	 very	
important.

2.	 We	can	 look	at	 freedom	to	achieve	well-
being	 in	 terms	 of	 people’s	 capabilities,	
that	 is,	their	real	opportunities	to	do	and	
be	the	things	they	themselves	value.

The	focus	of	the	capability	approach	is	on	what	
individuals	are	able	to	be	and	do	(i.e.	what	they	
are	capable	of).	

•	 It	 takes	 into	 account	 what	 people	 are 
able to do with	resources	they	have.
What can a man with no legs do with a 
bicycle?

•	 It	does	not	assume	 that	different	people	
can	make	the	same	use	of	resources	

Would an elderly woman with a sore hip 
be able to make the same use of a bike 
as a young woman in good health?

•	 It	 recognises	 that	 the	 specific	
circumstances	 of	 people,	 are	 important	
in	deciding	which	resources	are	needed	
and	how	they	will	help	people	flourish.
If you live in a desert with no roads, how 
useful is a bike?

The	 idea	 has	 been	 very	 useful	 in	 thinking	
about	 the	 different	 ways	 and	 extents	 to	 which	
our	 research	 participants	 are	 experiencing	 in-
work	 poverty.	 For	 example,	 two	 of	 the	 women	
we	 interviewed	 are	 carers	 for	 elderly	 people,	
working	 with	 similar	 agencies.	 One	 of	 them	 is	
living	 in	stable	housing,	with	her	grandmother,	
who	is	able	to	look	after	her	child.	She	is	therefore	
able	to	benefit	more	from	the	money	she	earns,	
and	 is	under	 less	pressure	 to	work	 long	hours.	
She	 reported	 feeling	 more	 enjoyment	 and	
satisfaction	from	her	 job,	and	found	the	money	
she	earned	helpful.	The	other	has	four	children,	
and	 has	 to	 pay	 for	 childcare.	 She	 is	 living	 in	
temporary	 housing,	 where	 she	 has	 to	 pay	 a	
proportion	 of	 her	 rent.	 She	 reported	 feeling	
depressed,	 exhausted,	 and	 on	 a	 treadmill	 in	
which	 the	 money	 made	 no	 difference	 other	
then	 enable	 them	 to	 survive	 one	more	 day.	 	 A	
third	women	described	how	in	her	previous	job,	
where	she	was	earning	above	the	median	wage,	
she	 felt	 she	 was	 experiencing	 in-work	 poverty	
because	 she	 had	 to	 spend	 three	 quarters	 of	
her	 salary	 on	 travel	 to	 work	 and	 private	 rent.	
Interestingly,	she	also	described	how	because	
of	 the	 lifestyle	 of	 her	 peers	 and	 colleagues,	
she	 had	 felt	 pressure	 to	 get	 certain	 lifestyle	
items	 (such	as	Sky	TV)	which	 they	all	 deemed	
essential,	 and,	 because	 she	 could	 not	 quite	
afford	that,	felt	like	she	‘should	be	doing	better’	
and	 was	 ‘always	 stretching’.	 She	 described	
feeling	 very	 stressed	and	unhappy	during	 that	
period	of	her	life.	 	
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What’s	Our	Story?	
Thoughts	and	insights	from	interviews

1.	What’s	Our	Story?	
From	Security	to	
Flexibility…

“Flexibility” is often presented as an 
advantage that gives people more “choice” 
and freedom. But…flexibility for whom?

The	word	“flexibility”	features	heavily	in	reports	
and	 policy	 discussions	 about	 the	 changing	
working	 environment	 and	 in-work	 poverty.	 In	
particular,	it	is	used	to	explain	the	government’s	
reluctance	 to	 regulate	 or	 ban	 zero-hours	
contracts	 and	 other	 types	 of	 temporary	
contracts,	despite	widespread	criticism.

For	many	of	our	interviewees,	insufficient	hours	
and	 insecure	 or	 even	 non-existent	 contracts	
were	the	norm.	

What’s	the	story
“Flexibility”	 seems	 to	 be	 used	 to	 describe	
two	 opposing	 stories.	 In	 the	 first,	 “flexibility”	
is	 positive	 for	 employees,	 allowing	 parents	
to	 manage	 childcare	 commitments,	 or	 giving	
people	the	freedom	to	change	jobs,	for	example.	
In	 the	 second,	 however,	 employers	 are	 the	
beneficiaries	 –	 of	 a	 flexibility	 that	 imposes	
variable,	 insecure	 hours	 on	 employees	 and	
which	 makes	 managing	 working	 requirements	
and	 household	 expenditure	 very	 difficult,	
especially	 around	 childcare.	 The	 Chartered	
Institute	for	Personnel	and	Development	(2013)	
frames	 zero-hours	 contracts	 as	 “flexible”,	 and	
“flexibility”	 as	 a	 great	 thing	 for	 workers	 and	
employers	alike.

“Zero-hour contracts” should be renamed 
“flexible” contracts, as they help people 
get a better WORK-LIFE balance…. we 
know that people who do them are more 
satisfied with their work-life balance… 
and we know that people who do them are 
not working tiny numbers, it’s actually 25 
hours a week”

(Iain	Duncan	Smith,	Secretary	of	State	
for	Work	and	Pensions	quoted	in	The 

Independent,	17	April	2015)

Does	this	story	make	any	
sense?

Researchers	 have	 found	 that	 far	 from	 being	
helpful	 to	 low-income	 parents,	 “flexibility”	 can	
become	a	way	of	undermining	job	security	and	
stability	 (Gingerbread,	 2014).	 Parents	 they	
interviewed	said	that	while	they	were	expected	
to	be	flexible	and	come	in	when	their	employer	
needed	them,	in	fact	it	was	not	easy	for	them	to	
get	 time	off	when,	 for	example,	 their	child	was	
sick.	The	Resolution	Foundation’s	Escape	Plan	
Report	mentions	 that	employers	demand	“total	
flexibility”	 as	 a	 precondition	 of	 progression	
routes.

Women	at	Skills	Network	have	talked	of	turning	
up	for	work	and	being	sent	home	and	of	having	
no	say	in	the	hours	they	work.

Framing zero-hours and similar contracts 
as	‘flexible’,	in	our	view,	is	often	a	sleight	
of hand.

The question is WHO should have 
flexibility – employers? Workers? Both? 
And how far should flexibility go?  
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“They don’t keep contracts anymore. 
Before, when you used to start work, they 
would give you a contract. But now, it’s 
like… you work and you are working… 
I haven’t got a contract like you would 
get a contract when you go to a new 
property or stuff like that…They don’t 
really want you to do extra hours within 
the same company. Because if you are 
paying tax – they like to keep everybody 
under £800 a month.”

“I have a contract that is term-time only, 
so I only work during the term, the school 
hours. And then the holidays I have off 
free. And it is contracted for 20 hours a 
week. … I wish it could be a little bit more 
and also like more hours… I have done 
zero-hour contracts beforehand and also 
full-time before I had my son.”  

“I have only just recently gone back to 
work… I volunteered first for six months. 
And then they took me on as part of 
their bank staff. For about a year. And 
then since September just gone, I am 
contracted for 17½ hours. I am still part 
of the bank staff team, so that means any 
time there is sickness of another member 
of staff, then they will call me up and I 
have got a chance if I want to cover that 
work. But that’s not regular work.” 

The	consequences	of	 this	were	not	 “flexibility”	
but	 hardship,	 stress,	 and	 insecurity.	 One	
woman	 who	 works	 in	 schools	 does	 not	 get	
money	in	the	holidays,	leaving	her	in	enormous	
financial	difficulty	at	 those	 times.	Others	 found	
themselves	losing	hours	–	or	even	their	job	–	at	
no	notice.

Women	we	spoke	to	
experienced	not	“flexibility”	

but	hardship,	stress,	
and	insecurity.
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“I was working before and then that day 
and there was a holiday – the next day I 
was supposed to go back to work for the 
new term, and I called, and asked if I was 
coming back to work, and they told me 
that they don’t have any more job for me.”

“I’ve been off work a week and this is 
the second week.  Because I went in on 
Monday and then Tuesday they called us 
into the office before we went to work on 
the 15th – you can’t come to work today. 
So it was like I worked on a Monday, 
Tuesday come into the office before you 
go to work.  Then I got there with my 
sister and they said you can’t work today.  
We’ve been suspended because no one 
has got CRBs.” 

Many	felt	they	had	little	power	or	autonomy	vis-
a-vis	their	managers	when	it	came	to	disciplinary	
matters	 or	 negotiating	 working	 hours	 and	
conditions.	Women	who	 are	 not	 from	here	 can	
feel	particularly	vulnerable	to	exploitation.

“Yeah, I think because they see it as a 
means of exploiting people.  Because they 
believe if they exploit you they will push 
you to the wall to at least that you give up.  
You tell them I can’t do this anymore. And 
with that you give them more power.  To 
send you back… back to where you are 
coming from. So I think they are trying to 

exploit people that… we have to… leave 
the line, for other people to come in, and 
at the same time, they are trying to tighten 
it so that no one will come in. So those 
of you who are in the line, let’s see, they 
make it look like the survival of the fittest.  
They want to see how long will you be 
able to survive?”

“And if you say to them I cannot work, 
what would they say?  Or the hours are 
too much for me?

Oh they are angry.  They … you must do.  
You must go everywhere they send you… 
My manager say …  carer is available any 
time.”

“I have no power to change it.  And you 
have to get up and just work what you 
are given, to earn that little bit of money.  
There is absolutely nothing you can do 
about the situation.”

One	woman	described	 feeling	 upset	when	 her	
manager	 refused	 to	 listen	 to	 her	 side	 of	 the	
story,	following	a	dispute	at	her	cleaning	job.	

“He didn’t even let me finish he just hung 
up the phone.  And the worst thing that I 
hate is that ... you didn’t let me speak, you 
didn’t hear my version.  Okey I understand 
that’s your client. But I am your cleaner. 
You should believe… you have to listen 
to what I say to you.  Because if I am not 
honest with you, who am I going to be 
honest with? … every time… they call, he 
will listen to them but he will never defend 
the cleaners.  And for me, you always need 
to – I understand you need to listen to the 
people that you are providing services to, 
to your client.  But you also need to have 
a certain amount of respect and actually 
defend your cleaners.  Because if you 
don’t defend your cleaners no one will.”

“the	worst	thing	…		
is	that	you	didn’t	

let	me	speak,	
you	didn’t	hear	

my	version.”		
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Policy Context 
The term “Zero-Hours Contracts” has gained currency in recent years. The 
Resolution Foundation (2014) suggests the number of people working on such 
contracts	has	doubled	since	2012,	though	the	term’s	relative	novelty	makes	
accurate comparisons with the past tricky. Of people working on zero-hour 
contracts, 65% are in low-paid sectors such as hospitality (Resolution Foundation, 
2014) and 55% are women. In February 2015, the Office for National Statistics 
announced that there were 697,000 people on zero-hours contracts from October 
to December 2014, representing 2.3% of people in employment. It should be noted 
that according to the ONS two-thirds of those on zero-hours do not want more 
hours, and those on zero-hours are more likely to be young, old or in full-time 
education. But it is worrying to see people with children – who usually want regular, 
reliable hours – on these contracts.

Other forms of casualised work, including temporary work, agency work and short-
hour contracts, are also common. Large numbers of people are underemployed and 
would like more hours. For example, 29% of workers on zero-hours contracts are 
underemployed compared to 11% of the rest of population (Resolution Foundation, 
2014).

A number of respondents reported that full-time contracts were becoming 
increasingly rare. In some firms, short-hours contracts had become the norm 
with additional hours regularly available but by no means guaranteed. Many 
of the respondents who were on these contracts were underemployed and 
expressed a preference for a standard full-time contract. Extra hours were 
seen to be offered to those who had a close relationship with managers and 
were another instance in the eyes of respondents of where less than complete 
flexibility could see an employee frozen out. This suggests many of the same 
concerns seen around zero-hours contracts could be repeated among workers 
on more standard contracts. 

(Resolution Foundation, Escape Plan, November 2014)

The current government has no plans to scrap or remove zero-hours contracts or 
to regulate casualisation of labour. Indeed, since May 2014, Jobcentres have been 
able to “mandate zero-hours contracts”, meaning jobseekers can be sanctioned if 
they refuse an offer of employment on a zero-hours contract (TUC, 2014). This is 
in the context of an increasingly punitive regime at Jobcentre Plus more generally 
(Skills Network, 2014).

In the July 2015 budget, the government announced a rise in the minimum wage 
to £7.20 an hour from April 2016. However, gains made by low-paid workers as a 
result of this are outweighed by the loss in benefits resulting from cuts to in-work 
benefits. 



2015 Trade Union Bill

Since	the	late	1970s,	the	erosion	of	workers’	capacity	to	bargain	collectively	through	trade	unions	
has	 contributed	 significantly	 to	 UK	 employment	 insecurity.	 The	 level	 of	 collective	 bargaining	
coverage	in	1979	was	82%;	today,	it	is	about	23%	(Institute	for	Employment	Studies,	2015).	The	
Trade	Union	Bill	currently	passing	through	parliament	will	push	this	trend	further.

What’s	the	story?
Ministers	present	the	bill	as	an	attempt	to	stop	unions	using	bullying	tactics	and	to	ensure	workers	
have	a	 choice	about	paying	 subscription	 fees	 and	 fully	 back	 industrial	 action.	 They	argue	 the	
measures	will	stop	“endless”	strikes,	even	though	official	data	shows	that	UK	work	days	 lost	 to	
strike	 action	 are	 low	 compared	 to	 other	 countries	 and	 to	 previous	 years	 (BBC,	 15	 September	
2015).	They	also	argue	 that	curbing	 the	strike	powers	of	 trade	unions	will	help	 the	 lowest-paid	
workers	in	the	country,	who	suffer	when,	for	example,	they	cannot	get	to	work	on	public	transport.

What	will	the	Trade	Union	Bill	do?
There	 are	 issues	 that	 need	 to	 be	 addressed	 within	 trade	 unions.	 Historically,	 benefits	 have	
tended	 to	 be	 concentrated	 on	 sectors	 that	 largely	 employ	 white	 men,	 rather	 than	 those	 that	
employ	women	or	ethnic	minorities,	and	this	has	contributed	to	existing	pay	gaps	between	men	
and	women.	There	continue	to	be	problematic	entrenched	power	hierarchies	within	trade	unions.	
However,	many	argue	that	the	bill’s	contents	will	seriously	undermine	unions’	ability	to	effectively	
stand	up	for	their	members	against	management	and	corporate	power.

Professor	Keith	Ewing	and	John	Hendy	QC,	 speaking	 for	 the	Employment	Rights	 Institute	 (see	
www.youtube.com/watch?v=FZsS9tG9TgA),	 suggest	 that	 the	 bill	 is	 attacking	 Trade	 Unions	 in	
three	serious	ways:	 	

1.	 Attacking	 financial	stability	by	abolishing	 the	use	of	automatic	subscription	payments	
for	 public	 sector	 trade	 unions.	 The	 bill	 suggests	 moving	 to	 an	 opt-in	 system,	 under	
which	unions	would	have	three	months	to	sign	people	up,	and	members	would	have	to	
opt	in	again	every	five	years.

2.	 Attacking	work-place	 representation	by	allowing	government	 to	 regulate	 the	 time	and	
facilities	offered	to	union	representatives	by	employers.

3.	 Attacking	the	right	to	strike		through	procedural	obligations,	like	imposing	a	14-day	notice	
requirement	for	strike	action;	imposing	thresholds,	notably	that	50%	of	people	eligible	
to	vote	must	do	so	before	a	vote	is	considered	valid	and	by	the	special	requirement	that	
40%	must	vote	 in	 favour	of	action.	 In	 the	UK,	 the	ballot	has	 to	be	postal,	unlike	other	
countries	with	a	50%	ballot	threshold,	such	as	Australia,	where	workplace	balloting	and	
electronic	voting	are	also	permitted	to	ensure	a	high	turnout.

Critics	 have	 challenged	 other	 aspects	 of	 the	 bill,	 notably	 the	 requirement	 that	 unions	 provide	
two	 weeks’	 notice	 of	 any	 action	 to	 employers	 and	 police,	 including	 use	 of	 social	 media,	 and	
picketing	workers	give	their	names	to	the	police.	Conservative	MP	and	civil-liberties	campaigner	
David	 Davis	 has	 warned	 such	 obligations	may	 infringe	 human	 rights,	 telling	 the	 Commons:	 “I	
particularly	am	offended	by	the	idea	that	a	picket	organiser	needs	to	give	his	name	to	the	police.	



This	 to	me	 is	 a	 serious	 restriction	of	 freedom	of	 association.”(The Independent,	 14	September	
2015)

Others	 have	 voiced	 concern	 about	 the	 changing	 role	 of	 the	 certification	 officer	 (CO),	 the	
government-appointed	official	who	acts	as	 trade	union	 regulator,	 and	whose	powers	would	be	
significantly	enhanced	under	the	trade	union	bill.	The	proposed	law	would	allow	the	CO	to	bring	
a	 complaint	 against	 the	 union	 about	 a	 breach	 of	 any	 of	 the	 obligations	 above;	 decide	 on	 the	
outcome	of	the	complaint;	and	impose	a	fine.	 	

Lack	of	collective	bargaining	therefore	means	employees	are	even	less	able	to	fight	the	changes	
in	the	labour	market	which	are	making	their	work	more	insecure	and	less	well	paid.	As	a	member	
of	one	focus	group	put	it:

“I think that people in the workplace need someone to speak up and stand up for them, because 
when they take away the trade union, who is going to do that? The people? They not going to have 
no rights, they just going to walk all over them. And anything they give us we have to accept it, 
because we haven’t got nobody to say, ‘well maybe you sould think about, you don’t have to take 
it’… how does that work? How is that gonna work? That is very frightening, I think.”

Interview	with	a	Tres	Cosas	campaigner
“[My	working	situation]	was	really	bad;	it	was	critical.	We	were	earning	very	little	whilst	working	
really	hard.”	

That	 describes	 the	 campaigner’s	 work	 situation	 five	 years	 ago,	 but	 things	 have	 changed	
considerably	 since	 then.	 In	 2011,	 a	 group	 of	 university	 cleaners	 banded	 together	 and	 formed	
their	own	union	and	fairly	quickly	won	the	London	Living	Wage	for	members.	Buoyed	by	this	early	
success,	 they	 then	 launched	 the	 Tres	 Cosas	 campaign,	 which	 focuses	 on	 securing	 a	 decent	
pension,	better	holiday	pay	and	sick	pay	for	employees.	The	respondent	explains	how	the	latter	
could	be	a	 real	hardship:	 “We	 risked	 losing	our	 jobs	 just	 from	being	 ill,	because	 they	wouldn’t	
pay	us	anything,	even	though	they	knew	we	weren’t	able	to	work.”	

The	cleaners	took	strike	action	and	put	pressure	on	their	employers,	eventually	winning	the	trio	
of	 concessions	 they	were	 campaigning	 for.	 The	 interviewed	campaigner	 says	 of	 their	 success	
“the	union	has	been	fundamental.	If	it	had	been	just	us	alone,	we	wouldn’t	have	been	able	to	do	
it.	The	companies	are	deaf	anyway	...	and	they	don’t	listen	to	us.”	She	added,	“It	infuriates	them	
when	they	see	someone	who	refuses	to	shut	up	and	who	fights	for	their	rights.”

The	 current	 government	 has	 proposed	 a	 Trade	Union	Bill	 that	will	 limit	 the	 ability	 of	 unions	 to	
organise	and	go	on	strike.	The	Tres	Cosas	campaigner		campaigner	felt	this	might	make	standing	
up	for	workers’	rights	harder	in	some	ways,	but	that	there	would	always	be	people	willing	to	carry	
on	the	fight.	She	said	that	being	a	member	of	a	trade	union	was	forbidden	in	her	home	country,	
so	workplace	organising	seemed	easier	in	the	UK	by	comparison.	

She	is	philosophical	about	the	gains	that	can	be	made-	“Our	starting	point	is	a	bad	situation,	and	
going	back	isn’t	an	option,	so	we	have	to	keep	going	forward.”	She	continues,	“One	day	things	
will	get	better.	It’s	the	only	hope	we	have,	that	one	day	we’ll	find	the	solution.”

But	 she	 has	 clear	 advice	 for	 others	 working	 in	 precarious	 situations	 -	 “When	 the	 opportunity	
presents	itself,	don’t	be	afraid.	Get	stuck	in,	get	involved.”	She	encourages	people	to	speak	out	
in	the	face	of	exploitative	employment	practices,	as	this	is	how	we	can	collectively	make	change	
happen.	
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2.	What’s	Our	Story?	
Missing	out,	
juggling	costs	
and	the	changing	
face	of	debt

Some	 of	 our	 interviewees	 felt	 that	 they	 were	
“not	 better	 off”	 as	 a	 result	 of	 working,	 or	 at	
least	 that	 they	 had	 been	 given	 false	 hope.	
They	were	disappointed	at	still	being	unable	to	
provide	–	particularly	for	their	children	–	as	well	
as	 they	 would	 like.	 Part	 of	 this	 story	 is	 about	
managing	the	loss	of	benefits	and	support,	and	
part	 is	 about	 managing	 new	 and	 sometimes	
unforeseen	 costs.	 Some	 of	 these	 challenges	
are	 about	 poverty	 broadly,	 and	 affect	 both	
those	 who	 work	 and	 those	 who	 don’t.	 Others	
are	specifically	linked	to	being	in	insecure,	low-
paid	work.

To	 cope,	 our	 research	 participants	 often	 had	
to	 take	 on	 debt	 or	 seek	 charity,	 leading	 to	

practical,	 social	 and	 emotional	 stress.	 Some	
said	they	were	able	to	borrow	from	family	–	and	
knew	 themselves	 to	 be	 “lucky”.	 Others	 were	
caught	 in	 a	 cycle	 of	 pay-day	 loans	 and	 debt.	
Policy	 researchers	 from	 the	 Citizens	 Advice	
Bureau	(CAB)	described	how	the	 landscape	of	
borrowing	 and	 debt	 has	 dramatically	 changed	
over	 the	past	 two	years.	 In	 the	past,	 the	debts	
seen	 by	 CAB	 were	 largely	 owed	 to	 pay-day	
and	other	consumer	 lenders.	Now,	the	majority	
concern	 rent	 arrears,	 council	 tax	 (which	many	
are	having	 to	pay	 for	 the	 first	 time),	and	basic	
household	 bills.	 This	 is	 partly	 the	 result	 of	
recent	 crackdowns	 on	 pay-day	 lenders,	 who	
are	now	required	to	check	 if	people	can	afford	
the	 debt	 before	 lending	 money	 and	 are	 only	
permitted	 to	 charge	 limited	 interest.	While	 this	
regulation	is	welcome	in	many	respects,	it	also	
means	short-term	loans	are	no	longer	available	
to	many	people.	

Failure	 to	pay	off	 this	second	category	of	debt	
–	what	the	CAB	calls	“priority	bills”	–	has	much	
more	 serious	 consequences	 than	 failure	 to	
pay	back	 a	pay-day	 loan.	Commercial	 lenders	
expect	 that	some	people	will	be	unable	 to	pay	
back	 their	 loans,	 and	 therefore	 build	 this	 loss	
of	 revenue	 into	 their	 business	model.	 Pay-day	
debt	 is	 also	 unsecured	 and	 usually	 concerns	
small	amounts,	meaning	that	even	if	the	lenders	
threaten	 debtors	 with	 severe	 consequences	
such	as	the	loss	of	their	house,	they	are	highly	
unlikely	 to	 succeed	 in	 recovering	 money	 this	
way	 in	 court.	 Local	 authorities,	 however,	 are	
clear	 that	 they	 have	 a	 moral	 and	 civic	 duty	
to	 collect	 taxes	 and	 payments,	 and	 are	 more	
active	 in	 their	pursuit	of	debts.	 “Priority	debts”	
are	also	often	 linked	 to	housing,	which	can	be	
taken	 away,	 or	 utility	 services,	 which	 can	 be	
cut	 off,	 providing	creditors	with	more	effective	
avenues	 for	 recovering	money	and	responding	
to	default.	Researchers	from	both	CAB	and	The	
Children’s	 Society	 stress	 the	 severity	 of	 the	
consequences	 of	 the	 debts	 burdening	 many	
people	 today,	 for	 example	 eviction	 from	 their	
homes	 or	 court	 rulings	 preventing	 individuals	
from	borrowing	in	the	future.	

Some	of	our	
interviewees	felt	

that	they	were	
“not	better	off”	
as	a	result	of	
working,	or	at	
least	that	they	

had	been	given	
false	hope.								
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Temporary agency work 

Temporary agency work constitutes a significant part of recent job-growth in the UK. Estimates 
on the number of temporary agency workers in the UK economy vary. Labour Force Survey 
(LFS) data point to 321,165 temporary agency workers in the UK in 2012 constituting 1.27% 
of the employed workforce (Forde and Slater 2014). In the same year, the British government 
and	employers’	organisation	Recruitment	and	Employment	Confederation	 jointly	estimated	 the	
number of agency workers at around 1.1 million (University of Bath, May 2015).

View from an agency worker:
The interviewee works for the HR advice centre that serves the Metropolitan Police Service 
(MPS) in London. It is a 24-hour service and the personnel work in shifts. Until this year, advice 
workers were MPS staff. Some were permanent; others came through a temping agency. While 
this service has been under MPS control, temps working there for a year have been given the 
opportunity to apply for a permanent position. However, in December 2015 the advice function 
will be taken over by Shared Services Connected Ltd, a part-private, part-government-owned 
company which is also absorbing some HR functions in the NHS and Department for Work and 
Pensions.  They plan to close down the London office, and work only from Wales and the North. 
Permanent staff have been made redundant and agency staff told their contracts will end in 
December and they cannot be guaranteed work after that. The interviewee told us:

I have been working for two years here, as a temp, through an agency. Previously to that, I 
have been on and off in permanent positions. As temps we do get some of the same terms 
and conditions as permanent staff. For example, they get 28 days holiday a year and so 
do we. I also like the fact that I get paid weekly. But we do not get sick pay. And the worst 
thing is not having any stability, not being able to plan, not knowing how long you will have 
work. My ideal would be to have a permanent, stable job, financial stability. It makes me 
anxious and stressed, and I cannot plan. I do not have children, but I know that some of 
the other temps here are mothers, which makes it even worse for them – especially now, 
knowing that after Christmas they might not have work. They only have to give you a 
week’s notice – it hasn’t happened to me, but it has happened to others I know, and they 
felt not just stressed, but also betrayed and used as well. You’ve been working somewhere 
a long time, you would think they would give you the time you need to find another job. You 
cannot find another job in a week.

They’ve done it [increased use of agency, temp workers] for the employer more than 
anything. It’s money saving I think, and they can just get rid of us. I don’t know how they 
expect people to plan their lives around these contracts. Yes, I have heard them talk about 
“flexible working” and zero-hour contracts, and I think it is really terrible. It only benefits 
the employer, not the employees – maybe if you are a student and want to give up quickly 
– but for people looking for long-term work, financial stability, it is terrible.

I have been lucky, after I had been here a year, before they announced being taken over 
by the new company, I applied for a two-year fixed-term contract in another department of 
MPS. I just found out I was successful. So I am lucky. The other temps are really stressing 
out. They don’t get redundancy or anything. The new company have made it clear that 
temps won’t get those opportunities to apply for permanent positions anymore. 
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Increasingly,	people’s	debt	is	
rent	and	bills	arrears	rather	than	loans.	

Failure	to	pay	off“priority	bills”	
has	much	more	serious	consequences	

than	failure	to	pay	back	a	pay-day	loan,	
including	the	possible	loss	of	your	home.	
Local	authorities	are	clear	that	they	have	

a	moral	and	civic	duty	to	collect	taxes	
and	payments,	and	are	more	active	in	

their	pursuit	of	debts.

Many	participants	had	found	they	were	no	better	
off	 financially	 once	 they	 were	 working	 and	 in	
fact	were	less	secure.	This	is	partly	because	of	
the	loss	of	housing	and	other	benefits.	

“Okay, I am working now, but I have 
less money now than [when] I was on 
benefits…  To me it makes more sense 
being on benefits because I get my rent, 
I get my council tax paid, I still get my 
money, the kids still get their money. They 
get free school meals.  I get half price 
Oyster. And every six months I can apply 
for crisis loan.” 

“I am not now entitled to free school 
meals, not entitled to milk… I have 
actually used food banks in the past, and 
local community centres as well. Not so 
much at the present moment because we 
are not actually entitled to that because 
we work – a lot of people say if you are 
working, you should be able to manage 
that.” 

“When I started to work, housing benefit 
and council tax and all that was stopped.” 

Work	 also	 brought	 them	 extra	 costs,	 notably	
childcare,	 travel,	 and	 items	 which	 were	
previously	 subsidised,	 like	 school	 trips	 and	
meals.	 	 These	 additional	 costs	 left	 most	
participants	broke	or	 in	debt	 at	 the	end	of	 the	
month.	 Women	 described	 juggling	 bills,	 rent,	
and	 council	 tax	 –	 not	 paying	 one	 in	 order	 to	
pay	another,	in	a	continuous	effort	to	keep	their	
heads	above	water.	

“When	I	started	
to	work,	
housing	benefit	
and	council	tax	
and	all	that	
was	stopped.”	



Policy Context 

The July 2015 budget announced by 
Chancellor George Osborne on behalf of 
the newly formed Conservative government 
pledged to support “hardworking families” 
and celebrated a “national pay-rise” following 
an increase in the minimum wage. But what 
does the picture really look like for people 
stuck in low-paid, insecure work?

In-work benefits are being cut and eroded, 
often in hidden ways:

“This government and in coalition are 
all…[helping]	 ‘hardworking	 families’,	
but… if you actually look at the details 
of	 their	 policies,	 it’s	 making	 it	 much,	
much harder for working families… 
The changes reduce the amount you 
are financially better off from working – 
but	 that	 is	not	something	we’ve	heard	
in the news.” 

(Kayley	Hignell,	Citizens’	Jury	Witness,	
Citizens Advice Bureau).

The main benefits supporting people who 
are in work but cannot afford basic expenses 

are housing benefit, council tax support, tax 
credits, and free school meals.

The number of working people who rely on 
in-work benefits to survive is increasing. 
In 2008, around 430,000 people in work 
claimed housing benefit; today there are 
over 1 million. It is harder to compare data 
on tax credits, as the rules have changed 
a lot since they were introduced in 2003. 
Expenditure has increased, but the claimant 
count has dropped from 5.7 million to 4.5 
million families. This means more money is 
being spent on tax credits, but fewer people 
are receiving it.

Hidden cuts erode the value of benefits in 
ways we are not always aware of:

Some changes to benefits legislation affect 
the law book. These have to go through 
parliament and can be opposed and debated 
by the opposition parties. The media and 
public usually learn about these changes 
pretty quickly.

But there are other shifts that happen under 
the radar. These are “technical” changes 
that do not affect the law, and so do not 
need to go through parliament, but do alter 
procedures and “guidance” in ways that can 
significantly reduce the amount of support 
people receive.

Clear cuts:

Currently, the amount of housing benefit and 
tax credits you receive increases with every 
new child born to reflect increased costs. 
From April 2017, this will only apply to the 
first two children. If you have a third child, 
your benefits will not increase. This change 
in the law will only apply to new claimants, or 
to existing claimants who have another child. 
If you are already claiming for three or more 
children, your claim will not be affected. 

Hidden cuts?

Freezing the rate at which benefits increase.

Benefit increases have been capped at 1% 
per year since 2013, a change from the 
previous system under which rises were 

The language of ‘living wage’ is something 
we’ve found we need to be careful about 
currently.		For	years	it	has	been	part	of	a	social	
justice	campaign	based	on	the	premise	that	
people	deserve	a	wage	that	allows	them	to	live	
decently.		The	government’s	current	use	of	the	
term	represents	something	different,	based	on	
different	calculations	and	a	different	premise.	
Groups	ranging	from	The	Living	Wage	Foundation	
to	The	Sun	newspaper	have	said	that	the	overall	
loss	in	income	for	many	low-paid	workers	
represents	a	fundamental	shift	in	the	meaning	of	
the	term.	We	would	suggest	that	the	use	of	the	
term	by	the	government	is	a	coopting.

The	policy	sounds	good	in	theory,	in	practice	just	
23%	of	all	employees	are	likely	to	have	received	
an	increase	in	their	pay	by	2020	(RF,	2015)	 	
and	the	institute	of	fiscal	studies	suggests	that	
the	wage	increase	only	offsets	around	26%	of	
losses	for	those	in	work	and	eligible	for	benefits	
including	tax	credit.



linked to inflation. This means the value 
of benefits erodes if growing living costs 
outstrip increases in welfare payments. The 
money goes less far.  

Changes in how much you can earn before 
you start losing benefits.

The Summer 2015 budget cut the amount 
you can earn before you start to lose working 
tax credits (the so-called “work allowance”) 
from £6,420 to £3,850. The rate at which 
benefits are withdrawn above this level will 
also increase, rising from 41% to 48% of 
your income. This means that once claimants 
are earning above the income threshold, tax 
credits will be withdrawn at a rate of 48p for 
every extra pound. The shift will have a big 
impact on the benefits people receive, with 
some families losing more than £2,000 a 
year. 

This change will happen in April 2016 and will 
affect people already claiming benefits. CAB 
staff are worried about the implications: 

“People have already calculated their 
benefits claim for the year – so how 
are they going to tell people? Plus 
everyone’s	 tax	 credits	 are	 different.	 It	
is very complicated, and is going to 
result in a lot of overpayments, which 
people will then have to find the funds 
to pay back.” 

(Kayley Hignell)

There has been considerable criticism from 
both within and without government about 
the proposed cuts to working tax credits – 
watch this space.  

The changing data on the kinds of problems people bring into the Citizens 
Advice Bureau (CAB) highlights the impacts of changing policies:

•	 CAB	has	seen	increases	in	enquiries	relating	to	benefit	debt	of	between	15%	
and	28%	compared	to	last	year.

•	 There	has	been	a	28%	increase	in	people	coming	in	for	advice	about	tax	
credits.

•	 Two	years	ago,	people	were	seeking	advice	about	debt	related	to	loans	
and	credit	cards.	Now,	the	majority	want	advice	because	they	cannot	pay	
household	bills.

At earnings of £8ph
Awarded based on 
Current Tax Credit 

rules

Award based on Tax 
Credit rule change - 

income threshold and 
taper change

Change per annum

Couple	with	1	child,	
1	working	37	hours	pw.	

1	working	18.5pw
£646 £0 -£646

Couple	with	2	children,	
1	working	37	hours	pw.	

1	working	18.5pw
£2636 £236 -£2400

Single	parent	with	
2	children.	

Working	37	hours
£5792 £3930 -£1862



W h a t ’ s  o u r  s t o r y ? 40

“ I	have	to	pay	for	breakfast	
club…	because	I	have	to	start	

work	at	8:30.	so	my	daughter	goes	
to	breakfast	club	which	is	£20	a	
week,	£80	a	month.	And	I	have	to	
pay	for	her	school	dinners.”

So with your travel do you get any kind of 
discount on that?

“ No.	It’s	out	of	my	pocket.		£21.50	a	week.		And	
luckily	I	go	by	bus	and	come	back	by	bus.		So…	but	I	
don’t	use	that	–	I	have	to	buy	a	bus	pass	because	my	

kids’	[school	is]	next	to	home.	My	shop	is	next	to	home.	
I	only	use	that	bus	pass	to	go	to	work.”

“ We	spend	about	£200	a	month	
on	travel.	So	a	lot	of	the	time	I	

borrow	my	partner’s	bus	pass	to	try	
and	get	me	to	and	fro	from	work.”

“ My	partner	does	full	time.	And	
I	have	part-time	work.	My	cost	is	
£300	per	term	for	my	childcare	for	
the	after	school	club.	And	then	

for	weekly	–	I	pay	£10	an	hour	for	
my	childminder.	And	I	have	that	
three	times	a	week	and	that’s	two	
hours	per	week.	And	she	collects	
and	drops	them	off	to	after-school	
club.	And	my	after-school	club	is	
discounted	because	I	work	for	a	

company	that	looks	after	children…	
I	don’t	get	income	support,	I	

don’t	get	child	maintenance.	I	get	
working	tax	credit	that	support	

same.	75%	help	with	my	childcare.	
And	a	small	amount	of	money	for	

living	costs.”

Does the money you have coming in cover all 
the things you need?

“ With	very	careful	budgeting,	yes.	Just.	Just.	But	I	have	
to	be	very,	very	careful.	Very	careful.	And	at	times	when	
things	have	been	a	bit	short,	I	have	to	not	pay	one	bill	so	
that	I	can	pay	another…	then	I	have	had	to	sort	of	maybe	
switch	it	maybe	round	another	month,	so	I	miss	another	
payment	from	a	different	company.	So	it’s	not	the	same	

company	I	am	missing,	if	that	makes	sense.”

Managing	the	money...
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“ “Childcare	cost	is	absolutely	phenomenal.	It’s	
outrageous.	It’s	like	having	a	mortgage	around	your	
neck.	I	mean	lucky	enough	for	me	I	have	only	got	to	
do	breakfast	club	and	sometimes	I	might	have	to	do	
after-school	club.	Not	like	an	after-school	activity	

club	but	you	know	she	might	have	to	go	there	if	I	am	
working	till	5	or	something.	And	it	just	costs	so	much	
money.	And	it’s	that…	£20	or	£30	a	week…	that	£80	
to	£100	a	month	that…	you	could	have	sort	of	as	your	
family	money.	You	could	say	to	the	children	we	can	

go	out	and	have	a	dinner	tonight.	Or	we	can	go	to	the	
pictures	or	something.	But	you	just	haven’t	got	it.	And	
I	just	think	the	government	need	to	look	at	situations	

like	childcare	costs	to	help	us.”

“ Yes	she	has	a	school	uniform.	But	that	I	bought...	bit	by	
bit	over	the	six	weeks	holiday.	And	her	shoes	are	just	busting	
through	now.	And	we	was	walking	home	having	a	conversation,	
I	said	you	have	got	to	make	them	last.	Please	make	them	last!	
You’ve	only	got	about	eight	weeks	left	of	school.	So	I	will	be	
getting	out	the	superglue	at	the	weekend	and	sticking	it	back	
together.	And	if	they	do	fall	apart	it	will	just	be	a	pair	of	black	
Primark	pumps,	I	am	afraid,	to	last	her…	because	she	goes	to	
secondary	school	this	September	and	I	am	absolutely	dreading	
it,	because…	obviously	it’s	blazer	and…	equipment…	it’s	going	

to	be	a	nightmare.	I	am	not	looking	forward	to	it	at	all.”

“ During	the	winter	months	it	can	be	
quite	hard	because,	you	know,	gas	is	

quite	expensive,	so	usually	would	have	to	
go	use	heaters.	Or	we	would	have	to	go	
and	put	an	extra	blanket	on	the	bed	just	
to	kind	of	keep	warm,	because	heating	
the	house	can	be	quite	expensive	on	a	

low	income.”

Does the money you have coming in 
cover all the things you need?

“ No,	certainly	not.	There’s	a	lot	of	things	that	
like	sometimes	we	have	to	wait	about…	a	water	bill	
or	things	that	we	need	to	pay	off.	Or	like	maybe	
we	have	to	wait	a	couple	of	months	if	we	need	
something	urgently.		But	no	it	doesn’t	cover.”
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Women	 described	 a	 range	 of	 strategies	 they	
adopted	 to	 cope	 with	 financial	 challenges.	
Some	borrowed	 from	 friends	 and	 family;	 some	
took	out	pay-day	and	providence	loans.

“Many a time after work, middle of the 
week or middle of the month or towards 
the end of the month, we would have 
to borrow from friends and family. And 
possibly quite a lot of the time from pay-
day loans just to kind of get us through 
the month.” 

One	woman	shared	her	particularly	distressing	
experience	of	getting	into	serious	debt	when	she	
started	working,	and	the	extreme	sacrifices	she	
had	to	make	to	get	herself	out	of	the	situation.

“I had a situation that I have just this 
last month got out of – with [a debt 
collector]. Because … when I started to 
work, housing benefit and council tax 
and all that was stopped. And I thought 
I would get a little bit of help. And they 
came back and they said they had made 
a decision that they wasn’t going to help 
me. And it left me in rent arrears, council 
tax arrears. Then they – the council – 
went to court and I was transferred over 
to [the debt collector]. And I was paying 
them off and I missed some payments and 
I had bailiffs snapping at my heels. And 
that come very… really, really stressful. I 
was trying to explain to the guy that you 
know, I had a £160 in the bank and that 
you know, I would pay and he wasn’t – 
because I was working – didn’t want to 
know. I had to make that payment in full 
or they are going to enter my property and 
take my things.  So last month I took the 
whole of my wages – I paid them off. You 
know, so it’s been a really, really difficult 
month. And my housing officer came 
a couple of days later and I was quite 
distressed and that. And we was talking 
and she actually sent me some food bank 
vouchers, because she heard about my 
situation and that.  And I just felt so bad. 
I said, you know, I am working and stuff. 
And she said look just take them and just 

help you get through the month. Just go 
and get some pasta and stuff like that. So 
that’s what I had to resort to…” 

Would you describe yourself as in debt 
now?

“In debt? Yes, I would definitely – there 
are three… I owe money to quite a lot of 
people.  And also housing benefit and 
council tax, me and my partner.”

Have you ever had to go to court 
because of it?

“No, but I’ve had CCJs.“(County Court 
Judgement – a court ruling in favour of 
the lender, which means you cannot get 
credit in the future.)

Hopes	of	being	able	to	provide	a	little	extra,	do	
a	 little	 more	 with	 and	 for	 the	 children,	 have	 a	
life	outside	of	work	and	the	stress	of	managing	
money	were	often	dashed.	This	could	sometimes	
provoke	 feelings	 of	 disappointment,	 shame,	
and	sometimes	anger	at	a	sense	of	 false	hope	
that	women	felt	they	had	been	given.	

Some	women	
borrowed	

from	friends	
and	family;	

some	took	out	
pay-day	and	
providence	

loans.
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Hopes	of	being	able	to	do	a	little	
more	with	and	for	the	children,	
have	a	life	outside	of	work	
were	often	dashed.	

“When I had started work, I actually 
thought that it would be easier. That I 
would have money to go and buy things 
when I want to without having to save…  
you know, just life in general just to be 
a bit easier. And it’s not…For us to go to 
Brighton for the day, just the train alone, 
costs like £60 or £70. And I couldn’t afford 
that.”

“Because I am going to work – okay, I 
am only working four hours a day, I am 
still going out to work to come out of the 
system, to be able to give my kids maybe 
something that I couldn’t do… but I can’t 
even do that.” 
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3.	The	Story	of	Progression

“We are for the ladder, let all try their best to climb!”

(David Cameron, the Prime Minister, quoting Winston Churchill)

What’s	the	story
The	 key	 is	 to	 get	 a	 job	 –	 any	 job	 –	 and	
progress.	Once	you	are	in	a	job	it	is	UP	TO	
YOU	as	an	individual	to	look	for	opportunities	
TO	 PROGRESS	 up	 the	 career	 ladder,	 get	
more	pay,	improve	your	situation!	If	you	do	
not,	 it	 is	 because	 you	 are	 “choosing”	 not	
to.	 These	 are	 people	 who	 have	 no	 or	 low	
“aspiration”.	 It	 is	 up	 to	 individuals	 to	 find	
their	way	out….

Does	this	story	make	any	
sense?

Three	 quarters	 of	 people	 do	 not	 escape	 from	
low	 pay	 over	 a	 10-year	 period	 (Resolution	
Foundation,	2014).

Some	 groups	 find	 it	 particularly	 difficult	 to	
move	out	of	low-paid	work:

•	 part-time	 workers	 (who	 are	 mainly	
women

•	 single	 parents	 (who	 are	 mainly	
women)

•	 older	 workers	 and	 people	 with	
disabilities

•	 employees	outside	of	large	companies

•	 people	working	in	hospitality	or	sales	
(retail)

•	 people	 working	 in	 the	 private	 sector	
(CESI)

When	 people	 have	 “chosen”	 not	 to	 take	
“promotions”,	 it	 is	 often	 because	 it	 would	
involve	 a	 lot	 more	 responsibility	 without	 more	
pay	 OR	 because	 they	 did	 not	 want	 to	 risk	
leaving	a	steady	job.

The	 notion	 of	 “progression”	 can	 be	 framed	 in	 different	 ways,	 for	 example	 using	
“ladder”	or	“escape”	imagery,	which	position	it	differently.	The	Resolution	Foundation	
uses	the	metaphor	of	an	“escape	plan”	to	capture	the	idea	that	progression	is	actually	
difficult,	 that	 people	 are	 held	back	 against	 their	will	 and	 that	 it	 is	 not	 necessarily	 a	
“choice”.	But	 this	 language	still	 tends	 to	emphasise	 the	need	 for	 individuals	 to	 find	
ways	out	of	 low-paid,	 insecure	work,	as	opposed	to	challenging	structural	 injustices	
in	the	existence	of	exploitative	work	and	problems	in	the	way	we	value	different	types	
of	work.
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What’s	Our	Story?	

“ And	the	reason	why	I	left	housekeeping	is	that	sometimes	
I	see	myself	as...	being	stopped.	Because	you	don’t	have	
any	upgrades	except	to	have	more	work	to	do.	Because	

even	if	you	are	going	to	renew	a	way	of	your	training,	it	will	
be…	to	work,	sit	down	and	watch	some	DVD	and	go	out.	 	

There	is	no	update,	there	is	no	new	thing.”

There’s no progression? No training kind of thing?

“ No,	because	the	way…	it’s	like	the	way	cleaning	companies	
work	is	totally	different	than	other	companies.		Where	I	am...	I	

clean	accommodation	for	students,	they	have	a	client.	As	long	as	
that	client	is	happy,	they	will	never	move	me	from	that	site.”

Do you have any opportunity for training and later 
possibility of increasing money possibly?

“ I	won’t	have...	I	won’t	increase	my	money	or	my	position.	
Definitely	not	for	now.”
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4.	The	Story	of	Self-employment

What’s	the	story
Individuals	MAKE	THE	CHOICE	 to	move	 into	SELF-
EMPLOYMENT	so	they	can	have	more	flexibility,	start	
their	own	businesses,	earn	more,	better	themselves	
and	take	control	of	their	working	lives.	These	people	
are	 heroic	 ENTREPRENEURS,	 creating	 wealth	 and	
jobs	 and	 saving	 the	 economy!	 Anyone	 can	 do	 it	 if	
you	try	hard	enough.	

Does	this	story	make	any	
sense?

The labour market recovery in London, which has 
been led by the growth in self-employment, has 
gathered pace since 2012 with recent growth in 
the number of employees. However, real incomes 
among the self-employed have been falling at a 
faster rate than real incomes for employees. This 
puts the labour market recovery in context, with half 
of Londoners in poverty coming from working 
families and one-fifth of workers now self-
employed (NPI, 2015).

•	Gingerbread	found	that	–	far	from	being	a	“choice”	
–	 many	 single	 parents	 are	 being	 FORCED	 into	
self-employment,	because	their	benefits	are	being	
removed	and	there	is	NO	SECURE	WORK	available	
for	 them.	Very	few	do	well,	and	many	are	earning	
well	below	the	minimum	wage.

•	They	 found	 that	 20%	 of	 single	 parents	 surveyed	
were	self-employed;	32%	of	these	had	moved	into	
self-employment	in	the	past	two	years.	

•	A	lot	of	this	increase	is	because:	

- employers	 are	 forcing	 people	 into	 taking	
“self-employed	 contracts”,	 instead	 of	 normal	
employee	contracts	

-  Jobcentre	advisors	are	encouraging	people	to	
register	as	self-employed.	In	fact	these	people	
are	unemployed,	but	count	as	employed!

•	There	 is	 higher	 risk	 of	 low	pay	 (53%)	 and	 half	 of	
those	who	are	“self-employed”	are	paid	below	the	
minimum	wage.	

•	 Income	can	fluctuate	enormously	for	self-employed	
people,	 which	 makes	 it	 very	 difficult	 to	 manage	
benefits	 (which	 are	 dependent	 on	 predicted	
earnings)	and	also	everyday	expenses	like	phone	
and	other	bills.	To	qualify	 for	 the	most	affordable	
contracts,	you	need	stable	earnings.	

•	Research	by	the	Resolution	Foundation	found	that	
most	people	were	‘content’	with	their	status	as	self-
employed.	 However,	 this	 must	 be	 understood	 in	
the	context	of	limited	and	often	bleak	options	and	
what	different	people	understand	by	‘contentment’.	
We	have	found	a	mixed	picture.	

There	 is	 encouragement	 from	 the	
government	 for	 people	 to	 become	 self-
employed	and	at	 first	 it	 seems	attractive,	
especially	 if	 you	 have	 recently	 become	
unemployed	 or	 redundant.	 Although	 one	
of	 the	main	 attractions	 of	 becoming	 self-
employed	 is	 no	 longer	 having	 to	 work	
for	 somebody	 else	 there	 are	 several	
disadvantages	 you	 should	 consider.	
These	include	not	being	certain	of	having	
a	 regular	 income,	having	 to	arrange	your	
own	 sick	 pay	 and	 pension	 and	 probably	
having	to	work	long	hours.

(https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/work/
self-employed-or- looking-for-work/self-
employment-checklist/)
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We	interviewed	2	women	who	are	in	the	process	
of	setting	up	 their	own	businesses	 (in	catering	
and	make-up	 artistry),	 and	 one	 who	 has	 been	
working	freelance	as	a	sales	representative	for	
a	company	that	sells	beauty	products.	We	also	
discussed	 the	 story	 of	 ‘self-employment’	 with	
two	 of	 our	 research	 group	 members	 who	 had	
themselves	 taken	on	 ‘freelance’	 roles	either	as	
sales	 representatives	 or	 in	 pyramid	 schemes.	
The	picture	emerging	from	these	interviews	was	
mixed.	

The	 women	 setting	 up	 their	 own	 businesses	
were	happy	at	finally	being	able	to	spend	their	
time	 doing	 something	 they	 enjoyed,	 having	
some	 control	 over	 time	 so	 that	 they	 could	
organise	 their	 children	 and	 felt	 motivated	 by	
their	work,	particularly	 the	positive	 interactions	
with	customers.	

“I was hoping that I could provide myself 
with an income but at the same time still 
be there for my son. Be in control of the 
hours I work, but be able to still bring up 
my son and see him, and partake in his 
kind of upbringing.”

“[W]henever I go to work I’m always 
seeing smiley faces. That is the one thing, 

you know what,  children just smile.”

“The best thing is pleasing the customer, 
when they hire our services and they get 
everything that they ask for, and they are 
happy.”

While	they	did	feel	 they	had	more	control,	 they	
did	not	feel	they	had	more	time	-	and	also	found	
that	every	minute	of	their	day	was	spent	thinking	
about	 the	 business.	 They	 were	 also	 keen	 to	
emphasise	that	it	is	not	as	easy	as	some	of	the	
government	rhetoric	suggests	and	there	is	little	
formal	help	out	there.	

“They don’t offer you know support after 
you’ve signed off really, you know, its just 
kind of here is some money. They send 
you on one – I don’t know if they send you 
on one business course … one business 
course, training course is not going to do 
it.” 

Another	 woman	who	 is	managing	 to	 cover	 her	
rent	working	as	a	sales	representative	however	
felt	that	there	was	help	out	there:	“you	just	need	
to	know	where	to	look	and	where	to	go.”

Both	 women	 have	 already	 spent	 two	 years	
building	 their	 businesses	 and	 are	 only	 now	

Women	we	spoke	to	who	
were	self-employed	
were	happy	to	be	
more	in	control	of	their	time,	
and	to	be	able	to	work	
around	their	children.	
But	they	felt	it	was	not	easy.

What’s	Our	Story?
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beginning	 to	 see	 the	 benefits.	 Neither	 are	
reliant	 on	 their	 businesses	 financially	 –	 one	 is	
working	 two	 other	 jobs	 as	 a	 learning	 assistant	
and	a	cleaner,	the	other	has	an	infant	son	and	is	
still	 able	 to	claim	 income	support.	Without	 this	
financial	 cushion,	 they	 would	 not	 have	 been	
able	to	pursue	their	idea.	Both	feel	that	the	step	
of	 becoming	 financially	 reliant	 on	 businesses	
which	were	potentially	fluctuating	and	unstable,	
and	relied	on	them	and	their	children	being	well	
was	‘very	frightening’	and	both	were	particularly	
worried	about	taking	out	loans.

They	 also	 questioned	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 ‘bold	
heroic	entrepreneur.’	One	of	the	women	felt	that	
yes,	 she	 had	 to	 do	 a	 lot	 herself	 because	 she	
cannot	 afford	 to	 hire	 others	 to	 help	 her	 –	 but	
she	was	also	clear	 this	was	not	something	she	
could	do	alone,	she	relied	on	others	around	her	
to	 ‘bounce	ideas	off’,	 ‘motivate	her’,	 ‘gripe	and	
moan	at’	and	 ‘keep	her	sanity’.	She	also	 relied	
on	 others	 to	 do	 childcare	 when	 she	 needed	
to	 go	 to	 jobs,	 and	 to	 advise	 her	 on	 practical	
things	 like	 where	 to	 print	 fliers.	 Both	 women	
were	adamant	that	the	independent,	self-reliant	
entrepreneur	was	a	false	idea.	

It is quite easy to say the entrepreneur 
story is about the Richard Branson 
factor, it’s the individual who makes it 
through….is that actually the reality?

K: No it isn’t. Without the support of others 

– as much as I’m doing it by myself – but 
I think without building a network around 
me…

S: As much as she’s doing it by herself…
and I know where she is at, I call her up, 
we talk to each other, we mentor each 
other. 

K: Yeah. You create a network of people  
that you bounce ideas off, see how other 
people do stuff… so as much as we are 
not in the same field….  you just need to 
be able to gripe, to gripe at somebody!

“It is not a solo effort. It’s not the Richard 
Branson thing. And there’s no way in hell 
that I believe Richard Branson did it all by 
himself … I am sure he knew somebody 
that helped him with his website. And 
someone that he must have known, that 
nudged him in a direction and said let 
me introduce you to this person…  that’s 
how they make him out, like he was this 
school boy that failed his exam if you just 
put your mind to it.  I mean, it’s not easy, 
you know, it’s not as easy as they made 
out like he just got up one day and did it.”

“ Right now I am not in the position to hold 
up anybody, (never mind the country!) on 
the back of my business… do you know 
what I mean? Yeah… no…. its, I think they 
make it sound easy, and I’ve seen other 
people who have bought into the ‘yeah 
go into being self-employed’ and they’ve 
jumped into it  got loans (S: and they’ve 
regretted it, yeah, and they can’t sign on 
till I don’t know how much weeks? 6?) 
Ages – but its not even just about signing 
on again. Its just such a – coz they don’t 
realise that they’re in a mess until they are  
deep in a mess.” 

The women who had been sales rep for 
companies selling beauty product ranges, or 
part of pyramid scheme spoke mainly of the 

Women	
questioned	the	idea	
of	the	‘bold	heroic	

entrepreneur’	–	
self-employment	

is	not	a	solo	effort.



S k i l l s  N e t w o r k     w w w . t h e s k i l l s n e t w o r k . o r g 4949

challenges, and did not feel they had been able 
to find either satisfaction or control through 
self-employment. 

“I had to pay to get the contract and then 
I could only keep the contract if I sold 
a certain amount of products a month. I 
ended up buying products myself, I was 
losing money.” 

“I was technically self-employed, but the 
lady who was boss spoke to me in a really 
bad way, she was always on my back, 
saying I wasn’t pushing enough, I wasn’t 
trying hard enough. She told me I had to 
go to a two day conference – but I have 
children, so there was no way I could go. 
She got quite angry with me.”

5. What’s our story? 
The Social and Emotional 
Costs of In-Work Poverty 

This	 section	 describes	 our	 findings	 about	 the	
social	and	emotional	impacts	of	in-work	poverty.	
Experiencing	poverty	whilst	in	work	does	not	just	
affect	 a	 person’s	 household	 budget,	 ability	 to	
buy	what	they	need	and	to	save:	it	affects	their	
mental	and	emotional	health,	their	relationships,	
and	their	ability	to	plan	for	the	future.	

Having	a	 job	 that	has	unusual	hours	and	does	
not	 pay	 well	 can	 leave	 you	 juggling	 multiple	
responsibilities	 to	 different	 people	 –children,	
your	employer,	friends	who	help	with	childcare,	
creditors.	You	can	feel	anxious	and	fear	criticism	
from	 people	 around	 you,	 and	 be	 tempted	 to	
isolate	 yourself	 from	 others.	 Some	 women	
expressed	 feeling	 shame	 and	 disappointment	
that	 they	 are	 not,	 despite	 working,	 able	 to	
manage.

Others	 sounded	 worn	 down,	 hopeless,	 and	
exhausted.	Stuck	on	a	bleak,	repetitive	treadmill	
which	 left	 them	no	 time	 for	 things	 they	wanted	
to	do,	like	spend	time	with	their	children.

Where did you picture [yourself] at this 
stage?  

Happiness. I think….

Do you feel stuck in this situation?

Yes. Stuck. I mean…

Yes, I am stuck for this job, because it 
is the same things every day. No relax. 
And go door to door, running bus every 
morning til evening …

I would enjoy for my children. All my life, 
all my friends. But now I don’t have time 
for my family, my friends, my children. 
Every morning, every day. Every hours. 
Same.”

Others	 felt	 frustrated	 and	 outraged	 	 at	
humiliations	which	they	continued	to	experience.

You	can	feel	
anxious	and	
fear	criticism	
from	people
around	you,	
and	be	tempted	
to	isolate	yourself	
from	others
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“Or like what the stupid woman done 
to me in the work programme. She told 
me…’OK, you’ve got a job, we will give 
you £300 to go and get clothes’. I said 
‘OK, where can we go? Can we go to 
Primark?’ She said ‘No, you can’t go to 
Primark because it’s too far and I can’t 
go there in my lunch hour.’ I said ‘OK, so 
the only places we’ve got here in Brixton 
is Marks and Spencer’s and [unclear] 
which is more expensive.’ She goes ‘well 
yeah that’s it’…I said to her ‘OK, can I go 
in the morning, pick up the things that I 
can and then you just come with me and 
pay with the credit card?’ So we went to 
Marks and Spencer’s. She goes ‘Oh we 
can’t get this, we can’t get that because 
it’s too expensive.’ I said ‘but you said I 
have got £300.’ She goes ‘No, who told 
you that?’ This was in the shop, in Marks 
and Spencer’s in Brixton. And then I got 
these trousers – black trousers – size 16. 
My woman is telling me ‘yeah… are they 
going to fit you? Are they going to fit you?’ 
For me, do you know what… if it wasn’t the 
way that my mum raised me I would have 
told this woman about herself and I would 
have knocked her out in that shop. As 
soon as I got home, I called her manager 
and I said to her ‘Listen, I don’t know 
what is more degrading – for me to go to 
Piccadilly and sell my fucking….whatever 
I needed to sell there, prostitute myself 
for £100, than to actually be treated the 
way she just treated me in the shop.’ Do 
you see what I mean?”

The	combined	impacts	of	these	feeling	can	have	
profound	emotional	and	social	costs,	especially	
if	they	continue	over	an	extended	period	of	time.	
In	 our	 case-study	 interviews,	 we	 found	 four	
main	 impacts:	 a	 cost	 to	mental	 health	 (stress,	
anxiety,	 and	 possibly	 depression),	 a	 cost	 to	
children	(leading	to	feelings	of	inadequacy	and	
guilt	 for	parents,	which	 is	discussed	 in	 its	own	
right	 later	 in	 the	 report),	 a	 loss	 of	 connection	
in	 social	 networks,	 and	 a	 struggle	 to	 uphold	
values	(which	was	emotionally	tiring).

Experiencing	a	cost	to	
our	mental	health

”If people are living in poverty and are 
stressed and have got bailiffs snapping at 
their heels, their mental health is in trouble. 
So you know, all these things that they are 
trying to help they need to nip in the bud 
before it gets to… [people]… as a society 
go crazy trying to get out of poverty. You 
know, help us before we turn mental, 
before we have a nervous breakdown, 
before we are on anti-depressants.”  

Many	 of	 our	 research	 interviewees	 and	 our	
peer	 researchers	 have	 experienced	 mental	
and	emotional	 strain,	 linked	 to	 financial	 strain.	
They	described	how	their	minds	are	constantly	
preoccupied	 by	 financial	 concerns	 and	 fear	
that	they	will	not	be	able	to	cover	their	family’s	
needs	through	their	income:

“Not knowing when money is going to 
come in and where you are going to get 
money is difficult, it’s stressful. It’s really, 
really stressful.” 

“So you are forever stressing that… have 
you got money to cover and….cover the 
electric light – ‘is it going to run out before 
the next bit of money comes in?’, and stuff 
like that. So it’s – money coming in and 
out, it’s stressful. It’s just stressful. I get 
paid on this Friday and it’s like ‘happy 
day!’ because you get paid   –  but as 
soon as it comes in here, it’s going to be 
going out there.”

If	 this	 just	 happens	 once,	 it’s	 not	 so	 bad	 but	
if	 it	 happens	 every	 month	 you	 begin	 to	 feel	
constantly	anxious	and	inadequate	–	that	there	
must	be	something	wrong	with	you.	One	woman	
said	her	feelings	of	stress	and	frustration	made	
her	more	likely	to	snap	at	her	children.

“It’s not nice. It’s not a nice feeling is it? 
I’m a little bit snappy and a bit stressed. 
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…money	coming	
in	and	out,	

it’s	stressful.	
It’s	just	stressful.	

I	get	paid	
on	this	Friday	

–		but	as	soon	as	
it	comes	in	here,	
it’s	going	to	be	
going	out	there.

And you don’t know if you can make the 
uniform payment next month and you don’t 
know if you are going to be able to go on 
holiday next year. And you don’t know if 
you are going to be in work next year. 
And you don’t know if you will be back 
on benefits and you don’t know if you are 
going to get another repossession order 
on your house because you just don’t 
know what the future holds for you long 
term.” 

As	 this	 interviewee	 explained,	 it	 is	 common	 to	
feel	a	lot	of	uncertainty	on	many	levels	–	about	
work,	 jobs,	 finances,	 government	 policies	 and	
prospects.	 This	 was	 compounded	 by	 the	 fact	
that	participants	were	often	left	unable	to	really	
plan	 anything	 due	 to	 the	 unreliability	 of	 their	
work.	 We	 hear	 messages	 in	 newspapers	 and	
from	the	government	that	we	should	be	planning	
for	 the	 future	and	 for	 the	 future	of	our	children	
but	 participants	 usually	 felt	 unable	 to	 do	 this,	
even	when	they	would	have	loved	to.

As	difficult,	unpredictable,	exhausting	situations	
persisted,	interviewees	felt	an	increasing	sense	
of	 	 disillusionment,	 disappointment,	 and	 even	
depression	 at	 their	 situation.	 Some	 women	
described	the	gap	between	what	they	had	hoped	
for	and	aimed	for	in	their	lives	and	careers,	and	
the	 reality	 of	 the	 last	 few	 years.	 Still	 being	 in	
poverty	when	 in	work	 does	 not	make	 sense	 to	
many	 of	 our	 participants.	 One	 woman	 has	 not	
been	 in	work	 that	 long	 and	 has	been	 shocked	
and	confused	by	the	lack	of	positive	difference	
having	a	job	has	made	to	her	life.

“When I had started work, I actually 
thought that it would be easier… you 
know, just life in general just to be a bit 
easier.  And it’s not... Benefit changes left 
me in rent arrears and council-tax arrears.	
…..”	

For	 several	 participants,	 there	 was	 a	 big	 gap	
between	 their	 expectations	 of	 work	 and	 the	
reality.	 Some	went	 on	 to	make	 the	 assumption	
that	they	are	to	blame	for	this	gap	and	express	

There	was	a	big	
gap	between	
women’s	
expectations	of	
work	and	the	
reality.	Some	make	
assumption	that	
they	are	to	blame	
for	this	gap	and	
express	this	as	
disappointment	in	
themselves.
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this	as	disappointment	in	themselves.

“You’re in that situation because you 
haven’t done what’s needed to be done 
to be successful.”

“[B]efore I had my child, I always wanted 
to make sure that I had maybe a mortgage 
over my head, and my house and a job 
that mean I would be able to provide. 
..But now looking at myself at 33, and not 
having a full-time job, and I think that I 
didn’t realise the pressures of childcare 
and also looking after a child.  I didn’t put 
that into consideration.”  

“I pictured myself at least …trying to 
educate myself to become better in the 
future.” 

Making	matters	worse,	women	 felt	 they	 should	
“put	a	brave	face	on	it”	and	felt	guilty	for	feeling	
sad	or	low	and	“bringing	others	down”	with	their	
struggles.	For	example,	one	woman	apologised	
for	expressing	her	sadness	during	her	interview.	
Another	 talked	about	being	“happy	officially”	–	
partly	 for	her	children,	and	partly	because	she	
felt	she	should	be	fine.	Many	of	our	participants	
were	keeping	their	problems	to	themselves,	not	
realising	that	other	people	were	struggling	too.	
Many	also	felt	alone,	and	without	support.

“Do I feel that I talk about this situation?  
No, it’s nobody else’s problem but mine.” 

“What can I say about it?  Nobody can 
help me, I have just got to get on with it 
the best that I can. And just hope that one 
day little by little I can pay each debt off 
and maybe in a few years’ time I will be 
free.”  

Struggling	to	stay	connected	
to	social	networks

Some	 people	 benefited	 from	 a	 sense	 of	
community	 and	 good	 relationships	 with	
neighbours	but	 in-work	poverty	makes	 forming	
other	 kinds	 of	 friendships	 hard	 –	 such	 as	
relationships	with	colleagues.	

“The only social life I have – I do have two 
really good neighbours. So we just kind of 
sit outside and just talk and stuff like that.  
But apart from that I don’t really go out.”

One	 woman	 works	 in	 nursery	 as	 a	 learning	
assistant.	 She	 finds	 she	 cannot	 afford	 to	 go	
out	with	her	colleagues	for	celebrations	or	after	
work.	Colleagues	may	be	earning	the	same,	but	
if	their	social	position	is	different	–	such	as	living	
with	parents,	or	not	having	the	responsibility	of	
children	 –	 they	may	 have	 different	 amounts	 of	
money	that	they	can	spend	on	socialising.

“Er…. I… I am kind of, eh…. not isolated, 
because of my situation. But obviously 
like the girls go out after work, on a Friday 
or if it’s somebody’s birthday they go out 
on Saturdays and I don’t. I can’t afford 
to. I can’t afford to buy them presents. 
So I don’t go. We are friends: like they 
are colleagues, they are associates and 
I get on well with them. It’s just I can’t – 
I wouldn’t be able to afford to socialise 
with them outside work, at the moment. 
So sometimes that’s a bit hard because 
obviously if they’ve had a good weekend, 
they all come in and say, ‘oh yeah, on 

Making	matters	
worse,	women	

felt	they	should	
“put	a	brave	

face	on	it”	
and	felt	guilty	for	
feeling	sad	or	low
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Saturday we went down to the pictures 
and we saw this film or that film’. And they 
are talking about it and you are not part of 
that. You know, so sometimes I find that 
a bit – ‘oh, I wish I could have gone’ and 
stuff, like. But you know there are other 
things in life that need sorting out first 
before you go out and enjoy yourself.” 

It	 is	 probably	 tiring	 constantly	 having	 to	 say	
“no”	 to	 friends	and	colleagues.	 It	 risks	 leading	
to	 feelings	 of	 being	 left	 out,	 not	 feeling	 you	
can	relate	 to	people,	and	 fear	of	being	 judged	
if	 people	 do	 not	 understand	 the	 reasons	 you	
cannot	 join	 in.	This	can	create	fear	of	rejection	
and	a	feeling	of	isolation.	One	woman	told	of	how	
she	 had	 deliberately	 withdrawn	 from	 a	 social	
life	 in	order	 to	protect	herself	 from	rejection	or	
social	embarrassment.

“I don’t have a social life. Only people 
that have money – they have a social 
life. To be able to fit into people’s lives. 
I don’t have a social life. I’ve just £10 a 
month to socialise… When they come to 
your house, you need to cook something 
for them to eat.  I withdraw from there, I 
withdraw from this and I told them I can’t 
do it.”

She	 has	 isolated	 herself	 because	 of	 a	 sense	
that	 she	does	not	 ‘“fit	 in”	 and	cannot	 afford	 to	
show	 hospitality	 to	 people.	 This	 sort	 of	 issue	
can	extend	to	children’s	playdates	and	birthday	
parties	 as	 well.	 Not	 having	 close	 friends	 and	
a	 network	 of	 support	 is	 likely	 to	 have	 a	 major	
impact	on	a	person’s	wellbeing	and	their	overall	
ability	to	cope	well	with	life.

Women	 who	 are	 not	 from	 the	 UK	 can	 feel	
particularly	isolated:

“I imagined it was going to be hard because 
when you are going somewhere, you have 
somebody… you have a shoulder to lean 
on. But when you don’t have anyone, it’s a 
bit hard. Because like here except for the 
friends I am surrounded with.”

Straining	to	uphold	our	
values

The	 final	 theme	 was	 struggling	 to	 uphold	
values	 in	 the	context	of	 in-work	poverty.	These	
values	may	 be	 familial,	 cultural,	 or	 a	 personal	
commitment	 to	 certain	 ways	 of	 living.	 For	 one	
interviewee,	 always	 having	 enough	 food	 at	
home	was	a	primary	value:

“That is something that no one can ever 
say that they come to my house, that 
there’s never food in my house. Never. 
Even from the age of 15, I have always 
had food in the house. For me, as soon 
as I get my money, there needs to be 
food in my house.  Forget everything else, 
because for me… if food is at home we 
can live.” 

Another	women	echoed:	

“Social life – I’m not a person that goes to 
restaurant, I’m not that type. Family, we do 
have a little gathering sometimes, that’s 
when it gets a little complicated. But when 
I do that I make sure I have money. I make 
sure I have money or food or something. 
But...”

These	two	women	have	a	sense	of	pride	in	never	
having	bare	cupboards.	Others	may	value	their	
personal	 appearance	 (being	 “well	 turned	out”)	
or	having	an	orderly	and	clean	home.	Upholding	
these	values	can	be	associated	with	self-worth	
–	 taking	 pride	 in	 your	 home	 and	 appearance.	
Given	 the	 many	 other	 commitments	 our	
participants	 have	 to	 juggle	 and	 prioritise,	
upholding	such	values	was	not	easy	and	could	
be	an	added	pressure.	However,	doing	so	was	
important	 to	 maintaining	 emotional	 wellbeing.	
When	it	becomes	a	struggle	to	maintain	values,	
people	 may	 suffer	 from	 feeling	 they	 have	 let	
themselves	or	others	down,	 leading	to	 feelings	
of	shame.
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Final	Thoughts
Experiencing	 in-work	 poverty	 comes	 with	 a	
range	 of	 social	 and	 emotional	 costs.	 Some	 of	
these	we	would	also	expect	 to	be	experienced	
by	 people	 in	 other	 kinds	 of	 poverty	 (such	 as	
those	due	to	unemployment	or	a	disability)	–	for	
example,	 the	 stress	 and	 anxiety	 experienced	
over	tight	household	budgets,	uncertainty	about	
the	 future	 due	 to	 benefit	 changes,	 and	 feeling	
guilty	 over	 the	 impact	 of	 poverty	 on	 children.	
Other	 costs	 to	 mental	 health,	 children,	 and	
social	networks	are	more	specific	to	low-income	
work:	 the	 disillusionment	 and	 disappointment	
experienced	over	work	not	meeting	expectations	
of	 security	and	stability,	 the	 impact	of	working	
hours	 on	 children,	 and	 experiences	 of	 social	
embarrassment	around	colleagues.	

Our	 participants	 showed	 us	 that	 it	 is	 possible	
to	mitigate	some	of	 these	emotional	and	social	
costs,	 but	 unfortunately	 not	 without	 incurring	
a	 cost	 elsewhere.	 The	 example	 of	 parents	
withdrawing	 from	 social	 networks	 to	 protect	

their	 children	 from	 feeling	 left	 out	 or	 different	
has	 a	 cost	 to	 the	 family’s	 emotional	 wellbeing	
and	 their	 ability	 to	 connect	 with	 others	 and	
find	 support.	 Similarly,	 dealing	 with	 emotional	
costs	 by	 “putting	 on	 a	 brave	 face”	 may	 have	
later	impacts	in	the	development	of	depression	
or	 ill	 health.	 Our	 story,	 as	 participants	 and	
peer	 researchers,	 is	 therefore	 that	 we	 cannot	
completely	 avoid	 paying	 the	 social	 and	
emotional	costs	of	in-work	poverty.	We	can	only	
shift	 around	who	pays	 for	 it	 -	whether	children	
or	parents	-	and	when.	

6.	What’s	our	story?	
Women	and	In-Work	
Poverty

“Most women…worry less about being 
able to break through the glass ceiling 

Our	participants	showed	us	
that	it	is	possible	to	mitigate	
some	of	these	emotional	and	

social	costs,	but	unfortunately	
not	without	incurring	a	cost	

elsewhere	…	
dealing	with	emotional	costs	by	

“putting	on	a	brave	face”
may	have	later	impacts	in	the	

development	of	depression	
or	ill	health.



S k i l l s  N e t w o r k     w w w . t h e s k i l l s n e t w o r k . o r g 55

than they do about falling through a 
structurally unstable floor.”

(Kathi	Weeks,	The Problem With Work,	p.	151)

There	 is	 extensive	 research	 to	 show	 that	
in-work	 poverty,	 and	 austerity	 in	 general,	
disproportionately	 affects	 women.	 One	
study,	 the	 Trade	 Union	 Council’s	 Women and 
Casualisation: Women’s Experiences of Job 
Insecurity (December	 2014),	 lists	 pregnancy	
discrimination,	the	implications	of	erratic	hours	
on	 childcare	 obligations,	 low	 and	 fluctuating	
pay,	 and	 the	 resulting	 impact	 on	 benefits	 and	
lack	 of	 training	 or	 progression	 opportunities	
among	 the	 factors	 which	 make	 insecure	 work	
particularly	 hard	 on	 women.	 The	 stories	 we	
heard	 during	 our	 community	 research	 firmly	
supported	 these	 findings.	 All	 the	 people	
interviewed	were	women	and	almost	all	of	them	
carers.	 This	 chapter	 examines	 their	 stories	
from	 this	perspective,	and	considers	 the	wider	
implications	of	their	words	for	our	society.

Of	the	interviewees	we	spoke	to,	all	were	primary	
carers	 of	 their	 own	 children,	 and	 many	 were	
carers	for	others	too	–	both	children	and	adults,	
inside	and	outside	the	immediate	family.	Cuts	to	
public	services	hit	women	the	hardest	because	
women	 are	 almost	 always	 the	 ones	 filling	 the	
gaps	left	in	care	and	community	services,	doing	
the	 job	 themselves,	and	for	 free.	Recent	“back	
to	 work”‘	 policies	 –	 formulated	 by	 decision-
makers,	 implemented	 by	 Jobcentre	 Plus,	 and	
endorsed	 by	 alarmist	 media	 narratives	 –	 are	
compounding	 the	 pressures,	 by	 harrying	
mothers	of	younger	and	younger	children	back	
into	work.	But	at	what	cost?

The	real	costs	of	caring
It	seems	that	pregnancy	itself	can	be	the	point	
at	 which	 women	 start	 the	 slide	 into	 cycles	 of	
poverty.	While	no	one	spoke	in	any	way	of	regrets,	
it	was	noticeable	how	many	of	our	interviewees	
in	 some	 way	 identified	 becoming	 a	 mother	 as	
the	 change	 that	 pitched	 them	 into	 poverty.	
For	 some,	 this	was	because	associated	health	
issues	made	 it	much	more	difficult	 for	 them	 to	

continue	 work,	 while	 for	 others	 pregnancy	 cut	
short	educational	or	career	possibilities,	which	
could	have	set	them	in	better	stead	financially.

Children	 also	 greatly	 increased	 the	 pressure	
on	 their	 finances,	not	 just	with	extra	mouths	 to	
feed,	bedrooms	to	find,	and	higher	utility	bills	to	
pay,	but	 the	myriad	other	 expenses	 that	 come	
with	raising	a	child.		The	mothers	we	interviewed	
repeatedly	 talked	 about	 the	 stress	 of	 putting	
money	 aside	 for	 shoes,	 uniforms,	 school	 trips,	
birthday	parties,	and	Christmas	presents.	

And	 things	 are	 getting	 more	 difficult.	 With	
planned	 cuts	 to	 benefits	 for	 18—25	 year	 olds	
(for	 example,	 removal	 of	 automatic	 housing	
benefit	 for	 jobless	 18—21	 year	 olds),	 parents’	
responsibilities	 to	 their	 children	 are	 getting	
stretched	 further	 over	 time.	 For	 working	
parents,	 there	 is	 also	 the	 huge	 additional	
cost	 of	 childcare.	 In	 one	 interviewee’s	 words:	
“Childcare	 cost	 is	 absolutely	 phenomenal.	 It’s	
outrageous.	 It’s	 like	having	a	mortgage	around	
your	neck.”	Yet	child	benefits	remain	just	£50—
100	per	month.	And	 for	working	parents,	 child	
tax	credits	are	due	to	be	cut	for	all	but	first	and	
second	children.	

“It’s between my partner, myself, and the 
childminder and the after-school club that 
takes care of my child.” 

It	 is	obvious	that	good	childcare	 is	essential	 in	
order	 for	women	 to	be	able	 to	have	 the	option	
to	 work.	 However,	 when	 people	 are	 being	

Pregnancy	can	
be	the	point	at	
which	women	
start	the	slide	
into	cycles	of	
poverty.
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pressured	to	work,	and	the	options	for	childcare	
are	limited,	putting	your	children	into	childcare	
can	 be	 quite	 a	 traumatic	 and	 oppressive	
experience.	 For	 those	 that	 feel	 forced	 into	
work,	an	illogical	care	cycle	becomes	apparent	
through	 the	 interviews,	 where	 people	 are	
working	 flat	 out	 –	 often	 themselves	 carers	 –	
only	 to	 pay	 the	 bills	 for	 someone	 else	 to	 take	
care	of	their	own	children.	If	you	are	not	finding	
work	 fulfilling	emotionally	or	 financially,	 it	ends	
up	 being	 a	 revolving	 door	 of	 care	 and	 wages	
where	everyone	loses	out.	

With	 no	 access	 to	 income	 support	 or	 family	
networks,	 one	 woman	 and	 her	 husband	 must	
work	to	survive;	however	they	have	very	limited	
options	as	to	who	cares	for	their	children	while	
they	cannot:

 “Because I have no recourse to public 
funding, a registered childminder cannot 
take them… it’s not only about dropping 
them somewhere, but you are looking to... 
entrust them in somebody’s hand, knowing 
that they are safe no matter what.” 

Central	 to	 the	 experience	 of	mothers	 suffering	
in-work	 poverty	 is	 a	 lack	 of	 the	 same	 choice	
afforded	to	those	on	higher	incomes.	Parenting	
comes	 with	 many	 decisions	 around	 where,	
when,	and	how	your	child	is	cared	for	–	whether	
to	 work	 and	 use	 childcare,	 or	 to	 take	 a	 job	
where	 you	 don’t	 need	 to	 use	 childcare	 at	 all;	
what	 kind	 of	 childcare	 to	 go	 for,	 over	 what	
hours,	and	in	what	location.	Families	with	more	
income	 can	 shop	 around.	 If	 you	 can’t	 afford	 a	
nanny,	you	still	might	be	able	to	choose	a	 low-
fee	after-school	club,	or	even	afford	money	 for	
transport	 to	 pick	 up	 and	 drop	 off	 at	 a	 better	
service	nearby.	But	when	you	have	nothing,	you	
do	 not	 have	 choices.	 One	 researcher	 felt	 like	
the	pressure	to	be	in	work	was	denying	her	the	
right	to	be	a	parent:

“In Africa, we have less money there, we 
have less stuff to support ourselves.  But 
on the other hand, we have the privilege 
of being a mother.”

Keeping	old	stereotypes	
in	place

Trying	 to	 be	 a	 good	 employee	 and	 a	 good	
parent	 at	 the	 same	 time	can	be	an	 impossible	
task:	

“I was supposed to start by 8 and the 
[childcare] person called me, ‘I am sorry, 
I won’t be able to take them today,’ and 
I can’t change my shift anyway, because 
at least I must give 48 hours’ notice to 

An	illogical	
care	cycle	
becomes	
apparent	through	
the	interviews,	
where	people	are	
working	flat	out	–	
often	themselves	
carers	–	only	to	
pay	the	bills	
for	someone	
else	to	take	care	
of	their	own	
children.
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cancel my shift. And it’s Monday evening 
around 10 o’clock, I have to start ringing... 
it’s very, very stressful.”

Many	 of	 our	 interviewees	 echoed	 the	 sense	
that	 society	 inflicts	 conflicting	 pressures	 on	
mothers,	making	 them	 feel	 like	 they	are	 failing	
–	 as	 a	 mother,	 as	 a	 worker,	 or	 both.	 Despite	
going	 back	 to	 work,	 one	 woman	 describes	
how	 she	 feels	 she	 is	 unable	 to	 meet	 society’s	
expectations	for	her	daughter:	

“I am not going to be able to afford for 
her to do drumming or her to do drama 
or art or anything she wants to do. The 
government talk about positive outcomes 
for your children... But if you haven’t got 
enough money to put them in the clubs, 
they are not going to have positive 
outcomes.” 

And,	 as	 one	 researcher	 pointed	 out,	 this	 does	
remain	 a	 gendered	 contradiction:	 “Women	 are	
stigmatised.	If	you	are	working,	you	are	a	‘part-
time	mum’,	and	if	you	aren’t	working,	you	should	
be	 doing	 more.	 Whatever	 you	 are	 doing	 as	 a	
woman,	you	are	wrong,	whereas	stay-at-home-
dads	are	applauded.”	

In	addition	to	the	immediate	costs	and	demands	
of	trying	to	be	a	parent	or	carer	and	hold	down	
a	 job,	 the	balance	of	 responsibilities	 itself	 has	
a	knock-on-effect.	The	quality	of	work	available	
to	people	who	need	to	work	 ‘flexibly‘	 is	usually	
low	paid,	insecure,	and	low	skilled.	

“I didn’t choose [cleaning], it was because 
the timing was perfect: between 10 a.m. 
and 2 p.m. – and between 10 and 2 I don’t 
need no childcare at all. Okay, it’s not a 
good paid job, but it’s perfect for me.”

“Irrespective of the degree I had, my 
family has to survive this. I started doing 
housekeeping. People look down on you... 
you know, of all the jobs in the world, why 
did you have to clean the floor for you to 
be able to eat?” 

Such	 examples	 show	 how	 specific	 pressures	
on	 mothers	 help	 to	 perpetuate	 a	 situation	 in	
which	 society	 relies	 on	 women	 to	 undertake	
most	domestic	and	care	work	–	both	waged	and	
unwaged	 –	 keeping	 old	 stereotypes	 in	 place.	
Almost	all	of	the	women	we	spoke	to	described	
being	 trapped	 by	 their	 circumstances,	
and	 lacking	 opportunity	 for	 development	
or	 advancement.	 The	 woman	 working	 in	
housekeeping	continues:

“Sometimes I see myself as... being 
stopped. You don’t have any upgrades 
except to have more work to do. Even if 
you are going to training, it will be to sit 
down, watch a DVD and go out. There is 
no update, no new thing.” 

People	 end	 up	 feeling	 as	 though	 they	 don’t	
have	 any	 choice	 to	 improve	 their	 situation	 for	
themselves:	

“I am left in a job where it is very low 
pay, there is not much scope to go any 
further. But I don’t want to leave because 
then I am relying on [other] things and not 
myself.”

Society	inflicts	
conflicting	
pressures	
on	mothers,	
making	them	feel	
like	they	
are	failing	
–	as	a	mother,	
as	a	worker,	
or	both.
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The	personal	implications
Combined,	 these	 elements	 turn	 life	 into	 a	
juggling	act	–	care,	work,	pay	bills,	stay	on	top	
of	debts,	appease	various	services	from	the	job	
centre	to	the	housing	office.	The	result	 is	often	
a	cycle	of	chaos,	in	which	nothing	is	left	for	the	
individual	in	the	middle	of	it.	One	woman	says	

“It’s very hard, yeah. Look after children, 
go job, door to door, evening, morning, 
seven days. Even I don’t have one day for 
enjoy my life.” 

And,	as	another	describes,	 all	 too	often,	when	
budgets	 are	 tight,	 the	 first	 person	who	 suffers	
is	mum:	“You	have	to	make	sure	your	child	eats	
first	and	you	just	take	a	little	food	rather	than...	
you	know.	And	even	my	partner	has	to	take	food	
to	work.”	Added	to	this	is	the	fact	that	there	is	no	
money	left	to	socialise	and	that	our	interviewees	
almost	 unanimously	 mentioned	 feeling	 alone.	
“I’m	isolated	because	of	my	situation...	but	you	
know	there’s	other	things	in	life	that	need	sorting	
out	first	before	you	go	out	and	enjoy	yourself.”

Cuts	 to	 community	 facilities,	 including	 the	
closures	 of	 charities	 and	 child	 and	 youth	
services,	 community	 centres,	 and	 anything	
else	 unable	 to	 sustain	 itself	 financially	 without	
government	 funding,	 mean	 the	 isolation	 only	
increases.	 The	 figures	 are	 stark:	 350	 youth	
clubs	 closed	 between	 2012	 and	 2014	 alone;	
more	 than	 600	 dedicated	 children’s	 centres	
closed	between	2010	and	2014	(almost	three	a	
week),	the	list	goes	on	(Sky	News,	August	2014;	
Nursery World,	August	2014).

We	need	real	choices
“I love my children, and I am their mother, 
but I was a person before I was a mother 
and I still have needs and I still have 
interests…”  (Researcher)

Women	have	fought	for	equality	and	the	right	to	
work	 for	 hundreds	 of	 years,	 and	 it	 is	 essential	
for	us	 to	have	 the	option	of	doing	 formal,	paid	
work.	 However,	 with	 remaining	 inequality	 and	
reliance	on	us	to	perform	the	majority	of	unpaid	
care	 and	 domestic	 work,	 we	 are	 still	 at	 an	
immense	disadvantage	when	it	comes	to	trying	
to	hold	down	work,	be	a	parent,	and	be	a	person	
at	the	same	time.	

The	 women	 we	 spoke	 to	 were	 prepared	 and	
happy	 to	 work,	 sometimes	 proud	 of	 the	 work	
that	they	were	doing,	and	keen	to	avoid	reliance	
on	 state	 support	 at	 all	 costs.	 However	 two	
demands	 were	 clear:	 adequate	 “financial	 and	
emotional	support”	in	order	to	stay	in	work;	and	
more	 autonomy	 in	 how	 we	 integrate	 our	 work	
alongside	our	caring	responsibilities,	so	that	we	
can	support	ourselves.	

“The children’s centres are [losing] 
funding. Give us more provision in the 
community so that we can do more for 
ourselves, rather than having to live on 
state benefits.” 

We	 need	 more	 choice	 and	 autonomy	 in	 how	
and	where	we	work,	what	kind	of	work,	and	how	
much	 we	 work,	 as	 well	 as	 the	means	 to	make	
choices	and	take	action	on	behalf	of	our	families	
and	our	communities.

7.	What	might	the	impacts	
be	in	our	children?	

We	 did	 not	 speak	 to	 children	 directly	 for	 this	
research,	so	our	ideas	here	are	based	on	what	
parents	told	us	about	the	impact	of	their	work	and	
financial	situation	on	their	kids.	The	information	

“You	have	to	make	
sure	your	child	
eats	first	and	
you	just	take	
a	little	food”
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we	have	is	therefore	limited	and	filtered	through	
the	 parents’	 emotions	 and	 experiences.	 The	
depth	 of	 concern	 about	 passing	 their	 stresses	
and	strains	onto	their	children	convinces	us	that	
the	impact	of	in-work	poverty	on	child	welfare	is	
in	urgent	need	of	attention.	 	

Working	pressures
Many	of	 the	 impacts	on	children	alluded	 to	by	
our	 interviewees	 are	 a	 common	 experience	
of	 poverty,	 associated	 with	 financial	 hardship	
whether	parents	are	working	or	not.	However,	in	
some	respects,	we	found	that	experience	to	be	
augmented	 by	 the	 combination	 of	 being	 both	
poor	 and	 in	 work.	 The	 constraints	 on	 the	 time	
and	attention	working	parents	can	give	to	 their	
children,	 and	 the	 disappointments	 when	 work	
does	 not	 automatically	 improve	 life	 for	 their	

kids,	bring	distinct	pressures	and	anxieties.

One	 woman	 works	 shifts.	 She	 spoke	 about	
the	 impact	 of	 her	 working	 patterns	 on	 her	
three	 children,	 especially	 during	 the	 summer	
holidays.

“It’s really challenging because… I have 
to travel down from Brixton to drop them 
off before I can go to work. And sometimes 
I have to be late to work. Because, like, 
when they are off school now, they are 
on holiday, I have to wake them up early, 
which is not fair. Because they are on 
holiday, they are supposed to enjoy their 
sleep – surely the morning one. But I still 
have to wake them up at 4:40 because we 
have to leave by 6.” 

So	 for	 some	 children,	 school	 holidays	 are	 not	
really	 holidays.	 Their	 parents	 do	 not	 have	 a	
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break	and	they	can	end	up	tired,	and	frustrated	
with	being	looked	after	by	different	people	each	
day.	Some	parents	expressed	the	hope	that	this	
sort	 of	 experience	 could	 make	 children	 more	
sociable	 and	 able	 to	 deal	 with	 difficult	 things,	
but	feelings	of	uncertainty	or	insecurity	are	also	
a	potential	consequence.	

The	same	women	explained	 that	she	struggles	
to	find	time	to	help	her	children	with	their	school	
assignments,	 and	 to	 reduce	 the	 impact	 of	 her	
and	her	partner’s	work	on	their	children:

“I think that really had an impact on [the 
children]. Like you are pushing them 
around all the time. Passing them up and 
down all the time. Because you need to 
do certain things, which I think has the 
most effect it has on all of us…So it’s very 
stressful.” 

The	struggle	to	provide
Many	of	the	parents	we	spoke	to	worried	about	
their	 ability	 to	 provide	 for	 their	 children	 –	 not	
only	 with	 food,	 clothing,	 and	 shelter,	 but	 also	
the	material	 and	 experiential	 extras	 perceived	
to	 contribute	 to	 a	 happy	 childhood.	 Some	
struggled	to	give	their	kids	even	the	basics.

One	 woman	 who	 has	 been	 moving	 in	 and	 out	
of	 low-paid	 work,	 talked	 about	 worrying	 about	
not	 having	 enough	 food	 for	 kids,	 especially	 in	
holidays:

“They just keep putting everything in their 
mouth. And it’s not enough…when you go 
to the food bank you get canned food, not 
fresh food. So the children aren’t getting 
fresh food. And they don’t like it.”

Others	talked	about	their	struggle	to	go	beyond	
the	 necessities	 and	 help	 their	 children	 enjoy	
life.	

“It’s going to take at least five years for 
me to clear myself [of debt]. But I hope at 
the end of that five years that I will be able 
to work and… my daughter can go off to 
the beach and she can to Thorpe Park. 
She can go to the pictures with her friends 
and – but that’s not going to happen for 
about four to five years.” 

“[If I had a bit more money] you could 
have sort of as your family money. You 
could say to the children we can go out 
and have a dinner tonight. Or we can go 
to the pictures or something. But you just 
haven’t got it.”

“I can’t do anything with her and she is 
bored. And other people go to other 
places and her friends are going on 
holiday and stuff and that’s not going to 
happen for us.” 

One	woman	talked	about	her	sons	really	wanting	
bikes,	 which	 she	 can’t	 afford.	 “I	 have	 to	 wait	
until	 I	 get	money	 enough	 I	 can	 buy	 the	 two	 of	

For	some	children,	
school	holidays	are	
not	really	holidays.	
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and	they	can	end	up	
tired,	and	frustrated	
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after	by	different	
people	each	day.
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them.	 Because	 if	 get	 for	 one	 now	 and	 I	 didn’t	
get	 for	 the	other,	 there’s	going	to	be	big	fights	
between	them.	And	I	don’t	want	that	to	happen.	
So	 I	have	to	wait…	until	 the	money	comes	 in…	
Until	I	make	a	way	to	get	the	money.”

“It means they are not free to socialise 
with other children. They don’t feel free, 
[for example] when [my] son was doing 
bike wash up at school, he couldn’t do it 
because no bike. And no one would lend 
him bike and he was crying … They want 
it. I just talk to them, if you have it, I’ll give 
it to them. If I don’t have it, I can’t get it. 
So you can see when there is something 
that is good for them that they can’t have. 
The emotional impact is about WHY mum 
can’t give it to you. This is a key point. If 
you promise something to a child you feel 
you have to get it no matter what. They 
will keep asking. You can’t give them 
something they’ve wanted for such a long 
time.”

“How can you expect a child that’s their 
age to understand that you, as a parent, 
haven’t got money for the past however 
many years to get them that? It makes 
them feel embarrassed, ashamed and left 
out. You have to look after their emotional 
state.” 

There	 is	also	the	risk	 that	children	are	stuck	at	
home,	 especially	 if	 their	 parents	 are	 avoiding	
debt	 collectors:	 some	 feel	 like	 a	 prisoner	 in	
their	own	home,	scared	of	opening	 the	door	 in	
case	it	is	the	debt	collectors.

Life	lessons
Research	 participants	 spoke	 of	 how	 their	
children	 needed	 to	 understand	 the	 realities	
of	 their	 financial	 situation	 –	 that	 school	 trips	
and	 treats	 were	 not	 affordable	 and	 that	 mum	
had	 to	 be	 very	 careful	 with	 their	 money.	 They	
often	 said	 that	 their	 children	 understood	 this,	
and	 hoped	 that,	 through	 this	 understanding	
and	experience,	 they	might	gain	some	wisdom	
about	life’s	challenges.	Some	hoped	they	could	

be	a	role	model	to	their	kids.	At	the	same	time,	
many	 interviewees	 worried	 their	 children	 were	
being	robbed	of	something	important.

“But	 they	have	 to	understand	 it,	because	
it’s	 like	 I	 said	 to	 them,	 child	 benefit	 for	
three	 kids	 is	 £190.	 So	 £190	 one	 month	
is	 for	 one,	 one	month	 is	 for	 another,	 one	
month	 is	 for	 another.	 Except	 August.	
In	 August,	 none	 of	 them	 get	 that	 money	
because	 that’s	 for	 school	 uniforms.	 And	
that	 doesn’t	 even	 stretch	 out	 to	 school	
uniforms…	But	slowly…	they	have	actually	
understood.	 Because	 they	 see	 my	 face.	
Last	year,	my	son	went	to	get	me	a	present	
from	 the	 pawn	 shop	 [for	 Christmas].	 For	
me	 that	was	 just	 like	 ‘wow!’	 It’s	hard	and	
a	lot	of	people	don’t	understand	how	hard	
it	is.”

“You know, a child always wants, don’t 
they? A child always wants. So it is hard. 
But she sees me work hard, she knows that 
mum is not lazy. And if I say I haven’t got 
the money, then I haven’t got the money. 
So there will always be things she needs. 
Things she needs and things she wants 
and things she should have.  But apart 
from the bare essentials or if she is lucky 
- you know, a birthday or….Christmas and 
stuff like that… Is the things when she can 
get them special little things…”

“They understand. That’s the good part 
of it. Because I know they are still kids 
and they’re understanding about…there’s 
a time going to come that…they won’t 
understand anymore. They just want to 
get what they want.  But for now, I am 
training them to be understanding.” 

The	 reported	 impacts	 were	 not,	 therefore,	 all	
negative.	 However,	 a	member	 of	 our	 research	
group	 with	 extensive	 experience	 of	 in-work	
poverty	 points	 out	 a	more	 negative	 life	 lesson	
that	 children	 may	 draw	 from	 their	 parents’	
experience:	
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“If you are in job where you feel demeaned 
and exploited, this has an impact on your 
children. They see it, they see you not 
fulfilling other parts of your identify or 
being as a whole person, they see you 
having to accept low status and power 
etc. And that informs who they think they 
can be.” 	

8.	What’s	our	story?	
Contradictions	and	
confusion

“I know it’s not fair, but I don’t mind.”

There	 are	 some	 aspects	 of	 the	 experience	
of	 ‘in-work	 poverty’	 which	 are	 difficult	 to	 pin-
point	and	write	about.	Among	them	are	a	set	of	
conflicting	emotions	and	beliefs	about	self	and	
society	that	we	have	frequently	encountered	in	
our	interviews.

Our	 participants	 are	 doing	 what	 they	 are	
repeatedly	 told	 is	 ‘the	 right	 thing’	 –	 working,	
earning.	 This	 can	 be	 a	 source	 of	 pride,	 or	 at	
least	 satisfaction.	Yet,	 as	we	have	seen,	many	
working	 people	 are	 still	 living	 in	 poverty,	
reliant	 on	 benefits	 to	 survive	 and	 continuously	
disappointed	 by	 the	 financial	 constraints	 they	
endure.	 They	 do	 not	 have	 the	 time	 or	 means	
to	 enjoy	 and	 express	 other	 aspects	 of	 their	
personhood,	and	continue	to	experience	stress	
and	humiliation	in	the	workplace,	or	at	the	hands	
of	creditors	or	the	benefits	system.

Perhaps	as	a	result,	we	found	that	interviewees	
sometimes	swung	between	expressions	of	anger	
that	 their	 situation	 is	 unfair,	 and	 a	 more	 stoic	
acceptance	 of	 ‘the	 way	 things	 are’;	 between	
an	 eagerness	 to	 differentiate	 themselves	 from	
those	 on	 	 benefits	 and	 a	 need	 to	 explain	 how	
hard	 life	 on	 benefits	 actually	 is.	 Time	 and	
again,	 we	 were	 reminded	 of	 the	 gulf	 between	
the	 supposed	 simplicity	 of	 the	 government’s	

message	–	“work	hard	and	reap	the	rewards”	–	
and	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 experience	 of	 those	
it	 targets.	 Pulled	 in	 different	 directions	 by	 the	
prevailing	 narratives	 and	 day-to-day	 reality,	
many	 are	 left	 with	 feelings	 of	 ambivalence,	
confusion,	 and	 shame.	We	 do	 not	 want	 to	 say	
much	 about	 this	 observation,	 but	 rather	 to	
let	 interviewees’	 own	 voices	 provide	 food	 for	
thought:

I	might	as	well	not	bother	
working/	working	is	better	than	
the	humiliation	and	drudgery	

of	not	working
Most	 interviewees	 had	 recent	 memory	 of,	 or	
are	 cycling	 in	 and	out	 of,	 the	benefits	 system.	
Frustration	 that	 people	 appear	 to	be	better	 off	
on	benefits	was	countered	by	a	strong	desire	to	
stay	out	of	‘the	system’	and	a	belief	that	reliance	
on	 the	 state	 is	more	degrading	and	 frustrating	
than	working.	 The	drudgery	of	 long-hours	 low-
paid	work	vies	with	the	memory	of	the	drudgery	
and	 ambition-stifling	 aspects	 of	 being	 on	 out-
of-work	benefits.

“[T]he reason I have gone back to work is 
so the Jobcentre leaves me alone. But I 
am not better off. I am not. I know I am not 
better off… It’s a joke… [I am] pissed off. 
People who don’t work get more money 
than me. How is that possible?… I said the 
other day to my mum, ‘I am better off not 
working, putting up with the Jobcentre’s 
nonsense and having everything paid, 
really…

… I am not better off, I am not worse off. 
I am just there on the line. But, for me, 
I would prefer to be on that line, than… 
having to go to the Jobcentre and sit there 
for half an hour every week and tell this 
woman why I haven’t found a job. That 
is more degrading for me to do that than 
actually going to clean …
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…Sometimes I find it quite hard that I am 
out working, but then there is people that 
don’t work and they have more money 
than me, and more luxuries than me. And 
they have things that I can’t afford to 
buy. I shop very basic, I shop at Iceland, 
Sainsburys – wherever there is promotions 
I will go and hunt them down. But I haven’t 
got money… Okay, I got new trainers for 
my birthday, but then sometimes I say, 
‘oh, I want my trainers, but if I buy that 
that means I can’t pay a bill’. Do you see 
what I mean? So for me it’s always like 
I have to be tight with my money. And 
there’s people that I see that… they don’t 
have to be that tight with their money, and 
they have still got the best of life. And 
sometimes I think like what the fuck is the 
point? What is the point? But then I think… 
I always go back on myself and it’s like, 
no. I think about the time when I was in the 
Jobcentre and it’s like, no …

… You are either being put down in shops, 
or you are being called a liar. So for me 
that is my thing…. I need to come off the 
system, I can’t be in the system.”

“Before my child was two, I tried to kind 
of back myself, to make sure I wouldn’t 
become in the thing of being on benefits… 
not that benefits are a bad thing, but I just 
wanted to come out of that as such. [But] 
I am still kind of… no better than if I was 
claiming income support or Jobseekers 
[Allowance] or whatever…. It can be quite 
frustrating to think that there are people 
who are on benefits who may be a little 
bit better off than I am….I always wanted 
to make sure… that I would be able to 
provide, so I wouldn’t have to rely on the 
state… I don’t want to leave work, because 
then that also means that I still rely on the 
state… there is not much scope to go any 
further [in the job]. But I don’t want to 
leave because then I am kind of relying 
on things and not myself in a way …

… [If I left work and went on benefits] I 
think my situation may be a little bit better, 
but then there is no ambition for me, and 
I am quite an ambitious person and like 
to work and be active, rather than stay at 
home and be bored and not do anything 
constructive.”

People	on	benefits	aren’t	
“scroungers”/

Don’t	lump	me	in	with	those	
scroungers	on	benefits

Some	of	our	interviewees,	dependent	themselves	
on	in-work	benefits	to	survive,	expressed	anger	
at	 prevailing	 assumptions	 about	 people	 on	
benefits	 and	 their	 portrayal	 in	 the	 media.	 At	
the	 same	 time,	 the	 same	 interviewees	 strongly	
wanted	 to	 differentiate	 themselves	 from	 those	
not	 working	 and	 sometimes	 reiterated	 those	
prevailing	 assumptions.	 	 They	 identified	 and	
empathised	with	people	on	benefits,	but	at	 the	
same	time	wanted	to	make	clear	that	they	were	
not	 like	 them,	 taking	 pride	 in	 being	 someone	
who	“does	something”.

 “The normal working-class people, 
they need to kind of realise we are not 
scroungers, we are not looking for a 
social income from other people, we are 
looking to better ourselves and make 
things easy… Give us our provision in the 
community so that we can do more for 
ourselves, rather than having to live on 
state benefits.” 

“But everything everybody do… It is only 
the working class who pay for it, because 
they use the tax for all the benefits that 
pay for the people...It shouldn’t be like 
that. You are the one who is making the 
system rich. You should be able to enjoy 
it as well.” 
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“I watched the programme [Benefits 
Street] and it got to a point it just pissed me 
off, I couldn’t watch it any more. Because 
they categorise everyone… under the 
same label. Yes, I was on benefits but you 
can’t compare me to some of the people 
in that programme. Because this is the 
thing, when you are in the system they’ve 
got everyone under one label. I know 
people, they are actively looking for work, 
but they will still put them in the same 
group with people that don’t do nothing… 
And I don’t think that’s fair. They need to 
change the way their programme works. 
Because when I was in the system, I was 
volunteering here, I was volunteering 
there. But they didn’t see that. They just 
said, ‘no, you are in the system’. Even 
then when I had the job, I was promised 
a job and I was waiting to start, I still had 
to look for work. I still had to go and do 
interviews… I already had a job but I still 
had to go and do it… The way the system 
is, it doesn’t work. It will never work …

… They need to… group people into 
certain categories. They need to look at 
that because they put everyone in the 
same category. They do. I know people 
who don’t do nothing all day apart from 
smoke and drink, and they still get their 
seekers allowance.”

Unfair	contracts	
are	just	the	way	it	goes/
My	situation	is	unjust	and	

makes	me	angry

In	 our	 interviews,	 we	 frequently	 encountered	
a	 sense	 of	 resignation	 over	 unfair	 and	
disempowering	contracts	coupled	with	a	strong	
sense	 of	 their	 rights	 and	 opposition	 to	 the	
injustice	of	the	situation.

“They don’t keep contracts anymore. 
Before, when you used to start work, 
they would give you a contract. But now 
it’s like… you work and you are working. 
Of course my hours could be reduced. 
Of course they can. They can just say… 
We are going to take two flats out, so you 
have to do 15 hours a week…

… I am entitled to everything... I think… 
I don’t know how they do the contracts 
now, I think you will get fired if you stole 
something or if you aggressed someone 
and depending on your behaviour then 
maybe yes. But apart from that I don’t 
think they can just sack me… because I 
have got my rights….”
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The	 conflicting	 responses	 are	 clearest	 when	
difficulties	arise.	One	interviewee	was	told	they	
could	not	go	into	work	for	several	days	because	
the	 managers	 had	 not	 processed	 their	 CRB	
properly.	She	was	 told	she	had	to	 take	holiday	
and	then	catch	up	the	hours	the	following	month	
–	 something	she	was	 reluctant	 to	do,	not	 least	
because	 it	meant	having	 to	 recalculate	her	 tax	
credits	 and	 contact	 all	 the	 relevant	 benefits	
offices.	 	 In	 the	 interview,	 she	 swung	 between	
understanding	and	acceptance	and	asserting	it	
was	not	her	fault	and	that	she	shouldn’t	have	to	
pay	for	 their	mistake	–	sometimes	 in	 the	space	
of	a	few	sentences.

“They have suspended all the cleaning 
until we’ve got our CRBs… I’ve been 
off work a week and this is the second 
week... So I am assuming something has 
happened, and they’ve suspended all 
the cleaners. But they have used now my 
holidays to cover that period, that I have 
been at home – I start back tomorrow, so 
I have to work extra hours to cover the 
hours… I haven’t done while I have been 
off work. So I have to make up those hours 
now if I want to get paid. But I said to him, 
‘how is that? Because it’s not my fault … 
… It’s not my fault that you haven’t given 
me a CRB. I have been employed by you 
since October last year.’ So for me it was 
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like, ‘if you don’t pay me I am going to 
take some… like what I need to take’. But 
like…I understand. They said, ‘if you make 
up the hours, it’s fine and we still pay 
you’. And then I feel like OK – I don’t mind 
making up the hours, because I guess 
I have been at home. But then I look at 
it and it’s not my fault! It’s not my fault 
that I haven’t gone to work. I have been 
available for work. So I am quite pissed 
off that you used my holidays and it’s not 
my fault, that I haven’t gone actually to 
work, it’s your fault that I haven’t gone into 
work …
… because you are foreigners they think 
that you don’t know the system, you don’t 
know what they are doing. Like I said to 
him, ‘I might be a foreigner, I have been 
in this country for 22 years. My parents 
have worked here, I have worked here 
and I know exactly what dos and what 
don’ts. Okay, I don’t know everything, 
but I know the main ones, and I know my 
rights. And I know that if I haven’t gone to 
work, first of all you shouldn’t have used 
my holidays. Okay, right: I don’t mind. 
Fair enough, I have been at home. But it’s 
not my fault, it’s something that you have 
messed up. But now you say to me that 
we won’t pay you unless you make up the 
time. It doesn’t work like that. I don’t mind 
doing an extra hour every day. But I have 
got to do more than that because then I 
lose out because... of my child-care.’ So 
I don’t know what they wanted exactly to 
happen … 

… So when I go in tomorrow I need to 
make that clear with them. Because even 
if I spread the hours for a week, that’s 
fine. But I can’t do two extra hours or 
three hours in one day because then it will 
affect my benefits. This is  the thing they 
don’t understand.”

Other	 interviewees	 conveyed	 a	
simultaneous	 sense	 of	 hope	 that	 things	
would	 improve	–	 “if	 I	 sacrifice	everything	
then	 things	 will	 work	 out”	 –	 and	 despair	
that	 they	 never	 would.	 An	 acceptance	
that	 life	 is	 always	 going	 to	 be	 hard,	 but	
also	 a	 frustration	 that	 it	 is	 so	 hard.	 One	
respondent	described	her	outlook:

“I must keep going. Because life is not 
about giving up. You have to keep your 
hope for life. And as a Muslim I believe 
when you have the mind of doing good 
deeds… the moment you have the mind 
and you are working towards it, you have 
to work for it. That is what I am looking 
and working to…

 …If they stop changing the rules day 
in and out, because it’s like… they are 
tossing with a lot of people’s lives.

It’s just like we are living, suffering, and 
smiling… Anyway, I am happy – I am 
not happy inwardly but… I am happy 
officially….It is hard. It is very, very 
hard… And for my future – let’s see. We 
are hoping for the best anyway...”

What’s	our	story?	
My	time	is	still	not	my	own…

Last	 year,	 when	 talking	 to	 mothers	 who	 were	
reliant	 on	 income	 support	 and	 Jobseekers	
Allowance,	 they	 spoke	 of	 feeling	 like	 their	
time	 was	 not	 their	 own.	 They	 were	 watched,	
observed,	 mistrusted,	 and	 had	 to	 arrange	
their	 lives	according	 to	 the	seemingly	arbitrary	
timetable	 of	 the	 Jobcentre.	 Participants	 both	
last	 year	 and	 this	 expressed	 the	 desire	 to	
have	more	control	over	their	time	and	the	hope	
that	 finding	 work	 will	 help	 that	 happen.	 	 Does	
working	help?	
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Last time that we spoke you talked about 
not having not one day off for you.  

“Because there is no time for me.”

If you had a day what would you do?

“Probably not get out of my bed!  Because 
then I wouldn’t have to spend any money 
would I?  I would rest. In my bed. With a 
book.”

If you had one day off, what would you do?  

“I would enjoy for my children. All my life, 
all my friends. But now I don’t have time for 
my family, my friends, my children. Every 
morning, every day. Every hours.  Same.

I work for about seven days and not stop 
every day, morning, till evening, door to 
door. And I don’t have one day even for free. 
I work seven days. Last two years.”

Would you like to have a day off?

“Of course. I need that… at least one day. 
But I can’t because I am carer. You must not 
get sick day off more than one day a month.  
So you can’t keep calling every month and 
say I am sick, I am sick. That doesn’t work. 
That is out of the picture, you can’t do that.  
You have to take care of your job.”

Two	women	who	are	trying	to	start	their	own	
businesses	 did	 find	 that	 they	 at	 least	 had	
some	control	over	their	time:

“I don’t know if it is less time you have. But at 
least the hours that I do I do them when I want 
to do it. And unfortunately 9 to 5... the hours 
are not negotiable. At least I know, okay, he 
is only at nursery part time. So Mondays he 
is home, so I’m not gonna get any work done. 
But Tuesdays he is at nursery… that is my 
work day. And you know what? If it means 
after he’s gone to bed, at one o’clock in the 
morning, that is when I do my invoices and 
emails and research and stuff … [but] … You 
can’t turn it off. You are always thinking what 
can I do next? I should be doing something!”

Interviewees’	 time	 is	 also	 used	 up	 by	 the	
bureaucracy	 of	 dealing	 with	 debts	 and	
renegotiating	 their	 benefits	 or	 dealing	 with	
overpayments	 and	 underpayments	 (which	 are	
becoming	increasingly	frequent)	whenever	their	
income	fluctuates:

“And they telling you to go to… Citizens 
Advice Bureau. But they are losing 
funding, but they can’t help, they ain’t got 
enough staff, and they only open a couple 
of days a week, and they can only go for 
set hours in the morning… you just give 
up!

I emailed him and I said… I can’t be out 
of work. If I am out of work, I need to call 
working tax credits and find out exactly 
what’s going to happen with my money… 
I can’t do two extra hours or three hours 
in one day because then it will affect 
my benefits. This is the thing they don’t 
understand.”

Kayley	 Hignell	 from	 Citizens	 Advice	 Bureau	
commented	during	a	Citizens’	Jury	that	she	had	
interviewed	people	who	say	they	have	to	phone	
every	 department	 –	 tax	 credits,	 Jobcentre,	
housing	office	–	every	two	weeks	because	their	
changes	 in	 circumstances	 from	 work	 were	 so	
frequent.

“Now what that means in terms of an 
individual is chaos,  you are getting so much 
paperwork through it is unbelievable… 
and you never quite know… if your tax 
credits are always going up and down, 
you never know what’s right, it’s very 
hard for people … I feel a little bit like 
people are being asked to estimate stuff 
they can’t estimate and being asked by 
the government to take a risk on this, and 
then being penalised at the end of it, with 
over payments. It is really hard and really 
complicated to know.”



Hazel	Emmons	

NOT MY TIME

It is not my time, 
to speak the words that echo my point of view

It is not my time, 
to be made to wait in the endless jobless queue

It is not my time, 
I am controlled by every word the Job Centre say

It is not my time, 
to question at all I am just here to obey

It is not my time, 
to have the choice I have not earned that right

It is not my time, 
I am deemed unworthy, accept my struggle and strife

It is not my time, 
all they see before them is a single workless Mum

It is not my time, 
I lost my voice when I became a benefit bum

Doesn’t	matter	how	it	all	began
Doesn’t	matter	what	the	circumstances	are
Doesn’t	matter	what	situation	you	are	in

Doesn’t	matter	how	you	have	struggled	so	far

It is not my time, 
my financial position is dependent on the state

It is not my time, 
I am undeserving too little definitely too late

It is not my time, 
to make plans and have control on my life

It is not my time, 
when I am trapped in this chaotic unending fight

It is not my time, 
I dare not dream of what I would like to achieve 

It is not my time, 
only to be told what I can and cannot  receive 

It is not my time, 
to even think I can say what is right for me

It is not my time, 
it will only be my time when I am benefit free



TIME

It	is	not	my	time,	
Time	is	such	a	precious	thing
Worth	more	than	silver	or	gold
Time	is	such	a	precarious	thing

With	stories	left	to	be	told
Time	is	constantly	taken	away

From	all	the	working	poor
Time	is	such	a	luxury	now

Which	is	unattainable	to	us	anymore
Time	is	only	in	your	control	

If	you	have	no	financial	cares
Never	having	to	struggle	and	fight

For	all	that	they	have	is	theirs
Time	is	what	we	desperately	need

In	order	to	feel	alive	again
Time	is	so	crucial	to	who	we	are

To	think	and	feel	with	in
Give	us	back	our	time	
We	need	it	to	stay	alive

If	time	continues	to	evade	us
How	will	we	survive?

Hazel	Emmons



W h a t ’ s  o u r  s t o r y ? 7070

9.	What’s	our	story?	
How	do	People	Cope?

Much	 of	 the	 research	 discussed	 here	 focuses	
on	 the	 difficulties	 faced	 by	 the	 women	 we	
interviewed.	 But	 they	 are	 not	 passive	 victims.	
They	 are	 finding	 ways	 to	 cope.	 Everyone	 we	
talked	to	was	somehow	managing	to	stay	more	
or	 less	afloat,	 to	make	sure	 their	children	were	
fed.	 We	 didn’t	 specifically	 ask	 how	 they	 were	
doing	 this,	 but	 a	 few	 interviewees’	 comments	
shed	light	on	their	strategies.	We	feel	this	is	an	
area	warranting	further	research.

Focusing on the future: some	 interviewees	
seemed	 to	 get	 through	 by	 focusing	 on	
prospects	 for	 a	 better	 future.	 They	 combined	
hope	 with	 stoicism	 and	 resignation	 to	 the	 fact	
that	 they	 had	 to	 get	 through	 this	 trial	 in	 order	
to	get	to	a	better	life.	Sometimes	this	sentiment	
was	 explicitly	 religious,	 sometimes	 not.	 In	
some	 cases,	 interviewees	 emphasised	 hope	
for	their	children’s	future	–	“if	 I	put	up	with	this	
now,	my	 children	 will	 have	more	 opportunities	
and	 a	 chance	 for	 a	 different	 kind	 of	 life”.	 This	
sentiment	was	commonly	expressed	by	people	
who	had	moved	here	from	other	countries.

Identifying a bottom line for survival 
and making sure this is maintained:	 one	
interviewee	 said	 that,	 no	 matter	 what,	 there	
always	 had	 to	 be	 food	 in	 the	 house	 and	 she	
made	 sure	 this	 happened.	 Others	 expressed	
similar	 sentiments	 about	 keeping	 a	 roof	 over	
their	 own	 or	 their	 family’s	 heads	 –	 they	 knew	
they	 had	 to	 keep	 focusing	 on	 that	 whatever	
else	 was	 happening.	 Others	 said	 their	 bottom	
line	 was	making	 sure	 their	 children	were	 okay	
and	fed,	even	if	it	meant	them	personally	going	
without	food.

Borrowing from friends, family, and money 
lenders:	 as	 outlined	 in	 the	 opening	 chapter	
on	 our	 findings,	 interviewees	 explained	 how	
they	 borrowed	 from	 a	 range	 of	 sources	 to	 get	
through	the	month.	

Juggling bills and costs:	participants	managed	
their	 budgets	 very	 carefully,	 strategically	
juggling	 different	 bills	 in	 order	 to	 get	 through	
the	month,	and	finding	ways	 to	cover	essential	
costs	 like	 school	 uniforms	 bit	 by	 bit.	 Women	
spoke	of	going	without	 in	order	 to	ensure	 their	
children	had	enough	to	eat,	and	of	going	without	
treats,	 luxuries,	and	trips	 in	order	to	keep	their	
families’	heads	above	water.	

The	 idea	of	 “coping”	evoked	mixed	 feelings	 in	
the	 research	 group.	 There	 was	 both	 a	 sense	
of	 admiration	 for	what	 people	 are	 able	 to	deal	
with	 and	 vexation	 that	 they	 are	 forced	 to	 take	
such	extreme	and	precarious	measures	simply	
to	 survive.	 Some	 also	 expressed	 frustration	
that	 people	 often	 appear	 to	 accept	 that	 this	
is	 just	 the	way	 life	 is,	 that	 these	measures	 are	
normal,	 that	 they	have	no	power	to	change	the	
circumstances	 they	 face.	 	This	 isn’t	always	 the	
case,	as	the	interview	with	the	Tres	Cosas	worker	
shows.	However,	when	asked	about	unionising	
or	any	sort	of	collective	action	to	 improve	their	
conditions,	 the	 majority	 of	 our	 respondents	
showed	 interest	 but	 also	 bemusement.	 The	
idea	was	 appealing	but	 seemed	 far	 outside	 of	
their	frame	of	reference	and	what	they	believed	
possible	for	themselves.	 	

Lacking	 the	 belief	 that	 it	 might	 be	 possible	 to	
change	 their	 circumstances,	 either	 through	
invoking	rights	or	working	collectively	with	others	
facing	similar	challenges,	our	interviewees	were	
forced	 to	 employ	 the	 tough	 strategies	outlined	
above.	All	of	these	strategies,	and	the	energies	
it	 takes	 to	 implement	 them,	 demonstrate	 the	
capacity,	skills,	and	determination	of	the	women	
we	 interviewed	 –	 what	 some	 might	 call	 an	
inner	 “resilience”,	a	characteristic	 increasingly	
celebrated	over	the	past	decade.	But	how	far	can	
we	celebrate	“coping	strategies”	resulting	from	
bleak	 and	 unfair	working	 and	 living	 conditions	
that	 threaten	someone’s	very	survival?	How	far	
does	 a	 celebration	 of	 individual	 “resilience”	
distract	 from	 the	question	of	whether	 it	 is	 right	
that	 people	 are	 managing	 unstable,	 low-paid,	
low-status	work	in	the	first	place?	
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In our final sessions of the project, we looked back on the interviews with women in 
difficult work situations, the multiple workshops and citizens’ juries with policy makers 
and researchers and our own experiences, and reflected on what we could now say 
about ‘poverty’ and ‘work’ that might give others, less close to the issue, a better, 
fuller, more nuanced insight into the experience of ‘in-work poverty’.  

In this section, we want to try and share some of these thoughts and describe some of 
the new framing stories that different members of the research group put forward. We 
start by summarising our own discussions about different framing ideas.

Building on from this we have considered how these framing stories might both inspire 
and be reinforced by different policy approaches. Both in the near, and longer term, 
both small steps that we know could have immediate impacts, and  more experimental 
alternatives which currently have only really been implemented on a small-scale and 
whose proponents are only at the early stages of imagining what they could look like 
on a wider scale. It’s worth noting here that, given that Skills Network in itself was 
conceived as one of these more experimental alternatives, our filters around this are 
quite strong! So a good proportion of the new approaches that the group gravitated 
towards share characteristics with the principles and practices of Skills Network.

We want to emphasise that these are just thoughts, we hope the start of conversations. 
We are not experts in policy or political theory – far from it! But we want to learn from 
others who can help build on some of the ideas and stories that feel ‘truer’ to us than 
what we sometimes hear from the media and policy-makers. 	

Are	there	different	stories	
to	be	told?	
A	different	point	of	view…

Different	ways	of	
thinking	about	work,	
poverty	and	
‘in-work	poverty’

Stories	of	poverty
During	our	 research	we	have	encountered	 two	
broad	 stories	 about	 what	 leads	 to	 a	 person	
being	 poor.	 The	 first	 focuses	 on	 income	 or	
what	you	have:	officially	 in	 the	UK,	households	
earning	 less	 than	 60%	 of	 the	 median	 average	

income	 are	 considered	 to	 be	 in	 poverty.	 In	
2012/2013	this	threshold	was	£264	a	week	for	a	
couple	with	 no	children.	 The	 Joseph	Rowntree	
Foundation	 has	developed	 this	 idea	 to	 a	more	
sophisticated	 minimum	 ‘basket’	 of	 goods	 and	
services	 that	 have	 been	 defined	 as	 covering	
essential	 needs	 and	 allowing	 household	
members	 to	 participate	 in	 society	 called	 the	
‘Minimum	Income	Standard’.

The	 second	 –	 a	 story	 particularly	 favoured	 by	
the	 current	 government	 –	 tells	 us	 that	 poverty	
is	 less	 about	 money	 than	 social	 and	 lifestyle	
factors.		 In	recent	debates,	Iain	Duncan	Smith,	
Secretary	 of	 State	 for	Work	 and	Pensions,	 has	
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advocated	 shifting	 definitions	 of	 child	 poverty	
away	from	relative	income:	 		

“Instead …the new legislation will look 
at the proportion of children living in 
workless households and the educational 
attainment of pupils at 16. … The 
government will also incorporate family 
breakdown as well as debt and addiction 
as it draws up a new ‘children’s life 
chances strategy’.”

(The	Daily	Telegraph	01	July	2015)

Rather	 than	 structural	 factors	 –	 	 low	 pay,	
insecure	 work,	 high	 housing	 costs	 -	 	 focus	 is	
now	on		‘poverty	of	opportunity’,	and	individuals’	
success	 in	 taking	 up	 these	 opportunities.	 As	
we’ve	 noted	 elsewhere,	 this	 government	 says	
they	 will	 give	 everyone	 an	 ‘equal	 shot’,	 a	 go	
at	 ‘the	 ladder’.	 It	 is	 up	 to	 individuals	 to	 take	 it	
–	 or	 lose	 out.	 This	 idea	 seems	 to	 frame	 their	
understanding	 of	 the	 causes	 and	 experience	
of	 poverty,	 and	 therefore	 the	 solutions	 they	
propose	to	alleviating	it.

Our research suggests there is a different 
story to tell…

“Poverty is the difference between existing 
and living.” 

(Community	Researcher)

“You are just surviving, on whatever you 
can.”

(Community	Researcher)

“It’s amazing how active people are, how 
much people do for each other, given 
everything they face and feel.”

(Research	Coordinator)

We	 have	 found	 poverty	 to	 be	 a	 much	
more	 complicated	 state	 than	 either	 of	 the	
perspectives	 above	 permits,	 and	 one	 that	 is	
much	more	difficult	to	overcome.	It	is	senseless	

to	ignore	finances:	whether	or	not	someone	can	
afford	the	‘minimum	basket’	of	basic	goods	and	
services	 will	 fundamentally	 affect	 their	 day-to-
day	 life.	 But	 finances	 are	 not	 everything	 –	 we	
agree	with	the	government	that	there	is	more	to	
poverty	than	money.

We	just	disagree	about	what	those	other	bits	are.	
Poverty	has	been	 framed	by	some	mainstream	
stories	 as	 something	 that	 people	 do	 or	 don’t	
inflict	 on	 themselves	 and	 their	 families.	 There	
is	the	‘right’	thing	to	do	and	the	‘wrong’	thing	to	
do,	and	if	you	do	the	wrong	thing	–	fail	 to	work	
hard	 enough,	 have	 addiction	 issues,	 get	 into	
debt,	 suffer	 a	 relationship	 break-down	 –	 you	
will	 be	 in	 poverty.	 In	 short,	 the	 financial	 side	
of	 poverty	 is	 caused	 by	 these	 bad	 ‘choices’;	
policy	should	therefore	focus	on	these	choices	
and	how	to	stop	people	making	them.

Our understanding about the non-economic 
aspects of poverty is very different.  Rather 
than individuals who have gone ‘morally 
astray’, we see people who would love 
a different kind of life but are trapped in 
situations less of their own making than that 
of the wider economic system. And	we	 see	
these	people	 further	beaten	down	and	blamed	
for	their	own	suffering.	Finances	are	very	much	
part	 of	 it	 and	 financial	 hardship	 is	 what	 often	
leads	 to	 burdens	 and	 misfortunes,	 including	
debt,	addiction	and	relationship	breakdown.

We also think a focus on capabilities is 
important. Poverty is not just about what you 
have, but what you can practically access and 
make use of	–	what	choices	having	something	
actually	gives	you.	You	may	be	offered	training	
that	leads	to	progression,	but	if	it’s	after	school	
hours	 and	 there’s	 no	 childcare,	 can	 you	 take	
advantage	of	it?

We suggest that non-income based aspects 
of poverty include:

Lack of choice.	 Poverty	 entails	 having	 to	 do	
certain	 types	 of	 work	 and	 leave	 children	 in	
certain	 kinds	 of	 childcare.	 Where	 there	 is	
‘choice’,	 it	 is	 often	 between	 bad	 options,	 and	
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choices	most	 people	 would	 find	 unacceptable	
can	 be	 the	 norm:	 between	 heating	 and	 food	
for	 example,	 or	 between	 staying	with	 a	 violent	
partner	and	greater	financial	hardship.	

Being stuck in a rut with little hope for 
change or wider choice. Poverty	 leaves	many	
feeling	like	they	have	no	control	over	decisions	
affecting	their	lives,	like	they	are	weighed	down	
and	 forced	 in	 certain	 directions	 by	 structures	
they	have	no	hope	of	influencing.

Short-term horizons.	 Interviewees	 described	
how	 they	 could	 only	 think	 of	 surviving	 day-
to-day,	 and	 had	 no	 headspace	 for	 long-term	
planning.	 This	 resonated	 with	 our	 researchers	
as	 a	 common	 experience	 of	 poverty.	 It	 also	
chimes	with	recent	psychological	research	(see	
box).	

Constantly undermined self-belief. People	
in	 poverty	 face	 a	 continuous	 assault	 on	 their	
sense	 of	 self-worth	 -	 by	 the	 media,	 their	
bosses,	 housing	 and	 other	 support	 systems,	
debt	 collectors	 …	 the	 list	 goes	 on.	 The	 idea	
that	 degrading	 stereotypes	 can	 so	 undermine	
the	 self-belief	 of	 people	 experiencing	 poverty	
that	it	affects	their	ability	to	do	things	is	backed	
up	by	a	 recent	study	by	Oxford	University	and	
the	 Joseph	 Rowntree	 Foundation.	 Its	 authors	
found	 that	 people	 in	 long-term	 poverty	 tend	
to	 absorb	 the	 prevalent	 media	 message	 that	
people	on	benefits	 are	 ‘low	 in	warmth	and	 low	
in	competence’,	 leading	to	low	confidence	and	
subconscious	self-loathing	(JRF,	2015).

Long-term poverty evokes very particular 
emotions – a sense of desperation, a sense 
of resignation.

More generally, we feel it is important that 
policy makers understand that: 

•	 The	 experience	 of	 poverty	 is	 shaped	
by	who	is	watching	and	judging	you.	It	
is	also	 influenced	by	 the	choices	you	
feel	you	need	to	make	to	belong	to	and	
feel	valued	by	society,	and	whether	or	

not	these	choices	are	possible	without	
getting	into	spirals	of	debt.	

•	 Women	 in	 poverty	 face	 distinct	
challenges.	 This	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	
all	 women	 experience	 poverty	 in	 the	
same	 way.	 Nonetheless	 we	 have	
come	 across	 common	 themes	 in	 our	
interviews	 that	 suggest	 women	 are	
likely	 to	 feel	 certain	 pressures	 and	
expectations	 more	 keenly.	 There	 are	
certain	 kinds	 of	 work	 that	 women	
usually	 do	 and	 are	 expected	 to	 do.	
Women	 in	 poverty	 often	 experience	
particular	 attacks	 on	 their	 self-belief	
and	 are	 degraded	 and	 shamed	 in	
particular	ways,	from	criticism	of	their	
childcare	arrangements	to	the	clothes	
they	 can	 afford	 to	 wear	 to	 work.	 As	
a	 result,	 they	 face	 greater	 barriers	
when	 it	 comes	 to	 changing	 their	
circumstances.

•	 The	 experience	 of	 poverty	 	 is	 not	 a	
fixed	state	–	 it	can	shift	 from	week	 to	
week.	 This	 is	 true	 both	 of	 poverty’s	
financial	and	non-financial	aspects.	It	

Elliot Berkman, a researcher who studies 
goals and motivation, writes:	“Poverty	makes	
it	hard	for	people	to	care	about	the	future	and	
forces	 them	 to	 live	 in	 the	 present.”	 His	 work	
challenges	 the	 common	 argument	 that	 poor	
people	 lack	 self-control	 and	 are	 therefore	 to	
blame	 for	 their	 poverty	 –	 as	 evidenced	 by	
their	 inability	 to	make	 long-term	decisions.	A	
definition	 of	 self-control	 that	 prioritises	 long-
term	gain	“works	well	for	people	who	have	the	
luxury	of	 time	and	money	 to	meet	 their	basic	
needs	and	have	resources	left	over	to	plan	for	
the	future,	but	may	make	little	sense	for	those	
who	need	 to	 find	a	way	 to	survive	 today,”	he	
says.	 	

( h t t p s : / / t heconve r sa t i on . com / i t s - no t - a -
l ack -o f - se l f - con t r o l - t ha t - keeps -peop le -
poor-47734)
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is	not	a	thing	that	can	easily	be	pinned	
down	or	defined.	It	is	not	a	metric.

What	counts	as	work?
In	 the	 definition	 of	 in-work	 poverty	 used	 at	
the	 start	 of	 this	 research,	 ‘work’	 was	 defined	
as	 formal,	 paid	 work.	 This	 is	 a	 deeply	 flawed	
classification.	 Perhaps	 we	 should	 have	 used	
the	term	‘in-job	poverty’	instead.	Unfortunately,	
however,	the	emphasis	on	paid	activity	reflects	
the	approach	of	 the	systems	people	 rely	on	 to	
survive,	including	the	benefits	system	–	as	Scott	
Santens,	 a	 campaigner	 for	 a	 ‘basic	 income’	
points	out:

“Traditionally speaking, most of the work 
going on around us is only considered work 
if one gets paid to do it. Are you a parent? 
Sorry, that’s not work. Are you in paid 
childcare? Congratulations, that’s work. 
Are you an open source programmer? 
Sorry, that’s not work. Are you a paid 
software engineer? Congratulations, 
that’s work.” 

(Jobs,	Work	and	Basic	Income,	2015)

As	 we	 have	 seen	 in	 the	 interviews	 presented	
here,	 this	 traditional	 definition	 of	 ‘work’	 and	
the	 moral	 and	 financial	 pressures	 to	 do	 it	 –	
whatever	 the	conditions	and	whatever	 the	cost	
–	can	 leave	people	 in	 turmoil.	 In	spite	of	bleak	
working	situations,	many	considered	paid	work	
the	only	way	to	avoid	being	seen	as	‘scroungers’	
or	‘lazy’,	or	to	reinforce	their	sense	of	self.	This	
makes	 sense:	 when	 society	 says	 that	 other	
ways	you	may	spend	your	time	and	energy	are	
not	valuable,	then	‘ambition’	or	‘aspirations’	are	
likely	to	focus	on	formal	paid	work	–as	opposed	
to,	say,	spending	more	time	with	loved	ones.

In	 our	 last	 piece	 of	 research,	 on	 mothers’	
experiences	 of	 the	 Jobcentre,	 we	 concluded	
that	what	counts	as	‘work’	should	be	expanded.		
We	 also	 called	 for	 a	 shift	 in	 how	 we	 value	

activities	 other	 than	 formal	 paid	 work	 and	 in	
how	we	understand	the	idea	of	‘contributing’	to	
wider	 society.	 Unpaid	 care	work,	 for	 example,	
is	 not	 only	 highly	 valuable	but	 essential	 to	 the	
smooth	running	of	the	economy,	highlighting	the	
problems	 with	 any	 approach	 that	 limits	 ‘work’	
and	‘contribution’	to	formal	paid	work.

Other	activities	in	life	are	important	and	valuable	
too,	 such	 as	 creativity,	 social	 interaction	
and	 enjoyment.	 These	 contribute	 to	 stronger	
communities,	where	people	can	find	a	sense	of	
belonging	and	are	less	likely	to	feel	isolated.

A way of thinking about the difference 
between work and jobs

A	 job	 is	 what	 you	 are	 paid	 to	 do.	 It	 can	
either	enable	you	to	do	work	that	you	enjoy,	
or	 it	 can	 compensate	 you	 for	 doing	 work	
that	 you	do	not	enjoy	at	 all.	 It	 can	 involve	
a	lot	of	work	or	very	little	work	or	very	little	
work.	 The	 most	 important	 thing	 about	 a	
job	 is	 that	we	 trade	our	 time	 for	monetary	
compensation.

Work	 is	 different…money	 has	 nothing	
whatsoever	 to	 do	 with	 work.	 It’s	 not	 part	
of	 the	 equation	 at	 all.	 Neither	 is	 anything	
involving	 value,	 worth,	 or	 meaning.	 Work	
can	be	necessary	or	entirely	unnecessary.	
Work	 can	 be	 valuable	 or	 worthless.	 Work	
can	 be	meaningful	 or	 empty.	 But	 all	 work	
is	doing	something instead of nothing,	and	
no	one	can	say	the	same	thing	about	 jobs	
(Santens,	2015).

If	 we	 frame	 work	 in	 this	 way,	 it	 becomes	
very	clear	that	what	we	have	been	looking	
at,	 and	what	prevailing	definitions	of	work	
focus	 on,	 is	 jobs.	 And	 there	 are	 many	
jobs	 around	 that	 trap	 people	 in	 difficult	
situations,	in	turn	making	it	harder	for	them	
to	do	all	the	other	types	of	work	they	might	
want	to	engage	in	or	which	might	contribute	
to	 the	 wellbeing	 of	 others,	 or	 society	 at	
large,	in	a	different	way.
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We	 also	 believe	 that	 we	 need	 to	 accept	 and	
embrace	 the	 different	 capacities,	 skills	 and	
knowledge	present	in	our	society.	

Work	and	morality

“There’s no getting away from it. Sitting 
in a park in the middle of the working day 
feels, well, a bit naughty… if not downright 
wicked. 

There is always the sense somehow, 
that you should be doing something. 
Something to show you are a productive 
and successful member of society.  
Working, like everyone else, like you’re 
supposed to.  Like you’ve got a mission, 
like you’re part of hardworking, alarm 
clock Britain.” 

(Justin	Champion,	on	Max	Weber	and	the	
Protestant	Work	Ethic,	Radio	4)

Another	 framing	 of	 ‘work’	 goes	 even	 further,	
by	 challenging	 the	 assumed	 value	 in	 doing	
‘something	 instead	 of	 nothing’.	 Is	 hard	work	 a	
moral/good	thing	in	itself?

Here,	what	we	mean	by	 ‘work’	 is	 anything	 that	
feels	 ‘productive’,	 from	 formal	 paid	 work	 to	
cleaning	 your	 house,	 or	 spending	 a	 long	 time	
sorting	 out	 your	 garden.	 Some	 in	 our	 group	
argued	 that	 there	 was	 no	 inherent	 morality	 in	
‘productive	 activity’	 per se.	 Others	 thought	 it	
depended	on	 the	 task	–	working	 really	hard	at	
looking	after	 your	 kids,	 for	 example,	was	 seen	
as	a	special	category	of	work.

Some	 commented	 on	 how	 internalised	 the	
prevailing	 assumptions	 about	 work	 have	
become.	 Even	 those	 who	 don’t	 intellectually	
believe	 in	 productive	 activity	 as	 an	 inherent	
good	 can	 feel	 a	 pride	 at	 cleaning	 the	 kitchen	
that	 connects	 with	 a	 sense	 of	moral	 worth.	 By	
the	same	token,	being	idle	(or	being	seen	to	be	
idle)	can	invoke	feelings	of	anxiety,	inadequacy	
and	 failure.	 Some	 members	 of	 the	 research	
team	said	that	their	interpretation	of	Christianity	

differed	 from	 one	 emphasising	 the	 Protestant	
work	 ethic,	 noting	 for	 example	 the	 importance	
of	a	day	of	rest.

Others	 thought,	 while	 the	 distraction	 of	 hard	
work	could	sometimes	be	a	good	thing,	the	idea	
that	 we	 just	 have	 to	 keep	 being	 ‘productive’	
depletes	the	time	and	energy	we	have	simply	to	
be,	as	humans,	to	enjoy	life,	to	think	and	come	
together	and	challenge	systems.	

Although	 we	 did	 not	 reach	 a	 final	 conclusion,	
we	were	united	 in	questioning	 the	 idea	of	hard	
work	as	a	moral	good	in	itself,	as	presented	by	
the	government.

And	what	about	in-work	poverty?	

To	 what	 extent	 does	 the	 experience	 of	 work	
compound	 and	 extend	 the	 experiences	 of	
poverty	outlined	above?	Right	at	the	beginning	
of	the	report	we	heard	some	of	the	feelings	our	
research	 respondents	 had	 about	 the	 idea	 of	
in-work	poverty	 –	 that	 it	 is	 the	 feeling	of	being	
a	 ‘failure’,	 that	 you	 ‘should	 be	 doing	 better’.	
We	 have	 heard	 the	 stories	 of	 disappointment,	
bleakness,	 tiredness	 and	 disillusionment,	 the	
feelings	 of	 ‘anger’,	 the	 feeling	 they	 have	been	
sold	a	lie.	

We can’t say for certain whether or not 
being ‘in work’will make people better off 
financially. There are too many variables 
for each person. What we can say from our 
interviews, is that the women did not feel 
better off, more financially secure, or less 
anxious than when they were on benefits. 

A	group	of	us	considered	examples	of	different	
people	 in	 different	 imagined	 situations	 –	 an	
impoverished	artist,	a	cleaner,	a	woman	with	a	
median	salary	but	very	high	rent	costs,	a	mother	
taking	care	of	 three	kids	and	her	grandmother	
-	 and	debated	whether	what	 they	 experienced	
could	 be	 considered	 ‘in-work	 poverty’.	 While	
we	 did	 not	 always	 agree	 on	 individual	 cases,	
we	 were	 able	 to	 pull	 out	 key	 factors	 that	
differentiated	 for	 us	 an	 experience	 of	 ‘in-work	
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poverty’	 from	 other	 kinds	 of	 experiences	 of	
living	on	low	income.	

Some	of	the	key	questions	raised	were:	

Do you have choice at all about the job 
you’re in? Do you have other sources of 
financial support? And what the emotional 
and physical toll/cost of using these is. 

For instance, we considered a married woman 
who was earning very little herself. Her husband 
earnt a high income but was controlling and 
abusive. We defined this as potential in-work 
poverty. 

But we decided that a young intern who, on 
an even lower wage, but who enjoyed  a good 
relationship with parents who were happy to 
support her financially, might not fit into our 
definition of in-work poverty.

Does your work put you in a position of low 
status? Is there no time or headspace to enjoy 
other aspects of your life?	Then	we	might	say	
you	were	in	in-work	poverty	even	if	you	did	not	
strictly	meet	the	lowest	income	criteria.	

Conversely, if you are earning a low income as 
a result of a real and meaningful choice to do 
a type of work that you enjoy and rewards you, 
you are doing what you love with your days, 
have enough to get by and have other options 
readily available, then we would say that you 
are (possibly!) not in in-work poverty. However 
– a note of caution here, ‘contentment’ and 
‘joy’ can mean many things, and the rewarding 
aspects of any work can be over-shadowed by 
financial strain. 

If you feel little sense of dignity in your work, 
feel you have little control and/or feel like 
you’re rights are not respected/ you don’t 
have the power to assert them, you might 
be more likely to fall into the category of in-
work poverty.

We also expanded our meaning of ‘in-work’ 
poverty to include the wide range of activities 
we see as ‘work’. Especially if there is no 
choice, prospect of change, or headspace for 
anything else. 

So a woman who spends her time looking after 
her three children and her grandmother could 
be considered to be experiencing in-work 
poverty if her income was low, even if it was 
from the state in the form of benefits, rather 
than a formal paid salary. 

The same could be said of a man recovering from 
addiction issues who spends the time he can 
physically and emotionally afford volunteering 
to help others recover from their addiction 
issues. One of the women in our group called 
this ‘unrecognised-work poverty’

What are people’s reasonable costs?	 For	
example	someone	on	a	higher	salary,	who	has	
to	 travel	 far	 to	 work	 and	 rent	 privately,	 may	
experience	 some	 aspects	 of	 in-work	 poverty.	
Additional	 costs	 including,	 for	 instance,	 costs	
related	to	the	job,	like	certain	types	of	clothing,	
might	add	to	this.	

You do not necessarily need to be in formal 
paid work right now to be experiencing in-
work poverty. Several	of	our	interviewees	were	
in	and	out	of	formal	paid	work	and	we	consider	
this	cycle	to	be	a	feature	of	in-work	poverty.	The	
very	nature	of	much	of	the	work	people	describe	
is	insecure,	changeable	and	people	move	in	and	
out	of	it.	The	memories	or	prospects	of	periods	
without	 any	 income	 at	 all	 –	 and	 the	 work	 and	
stress	involved	with	returning	to	social	security	
support	are	an	extremely	distressing	aspect	of	
the	in-work	poverty	experience.	

	



Approaches that:
explicitly	value	different	kinds	of	work	more	equally	in	

terms	of	reward	and	status,	recognise	that	not	everyone	
can	or	needs	to	‘contribute’	equally	and	that	some	

people	will	have	more	needs	than	others;	acknowledge	
that	we	do	all	rely	on	and	need	each	other	and	that	
try	and	build	on	this	in	ways	that	are	not	exploitative;	

encourage	cooperation	and	sharing	rather	than	
competition;	encourage	different	types	of	reciprocity	and	
not	necessarily	tit	for	tat	exchange;	take	seriously	the	

idea	of	equality	and	enact	that	this	through	models	where	
power	is	shared;	allow	time	and	space	for	creativity	and	
play	and	do	not	necessarily	prioritise	production	and	

consumption	at	the	expense	of	these

Framing Assumptions
The experience of poverty	is	wider	than	just	not	being	able	to	afford	to	buy	things,	though	

income	does	matter.	It	is	also	feeling	trapped,	watched,	judged,	without	choices,	and	unable	to	
plan	for	your	future.	It	is	the	difference	between	living	and	existing.	It	is	not	a	metric,	it	is	fluid	and	

shifting.

 Poverty is rarely the result of individuals making bad “choices” or not trying hard enough.	
Systemic	barriers	and	embedded	structural	inequalities	play	a	more	important	role.	Women	often	

face	distinct	challenges.

Fairness should be about using collective resources to make sure everyone is okay,	not	
about	punishing	some	people	for	not	‘contributing’	enough.	“Fairness”	needs	to	take	into	account	
people’s	different	strengths	and	frailties,	to	balance	the	equation	between	what	you	have,	what	

you	need,	and	what	you	can	give.

 The concept of “work” needs to be defined much more widely.	Much	work	is	not	acknowledged	
by	the	formal	economy		-	including	nurturing	care-giving	relationships	and	engaging	in	creativity.	
These	things	should	not	be	valued	less	than	formal	paid	work.	The	story	that	formal	work	is	morally	

superior	to	all	other	activity	needs	to	be	challenged.	

Aspiration is a complex idea that means more than	improving	yours	and	your	family’s	financial	
lot.	We	don’t	deny	that	people	want	a	decent	house	and	an	occasional	holiday.	But	people	also	

aspire	to	other	things	–	spending	more	time	with	children,	building	communities,	imagining	
alternative	worlds.	Such	things	currently	get	short	shrift.

 Let’s think more about collective aspirations – and about how we can balance our needs 
and desires with those of other people rather than at the expense of them.	Let’s	get	rid	of	

the	ladder	metaphor:	a	few	making	it	to	the	top	is	just	more	of	the	same.	Can	we	instead	imagine	
ourselves	expanding	outwards,	learning	more,	connecting	with	one	another?	

We must acknowledge our interdependence. We	are	all	givers	and	takers,	reliant	on	each	other	
in	different	ways	at	different	times	in	our	lives.	“Dependency”is	not	shameful.	We	need	each	other.	

We	all	contribute	in	different	ways,	“complementing	and	compensating	for	each	other.”



What can be done  now?
Challenging the stories and language of the media 

(and ourselves) 
Stories about poverty, work, fairness, aspiration and the blame they lay on people are false 
representations that need to be challenged in their own right and also because of evidence 
that people struggling in difficult circumstances absorb and become undermined by their 
constant repetition. 
 “I listen to LBC. I quite like LBC because they are a bit like us, some of the presenters. They 
talk about Cameron and his ideas, and poor people… so I listen to that kind of stuff. And 
sometimes I have to turn it off as well, coz I cant …. I can only take so much”

Enacting alternatives
There	are	examples	in	and	outside	of	the	UK	of	groups	experimenting	with	models	that	are	
trying	to	move	away	from,	even	replace,	a	system	narrowly	focused	on	the	individual,	on	
homo	economicus	as	the	norm,	and	the	market	as	the	structure.	Right	now	we	do	not	know	
how	these	might	develop	into	larger-scale	systems,	but	we	have	been	inspired	by	some	of	
the	cases	we	have	researched,	and	feel	they	speak	to	the	framing	ideas	we	have	developed.		
Please	see	the	following	boxes	for	some	examples	we	think	are	interesting,	and	for	some	of	
the	thinkers	in	this	field	we	have	tried	to	engage.		We	feel	there	is	a	lot	more	to	learn!

What could policy makers do in the near term? 
“They need to look at the gap of peoples wages to the actually living.  There is definitely 
more child care needed, more help with child care.  Maybe free after school clubs, breakfast 
club… Once you start working, everybody…the whole network shuts down.  You are working, 
we don’t have to help you no more.  But you do have to help me because you have put me in 
debt.  But they don’t.  They turn around and shut the door.” 

•	 In	the	20th	century	which	was	the	expectation	that	people	work	and	indeed	the	
willingness	to	punish	people	who	don’t	work	–	and	we	do	–	needs	to	be	balanced	by	
a	commitment	to	work	that	pay	a	family	wage	and	work	that	has	dignity	and	rights	and	
satisfaction.	You	will	concretely	and	determinedly	enforce	the	part	of	that	contract	and	
the	other	part	just	say	‘whatever’….”	(Matthew	Taylor,	Radio	4)	 	

•	 Question	austerity	and	listen	to	alternatives:	for	example	increasing	government	
expenditure	to	provide	a	real	dignified	wage,	adequate	childcare	and	support	for	those	
who	are	working.

•	 Consider	a	shorter	working	week	and	other	measures	to	alleviate	depression	and	
exhaustion	and	ensure	we	all	have	time	to	build	communities,	enrich	our	lives	and	
nurture	relationships	of	care.
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The Case of Ecuador
During	 the	 1990s	 Ecuador	 followed	 the	
recommendations	of	the	International	Monetary	Fund	
(IMF)	to	the	letter,	implementing	a	series	of	economic	
policies	from	austerity	to	export-led	growth	to	public	
sector	 cuts.	 In	 1999,	 there	 was	 a	 financial	 crisis	
in	 which	 the	 state	 had	 to	 bail	 out	 the	 banks	 and	 a	
social	 crisis	 in	which	20%	of	 the	population	 left	 the	
country	for	economic	reasons.	The	following	decade	
saw	seven	presidents,	each	thrown	out	of	office	due	
to	 social	 unrest.	 By	 2007,	 a	 revolution	 had	 started	
calling	 for	 a	 new	 constitution	 and	 new	 rules	 of	 the	
economic	game	and	 there	has	since	been	a	 radical	
shift	in	approach.	

Social	 security	 is	 paid	 to	 housewives;	 the	minimum	
wage	 has	 doubled	 and	 is	 now	 called	 a	 ‘dignified	
wage’;	 no	 company	 is	 allowed	 to	 declare	 profits	 if	
they	do	not	pay	a	dignified	wage	to	all	staff;	inequality	
is	 falling	 faster	 in	 Ecuador	 than	 any	 other	 Latin	
American	country;	revenues	from	tax	have	increased	

threefold;	 the	 rights	 of	 nature	 have	 been	 formally	
recognised	in	the	constitution;	the	development	plan	
of	the	country	wants	to	move	away	from	a	dependence	
on	 the	 extraction	 of	 natural	 resources;	 and	political	
stability	 has	 returned.	 Ecuador	 still	 has	 problems,	
notably	 heavy	 reliance	 on	 oil	 revenue	 and	 Chinese	
loans	which	make	it	acutely	vulnerable	to	fluctuations	
in	both	energy	prices	and	global	finance	–	clear	from	
this	year’s	budget	cuts	brought	on	by	the	decline	in	
oil	prices.	Progress	is	not	plain	sailing.	Nonetheless,	
the	country	offers	an	insight	into	the	kinds	of	changes	
possible	when	the	social	and	political	will	is	there.	

Civil	society	has	been	key	to	these	changes.	Ecuador	
is	a	country	of	strong	social	movements	which	have	
not	 only	 pushed	 for	 reform	 but	 now	 also	 hold	 the	
government	to	account	when	it	fails	to	go	far	enough.	
The	 rallying	 cry	 has	 been	 ‘people	 need	 to	 be	 over	
capital,	 not	 the	other	way	 round’,	 and	 these	people	
are	making	the	changes	they	want	to	see	–	right	here	
in	Ecuador,	right	now.	 		

Plan F
The	Women’s	Budget	Group	campaigns	for	economic	policies	to	help	build	a	gender	equal	society,	rejecting	
Homo	Economicus	in	favour	of	an	approach	that	puts	people’s	health	and	happiness	over	the	narrow	pursuit	
of	 profit.	 Its	 members	 envision	 investment	 in	 a	 “caring	 and	 sustainable	 economy”,	 paid	 for	 through	 job	
creation;	scrapping	nuclear	weapons;	ending	tax	cuts	for	the	richest;	and	cracking	down	on	tax	avoidance	
and	evasion.	They	call	it	a	“feminist	alternative	to	the	economy”,	or	Plan	F.	

Key recommendations include:

• Reverse cuts to public services and benefits. Cuts	 to	childcare	centres,	care	 for	 the	elderly	and	
other	vital	services	disproportionately	affect	women	and	cause	poverty.

• Boost investment in social infrastructure.	 Strengthening	 health,	 education,	 social	 security	 and	
other	services	will	benefit	people	today	and	for	years	to	come.

• Create well-paid care jobs and ensure access to affordable care. A	decent	care	industry	not	only	
boosts	wellbeing,	but	saves	money	too,	by	reducing	long-term	health	costs	and	allowing	more	people	
to	work.	It	is	best	achieved	through	publically	funded	and	provided	services.

• Provide better support to unpaid carers.	Without	unpaid	care	work,	 the	economy	would	 flounder	
and	pressure	on	public	services	surge.	This	a	really	important	job,	but	most	carers	don’t	want	a	salary	
–	just	help,	support	and	a	rest.	

• Strengthen worker’s rights.	A	large	proportion	of	new	jobs	are	part-time	or	zero-hours,	contributing	
to	in-work	poverty	and	diminished	dignity	and	security.	All	workers	should	enjoy	basic	rights	including	
collective	bargaining	and	a	minimum	wage	that	ensures	a	decent	living.	 	

• Increase investment in social housing and control rent rises. An	 affordable	 home	 for	 all	 is	
central	 to	 a	 caring	 economy,	 but	 erroneous	 policies	 have	 focused	 on	 subsidies	 for	 property-
buyers.

• Create a social security system that splits caring responsibilities and costs more fairly	–	both	
between	men	and	women	and	between	families	and	the	wider	economy,	and	provides	adequate	
independent	income	for	everyone.

• Reform plans for Universal Credit.	It	is	vital	to	ensure	that	women	with	employed	partners	gain	
from	earning.	Payment	arrangements	should	also	be	changed	so	 that	not	all	 the	money	goes	 to	
one	person	in	a	household,	a	set-up	that	may	stop	women	leaving	an	abusive	relationship.

Alternatives to Austerity
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Experimenting with Alternative Kinds of Systems

“Horizontalidad” and Worker-Owned Factories in Argentina
Argentina’s	 fábricas recuperadas	movement	 emerged	 in	 response	 to	Argentina’s	 2001	economic	
crisis.	Workers	took	over	control	of	the	factories	in	which	they	had	worked,	either	after	bankruptcy,	
or	 after	 a	 factory	 occupation	 to	 circumvent	 a	 lockout.	 About	 200	 Argentine	 companies	 were	
“recovered”	by	their	workers	and	turned	into	co-operatives.	

Within	these	factories,	a	form	of	collective	management	called	‘horizontalidad’	developed.		This	is,	
most	crucially,	a	flat	structure	of	relations.	Marina	Sitrin	notes	that	“the	word	horizontalidad	was	first	
heard	in	the	days	after	the	December	2001	popular	rebellion	in	Argentina.	No	one	recalls	where	it	
came	from	or	who	first	might	have	said	it.	It	was	a	new	word,	and	emerged	from	a	new	practice.	The	
practice	was	that	of	people	coming	together,	 looking	to	one	another,	without	anyone	 in	charge	or	
with	power	over	another,	beginning	to	find	ways	to	solve	their	problems	together,	and	by	doing	this	
together,	 they	were	creating	a	new	 relationship.	Both	 the	decision-making	process	and	 the	ways	
in	which	they	wanted	to	relate	in	the	future	were	horizontal.	What	this	meant	was,	and	still	is,	to	be	
discovered	in	its	practice,	or	as	the	Zapatistas	in	Chiapas	say,	‘in	the	walk,	and	always	questioning	
as	we	walk’.“

The	movement	 has	 not	 been	without	 problems	 –	 for	 one,	many	more	 traditionally	managed	 firms	
refused	to	deal	with	it	(in	response	to	which	the	factories	have	come	together	to	negotiate	to	give	
them	more	power).	There	have	also	been	inherent	difficulties	in	trying	to	maintain	certain	principles	
within	the	factories	whilst	having	to	engage	with	a	world	outside	that	works	by	different	principles,	
in	order	 to	sell	goods.	 Issues	of	emerging	 informal	hierarchies,	as	some	workers	 learn	new	skills	
have	also	been	challenging.

But	 in	 many	 ways,	 the	 movement	 is	 an	 example	 of	 a	 very	 different	 response	 to	 low	 wages	 and	
unemployment	 that	 has	 been	 successful.	 Its	 practices	 have	 influenced	 ‘horizontal’	 movements	
across	the	world.

The Cooperative Village of Marinaleda
Like	 much	 of	 Europe,	 Spain	 has	 been	 hit	 hard	 by	 the	 current	 financial	 crisis.	 Unemployment,	
particularly	 for	 young	 people,	 skyrocketed	 after	 the	 housing	 bubble	 burst	 and	 financial	 markets	
crashed.	However,	a	small	town	in	the	south	of	Spain	is	bucking	regional	trends	and	forging	ahead	
with	its	own	unique	economic	model.	

Marinaleda,	home	to	approximately	2,700	people,	has	developed	its	own	special	brand	of	politics	
and	community	organisation.	

Locals	 predominantly	 engage	 in	 agricultural	 work,	 which	 includes	 Spanish	 staples	 like	 peppers,	
artichokes	and	beans.	Their	speciality,	however,	is	mouth-watering,	aromatic	olive	oil.	 	

The	 land	where	 the	crops	grow	 is	collectively	managed	by	 local	cooperative	El	Humoso.	Work	 is	
seasonal	and	varies	from	year	to	year	but,	unlike	other	farms	or	plantations,	work	is	shared	equally	
amongst	 those	 willing	 to	 turn	 their	 hand	 to	 it.	 While	 this	 means	 that	 many	 people	 are	 not	 in	 full	
employment,	 it	ensures	everyone	earns	enough	to	get	by	(compared	to	the	late	1970s	when	there	
was	almost	60%	unemployment	and	people	often	went	for	days	without	eating).	It	also	means	that	
profits	remain	locally	and	no	one	at	the	top	is	getting	rich	off	of	their	hard	work.

Their	approach	to	housing	follows	a	similar	philosophy.	Raw	building	materials	are	 funded	by	 the	
regional	 government,	 while	 the	 local	 council	 provides	 free	 land	 and	 architectural	 plans.	 Locals	
then	band	 together	 to	 turn	wood	and	concrete	 into	 truly	affordable	homes,	with	mortgages	set	at	
about	€15	(£11)	per	month.	The	new	builds,	of	which	there	are	so	far	around	400	units,	belong	to	a	
housing	cooperative	and	provide	families	with	cheap	but	suitable	homes.	

Marinaleda	 serves	 as	 a	 timely	 reminder	 that	 economic	 alternatives	 are	 not	 only	 possible,	 they	
already	exist.	
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The core economy, 
Timebanking and 

Co-production

Paid	 work	 in	 the	 formal	 economy	 relies	 on	
the	 unpaid	 work	 of	 parents,	 grandparents	
and	 carers	 who	 do	 household	 work,	 bring	 up	
children,	 look	 after	 neighbours	 and	 support	
people	who	 are	 sick	 to	 get	well	 and	 stay	well.	
This	 labour	 (whether	 part-time	 or	 full-time)	 is	
crucial,	 but	 as	 it	 is	 unpaid	 it	 is	 undervalued	
and	underappreciated.	Unpaid,	informal	care	is	
seen	as	far	less	important	than	paid	employment	
in	the	formal	economy.	The	concept	of	the	core	
economy,	 first	 articulated	 by	 Neva	 Goodwin	
and	subsequently	developed	by	Edgar	S.	Cahn,	
is	a	framework	for	challenging	this.

“The core economy is made up of all 
the resources embedded in people’s 
everyday lives – time, energy, wisdom, 
experience, knowledge and skills – and 
the relationships between them – love, 
empathy, watchfulness, care, reciprocity, 
teaching and learning. Similar to the 
role played by the operating system of 
a computer, the core economy is the 
basic, yet essential, platform upon which 
‘specialist programmers’ in society, the 
market economy and public services 
run… Recognising that relationship-work 
is essential work helps us think differently 
about what ‘making a contribution to 
society’ means.” 

(NEF,	2008)

Cahn	 developed	 several	 practical	 models	
to	 enact	 a	 recognition	 of	 the	 core	 economy	
principle,	 most	 notably	 ‘timebanking’	 and	 ‘co-
production’.

Timebanking

This	model	recognises	that	we	all	have	different	
skills	 and	 support	 to	 offer,	 and	 also	 different	
needs.	Time	is	the	principal	currency.	Everyone’s	

time	is	seen	as	equal,	so	one	hour	of	my	time	is	
equal	 to	 one	 hour	 of	 your	 time,	 irrespective	 of	
whatever	we	choose	to	exchange.	For	every	hour	
participants	 ‘deposit’	 in	 a	 timebank,	 perhaps	
by	giving	practical	help	and	support	 to	others,	
they	 are	 able	 to	 ‘withdraw’	 equivalent	 support	
in	 time	when	 they	 themselves	are	 in	need.	The	
participant	 decides	 what	 they	 can	 offer	 (Skills	
Network,	 2014).	 Cahn	 sees	 timebanking	 as	 a	
way	 of	 	 “rebuilding	 and	 upgrading	 society’s	
operating	system	–	based	on	valuing	all	human	
capacity,	 honoring	 all	 contribution,	 generating	
reciprocity,	 and	 building	 social	 assets.”	 In	
some	 ways	 a	 simple,	 practical	 concept,	 it	 is	
also	enacting	a	radical	shift	in	what	we	treat	as	
worthwhile	(Cahn,	2008).

“All	 of	 us	 have	 value	 far	 beyond	 money	 and	
far	 beyond	 those	 skills	 that	 the	market	 values.	
Time	 Banking	 is	 a	 way	 to	 acknowledge	 and	
value	 all	 we	 do,	 and	 the	 capacity	 of	 all	 those	
whom	 the	 market	 does	 not	 value…The	 labor	
supply	that	kept	the	Core	Economy	functioning	
has	dwindled.	We	can’t	 just	go	back	to	 the	old	
operating	system.	We	can’t	just	do	a	patch	job.	
We	 can’t	 replace	 families,	 but	 we	 do	 need	 to	
strengthen	 them	 with	 new	 kinds	 of	 extended	
family.	That’s	what	Time	Banking	seeks	 to	do.”	
(www.hcct.org.uk/what-we-do/t imebanking/
edgars-page/letter-no4-november-09/)

Co-production

“Co-production	 means	 delivering	 public	
services	in	an	equal	and	reciprocal	relationship	
between	 professionals,	 people	 using	 services,	
their	families	and	their	neighbours.”	(NEF/Nesta	
2009)	It	is	a	concept	we	have	tried	to	implement	
at	 Skills	 Network.	 It	 fits	 with	 one	 of	 our	 core	
principles	 of	 interdependence	 –	 recognising	
that	dependency	on	each	other	is	inevitable	and	
not	a	bad	thing	and	trying	to	“[move]	away	from	
this	weird	notion	that	we	are	omniscient”	(http://
www.cles.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/
NS494nov11p18-19.pdf)	 and	 don’t	 need	 each	
other.	
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The New Social Settlement 
The	New	Economics	Foundation	(NEF)	proposes	a	new	social	settlement	–	a	framework	for	
deciding	 how	we	 live	 together,	 what	 we	 expect	 from	 our	 governments	 and	what	 we	want	
to	 achieve	 for	 ourselves	 and	others.	 It	 builds	 on	 the	 strengths	 of	 the	post-War	 settlement	
inspired	by	the	Beveridge	Plan,	but	moves	on	(because	the	world	has	changed	profoundly)	
to	offer	a	bold	new	approach	to	the	challenges	we	face	today.

The	new	social	settlement	has	 three	goals:	social	 justice,	environmental	sustainability	and	
a	more	equal	distribution	of	power.	All	three	are	intertwined	and	must	be	pursued	together.	
They	 tackle	 severe	 contemporary	 problems:	 widening	 social	 inequalities,	 accelerating	
threats	to	the	natural	environment	and	accumulations	of	power	by	wealthy	elites.

To	help	realise	these	goals,	NEF	sets	out	some	proposals	for	practical	change.	They	don’t	
represent	a	comprehensive	plan,	but	suggest	a	new	direction	of	travel	and	a	different	set	of	
priorities	for	the	kind	of	society	we	want	for	the	future.

Rebalance work and time:

•	 a	new	industrial	and	labour	market	strategy	to	achieve	high-quality	and	sustainable	
jobs	for	all,	with	a	stronger	role	for	employees	in	decision-making;

•	 a	gradual	move	towards	shorter	and	more	flexible	hours	of	paid	work	for	all,	aiming	
for	30	hours	as	the	new	standard	working	week;

•	 an	offensive	against	low	pay	to	achieve	decent	hourly	rates	for	all;
•	 high-quality,	affordable	childcare	for	all	who	need	it.

	

Release human resources:

•	 support	 and	 encourage	 the	 unvalued	 and	 unpaid	 assets	 and	 activities	 that	 are	
found	in	everyday	life	beyond	the	formal	economy;

•	 adopt	 as	 standard	 the	 principles	 of	 co-production	 so	 that	 service	 users	 and	
providers	work	together	to	meet	needs;

•	 change	 the	way	public	services	are	commissioned	 to	 focus	on	outcomes	and	co-
production.

 Strengthen social security:

•	 turn	the	tide	against	markets	and	profit-seeking,	developing	instead	more	diverse,	
open,	and	collaborative	public	services;

•	 build	a	more	rounded,	inclusive,	and	democratic	benefits	system.

 Plan for a sustainable future:

•	 promote	eco-social	policies,	such	as	active	travel	and	retro-fitting	homes,	that	help	
to	achieve	both	social	justice	and	environmental	sustainability;

•	 offset	the	socially	regressive	effects	of	carbon	pricing	and	other	pro-environmental	
policies;

•	 ensure	that	public	institutions	lead	by	example;
•	 establish	new	ways	of	future-proofing	policies.

(Information	provided	by	Sarah	Lyall,	New	Economics	Foundation)
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John Holloway: Crack Capitalism

“We want to break. We want to create a different world. Now. Nothing 
more common, nothing more obvious. Nothing more simple. Nothing more 
difficult.”

John	 Holloway	 is	 a	 Marxist-oriented	 sociologist	 based	 at	 Mexico’s	 Autonomous 
University of Puebla,	with	close	links	to	the	Mexican	Zapatista	movement.	His	thinking	
on	 labour	 has	 influenced	 several	 members	 of	 our	 research	 group	 and	 provides	 an	
interesting	 response	 to	 the	 question	 ‘what	 could	 be	 different?’	 Holloway’s	 proposed	
solutions	raise	many	questions:	do	we	really	need	to	get	rid	of	capitalism	or	just	reform	
it?	Is	the	form	of	resistance	he	recommends	unrealistic?	We	don’t	have	the	answer	to	
these.	All	we	can	say	 is	 that,	exposed	 to	 the	stories	 in	 this	 report	–	stories	of	people	
feeling	so	caught,	so	trapped,	so	exploited	and	so	unable	to	live	the	life	in	the	way	they	
wanted	–	we	connected	with	Holloway’s	vision	for	“those	who	dream	of	being	human”.

His	driving	philosophy	is	that	transformational	social	change	will	not	come	from	trying	
to	 seize	 state	 power	 or	 simply	 struggling	 against	 the	 system.	 Progress	 instead	 lies	
in	 the	abject	 refusal	 of	 capitalism	–	 the	 refusal	 to	do	 its	 labour	and	participate	 in	 its	
activities.

“If we only protest, we allow the powerful to set the agenda. If all we do is oppose 
what they are trying to do, then we simply follow in their footsteps. Breaking means 
that we do more than that, that we seize the initiative, that we set the agenda. We 
refuse to submit our lives to the rule of money, we dedicate ourselves to what we 
consider necessary or desirable.”  

He	sees	society’s	current	crisis	as	a	“storm”,	the	blame	for	which	cannot	be	pinned	on	
specific	groups.

“Where does the storm come from? Not from the politicians — they do no more 
than implement the storm. Not from imperialism: it is not the product of states, not 
even of the most powerful states. The storm arises from the form in which society 
is organized.”  

“Capital is in itself a constant aggression. In order to survive, capital has to 
subordinate our activity more intensely to the logic of profit each day: ‘today you 
have to work harder than yesterday, today you have to bow lower than yesterday.’”

Reliance	on	our	labour,	however,	is	what	Holloway	sees	as	capitalism’s	fatal	flaw	–	and	
our	opportunity.

Rethinking…
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“If we say ‘sorry, but I am going to tend my garden today,’ or ‘today I am going to 
play with my children’…then capital cannot extract the profit it requires, the rate 
of profit falls and capital is in crisis. In other words, we are the crisis of capital: 
our lack of subordination, our dignity, our humanity.”

In	Holloway’s	view,	we	can	resolve	the	‘crisis	of	capitalism’	in	one	of	two	ways:	

“say sorry, apologise for our lack of subordination and call for more employment: 
‘More jobs, please exploit us more and we shall work much harder and faster, 
we shall subordinate every aspect of our lives to capital, we shall forget all this 
childish nonsense about playing and loving and thinking.’…Or we can say no… 
If capitalism cannot provide the basis of life, then we must do it in other ways.”

And	he	 sees	 the	 roots	 of	 change	 –	 of	people	 saying	 ‘no’	 –	 already	here,	 in	 a	million	
places.

“There is nothing special about being an anti-capitalist revolutionary. This is the 
story of…millions, perhaps billions. It is the story of the composer in London 
who expresses his anger and his dream of a better society through the music 
he composes. Of the car worker in Birmingham who goes in the evenings to his 
garden allotment so that he has some activity that has meaning and pleasure for 
him. Of the indigenous peasants in Oventic, Chiapas, who create an autonomous 
space of self-government and defend it every day against the paramilitaries who 
harass them...”

“These revolts, these refusal-and-creations, are so many cracks in the logic of 
capitalist cohesion, so many ruptures in the rule of money, so many explosions 
against a world of destruction.”

Holloway	 doesn’t	 pretend	 his	 proposed	 path	 is	 easy,	 partly	 because	 it	 is	 new	 and	
experimental,	and	partly	because	(for	now)	we	must	still	eat	and	live	within	the	capitalist	
system:	“If we do not devote our lives to the labour that creates capital, we face poverty, 
even starvation, and often physical repression.”

That	 is	 not	 a	 reason	 to	 give	 up,	 however.	 In	 order	 to	 survive,	 in	 order	 to	 “be	 human”,	
Holloway	 urges	 us	 all	 to	 keep	making	 “cracks”:	 collective	 denial	 of	 capitalism	 through	
meaningful	activity	may	ultimately	be	the	only	way	to	undermine	a	system	that	traps	people	
in	demeaning	and	unrewarding	work.
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Feminist Economics 
And The Argument 

for Less Work

“The demand for shorter hours could be 
made not in the name of the family, but 
in the name of freedom and autonomy. I 
refer here not to... freedom as individual 
sovereignty, but to a different conception 
that can be best described as the capacity 
to represent and recreate oneself and 
one’s relationships, the freedom to design, 
within obvious bounds, our own lives.”

Kathi	 Weeks’	 book	 The	 Problem	 With	 Work	
(2011)	 questions	 the	 contemporary	 work	 ethic	
and	 looks	at	 the	social	 implications	of	 the	way	
we	 work.	 She	 is	 particularly	 interested	 in	 the	
impacts	on	women,	who	continue	 to	undertake	
the	majority	 of	 the	 unpaid	 care	work	 on	which	
our	societies	depend.	

The	demand	for	shorter	working	hours	without	a	
decrease	in	wages	is	nothing	new.	But	previous	
calls	 have	 tended	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 desire	 for	
more	 ‘family	 time’,	 using	 a	 set	 of	 arguments	
Weeks	 argues	 rely	 on	 out-dated	 visions	 of	 the	
family.	 Instead,	she	demands	shorter	hours	 for	
more	 autonomy,	 more	 community	 and	 more	
relationship	time.	This,	she	says,	would	enable	
us	 be	 self-sufficient	 and	 not	 so	 reliant	 on	 the	
state	 for	 support	 which	 we	 could	 provide	 to	
each	other,	if	only	we	had	the	time.	Finally,	she	
demands	the	time	and	space	for	pleasure,	and	
to	 think	 and	 imagine	 how	 we	 could	 do	 things	
differently.

Weeks	 points	 out	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 old-
fashioned	 gender	 stereotypes	 still	 dictate	 the	
way	our	work	is	structured:	“When	the	eight-hour	
day	and	five-day	week	became	the	standard	for	
full	 time	 work	 shortly	 after	 the	 Second	 World	
War,	the	worker,	typically	imagined	to	be	a	man,	
was	presumed	to	be	supported	by	a	woman	 in	
the	 home...”	 Fast	 forward	 seven	 decades	 to	 a	
world	 where	 everyone	 has	 the	 opportunity	 to	
work,	and	domestic	work	–	the	majority	of	which	

is	still	done	by	women	–	must	take	place	around	
the	edges	of	paid	work.	

Over	 time,	 concessions	 have	 been	 made	 for	
women	and	carers,	to	make	space	for	flexibility.	
But	 Weeks	 argues	 that	 “solutions	 for	 the	
problem	of	long	working	hours	–	more	part-time,	
flextime	and	overtime	work,	 and	multiple	 jobs”	
are	not	enough	to	fix	a	problem	that	is	by	nature	
systemic.	“Part-time	work	for	women	–	which	is	
often	 low	paid	and	has	 few	or	no	benefits	and	
few	opportunities	 for	advancement	–	continues	
to	 be	 rationalised	 by	 reference	 to	 women’s	
assumed	 position	 as	 secondary	 wage	 earners	
and	primary	unwaged	reproductive	labourers...	
Men,	 in	 contrast,	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 provide	
flexibility	 by	 working	 overtime...	 as	 it	 can	 be	
assumed	 that	 someone	 else	 can	 take	 primary	
responsibility	for	domestic	labour.”	

As	 long	 as	 entrenched	 gender	 inequality	 tips	
the	 balance	 against	 women,	 allowing	 women	
to	choose	shorter	working	hours	is	not	enough.	
A	 more	 radical	 approach	 is	 needed:	 “Rather	
than	 continuing	 to	 allow	 capital	 and	 the	 state	
to	 define	 and	 constitute	 what	 counts	 as	 an	
acceptable	 family,”	 argues	Weeks,	 “we	should	
pursue	 strategies	 that	 give	 people	 more	
freedom	in	determining	their	intimate	and	social	
relationships.”	Shortening	the	working	week	for	
all	workers	–	without	a	decrease	in	wages	–	is	a	
fundamental	first	step.	

“Shorter	 hours	 could	 thus	 be	 about	 having	
time	 for	 housework,	 consumption	 work	 and	
caring	 work;	 time	 for	 rest	 and	 leisure,	 time	 to	
construct	 and	 enjoy	 a	 multitude	 of	 inter-	 and	
intra-generational	 relations	 of	 intimacy	 and	
sociality;	and	time	for	pleasure,	politics	and	the	
creation	of	new	ways	of	 living	and	new	modes	
of	subjectivity.”

As	we	have	seen	 in	 this	 report,	 the	experience	
of	 in-work	 poverty	 is	 dominated	 by	 a	 sense	 of	
restricted	 autonomy.	 Shortening	 the	 working	
week	 could	 release	 more	 employment	
opportunities	 and	 free	 up	 people’s	 time,	
allowing	 them	 to	 find	 greater	 self-sufficiency,	
experience	more	pleasure	and	have	 the	ability	
to	make	decisions	for	themselves.
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What	do	you	think?

We	 showed	 a	 draft	 of	 this	 report	 to	 a	 range	 of	
people	 interested	 in	 the	 issues.	 	 We	 present	
two	 of	 the	 responses	 below,	 ones	 which	 we	
think	 clearly	 demonstrate	 the	 different	 angles	
people	 took	 in	 engaging	 with	 our	 work.	 	 Both	
highlight	 the	 power	 of	 the	 individuals’	 stories,	
and	the	fact	that	the	people	who	are	not	usually	
given	 a	 voice	 have	 one	 through	 this	 piece	 of	
research.		There	are	not	many	people	who	would	
disagree	 that	 working	 women	 struggling	 to	
make	ends	meet	and	provide	for	their	kids	need	
a	 different	 situation.	 Where	 they	 do	 differ	 is	 to	
what	 extent	 the	 current	 line	 of	 policy	 is	 helpful	
for	 these	 women	 and	 whether	 or	 not	 the	 entire	
dominant	 economic	 philosophy	 needs	 change.			
Our	 tendency	 is	 to	 agree	with	 the	 view	 that	 the	
framing	 assumptions	 of	 our	 economy	 need	 to	
be	changed,	but,	 as	we’ve	mentioned	earlier	 in	
the	report,	we	have	particular	biases.		We	would	
love	 to	 know	 what	 you	 think	 	 -	 please	 send	 us	
your	thoughts	to	info@theskillsnetwork.org.	

We	would	like	to	thank	Steve	Hughes	and	Carne	
Ross	 for	 taking	 the	 time	 to	 read	 the	draft	 report	
so	 thoroughly	 and	 giving	 us	 their	 extremely	
thoughtful	feedback.

Steve Hughes – Head of Social and 
Economic Policy at Policy Exchange

“What I really liked about the interview 
sections was how well they get across the fact 
that individual circumstances vary, different 
people have different needs, and that there 
should be consideration of non-financial 
factors in any discussion on in-work poverty 
(such as withdrawal from social networks). 
I thought the “confusion/ambivalence/
contradictions” section was particularly good 
in showing how attitudes and approaches 
can shift from person to person.

I wasn’t so keen on the sections about the 
language used in the political debate – I 
think the report is right to highlight certain 
words can be negative and have negative 
consequences (and some of the points made 
definitely made me reassess my own opinions) 

– but the sections on the use in political 
discourse read a bit more like a polemic (for 
example, I know “aspiration” is a generic and 
overused phrase in political discourse, but I 
think it is used by politicians of every ilk as a 
genuine recognition that people want to get 
on in many different ways, and not just in a 
financial and societal sense).

 The report did a very good job of highlighting 
how difficult it is for somebody to be better off 
in low and insecure work. This is important. 
Sometimes the system works in ways to have 
negative consequences on people (this is 
what the government is trying to address 
in part through Universal Credit), and the 
more examples of this the better! (and more 
generally, the report is great at giving a voice 
to people experiencing in-work poverty).”

Carne Ross 

“This document needs to be read: it is a very 
valuable series of insights from the front lines 
of poverty and work.

This extraordinary research from Skills 
Network has been gleaned from real life 
experience of women at the frontlines, who 
support each other in order to have secure 
and worthwhile lives.  

I found the most striking passages were 
the stories and quotes of real-life women 
struggling to make their way, the very pointed 
recommendations about specific aspects 
of policy (e.g. benefits, or the language of 
policy – which is some of the most interesting 
material in the document)  and the broader 
lessons about the principles of mutual aid 
and equality. 

These insights challenge the dominant 
narratives about work, poverty and moral 
worth and show a more complicated, more 
human and more accurate picture of the 
reality of living with low incomes but with 
determination, pride and an ethic of mutual 
aid.  Policymakers should have much to learn 
from this report, but it offers rich insight 
to anyone who cares about contemporary 
society and what the current economic 
paradigm is doing to us.”
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Planning	 and	 setting	 up	
the	project
The	 project	 was	 managed	 by	 a	 number	 of	
coordinators.	 In	 many	 ways	 this	 felt	 like	 a	
good	way	 to	 share	power	and	ensure	different	
people	 could	 take	 the	 lead	 in	 different	 areas,	
including	 those	 without	 traditional	 ‘academic’	
backgrounds.	 It	 enabled	 a	 rich	 and	 varied	
programme	 of	 work,	 encompassing	 training	 in	
research	methods	and	a	range	of	workshops	on	
policy	and	critical	 thinking,	as	well	as	analysis	
and	writing	up	findings	as	a	group.

What	did	we	learn?
The	 original	 funding	 bid	 and	 project	
development	 was	 largely	 undertaken	 by	 the	
organisation’s	 founders,	 who	 had	 coordinated	
the	 previous	 pilot	 phase,	 in	 consultation	 with	
other	 group	 members.	 These	 ideas	 were	
discussed	at	length	with	one	of	the	researchers	
from	 the	 pilot	 project	 and	 were	 shared	 in	 a	
concept	 document	 and	 through	 face-to-face	
meetings.	On	reflection,	more	time	should	have	
been	taken	for	sharing	and	discussing	the	aims	
and	objectives,	particularly	 since	 the	 founders	
were	not	taking	on	lead	coordination	roles.

In hindsight we can see the importance of 
clearly agreeing at the start what is meant by 
participatory research and what the priorities 
of the project are. 

We also needed to think through more 
thoroughly how this piece of research 
would build on the previous year ’s findings. 

Rather	 than	 conceiving	 of	 the	 project	 as	 a	
revised	version	of	 the	previous	one,	we	should	
have	more	actively	used	last	year’s	conclusions	
to	inform	a	fresh	research	and	design	process.	
Time	 and	 capacity	 constraints	 were	 partly	 to	
blame	for	not	doing	this.

We also struggled at times to balance 
a reflective, iterative process with our 
ambitious project timeframe.	 In	 the	 end,	 the	
project	 ran	 almost	 two	 months	 over	 schedule,	
and	 the	 requirements	 from	 group	 members	
expanded	 as	 the	 project	 grew.	 For	 example,	
we	ended	up	extending	 the	number	of	 training	
and	policy	analysis	sessions	and	asking	group	
members	 to	 attend	 advisory	 group	 meetings.	
This,	 combined	with	 added	 logistical	 burdens,	
like	 organising	 the	 picking	 up	 of	 interview	
packs	 and	 recorders,	 meant	 that	 researchers	
were	sometimes	given	extra	tasks,	which	could	
be	at	short	notice.

The	 impacts	 of	 this	 were	 debated	 amongst	
different	project	coordinators	and	researchers.	
Some	 felt	 it	 was	 important	 to	 prevent	 the	
project	 becoming	 a	 burden.	 Others	 felt	 that	
researchers	 should	 be	 given	 the	 opportunity	
to	 engage	 with	 all	 the	 different	 materials,	
information	 and	 processes	 in	 order	 to	 honour	
our	commitment	to	a	cooperative,	participatory	
approach.	 On	 reflection,	 we	 probably	 needed	
a	 balance	 between	 these.	 While	 there	 is	 an	
ethical	 imperative	 in	 cooperative	 participatory	
work	 to	 encourage	 and	 allow	 people	 to	
engage	 fully,	 even	 when	 it	 is	 challenging,	
overwhelming	people	with	tasks	and	information	
is	counterproductive.	

What’s	our	story?	
In-work	Poverty	
Research	Process	and	Reflections



S k i l l s  N e t w o r k     w w w . t h e s k i l l s n e t w o r k . o r g 91

Who	were	
the	researchers?
Twelve	 women	 in	 total	 participated.	 Of	 these,	
eight	 completed	 the	 training	 and	 undertook	
the	research.	All	of	 the	community	researchers	
lived	in	Lambeth,	but	had	diverse	backgrounds.	
Five	 were	 born	 outside	 the	 UK	 and	 three	 had	
English	as	a	second	language,	with	only	limited	
ability	to	read	and	write	English.	Some	had	little	
or	 no	 education.	 Two	 of	 the	 women	 had	 been	
researchers	in	our	pilot	project	the	year	before,	
one	 of	 whom	 took	 on	 a	 coordinating	 role,	
providing	important	support	for	new	joiners.	All	
had	 previously	 participated	 in	 Skills	 Network	
activities	 and	 were	 therefore	 known	 to	 one	
another.	(see	Box	on	Power	and	Perspectives)

Flexible	participation
Many	 of	 the	 women	 were	 themselves	 dealing	
with	 very	 challenging	 financial,	 housing	 and	
immigration	 situations	 and	 so	 	 we	 opted	 for	 a	
flexible	 ‘dip	 in	and	out’	approach	to	make	sure	
people	 were	 not	 excluded.	 Anyone	 wanting	
to	 collect	 data	 was	 required	 to	 participate	
in	 researcher	 training	 as	 fully	 as	 possible,	
otherwise	 they	 were	 welcomed	 at	 policy	
briefings,	 language	 and	 power	 sessions,	
citizens’	 juries	 and	 analysis	 sessions.	We	 also	
made	 clear	 that	 no	 one	 was	 obliged	 to	 take	
on	 a	 researcher	 role	 after	 participating	 in	 the	
training	 (four	 people	 opted	 not	 to),	 and	 were	
understanding	 when	 people	 missed	 training	
sessions,	compensating	with	phone	check-ins,	
additional	 written	 information	 and	 small	 group	
sessions.	 This	 approach	 enabled	 women	 who	
could	 not	 commit	 fully	 to	 enrich	 our	 research	
and	 analysis	 processes,	 however	 inconsistent	
attendance	led	to	a	number	of	difficulties	which	
we	were	perhaps	unprepared	for.	

“People’s circumstances changed on a 
daily basis...so people cancelled cos they 
got called into work. Also this happened 
with me, so I couldn’t commit, that’s the 
downside of peer research…”

From	 previous	 experience,	 we	 knew	 that	 a	
good	support	structure	was	integral	to	this	work	
being	done	well	and	safely.	From	the	beginning	
we	put	in	place	one	to	one	check-ins	for	group	
members.

What	did	we	learn?
We	 feel	 our	 flexible	 approach	 was	 a	 real	
strength	of	 the	project.	However,	we	struggled	
to	balance	the	need	for	flexibility	with	the	need	
to	make	sure	people	were	sufficiently	 informed	
to	participate	in	a	meaningful	way.	 	

More time should have been allocated to 
reviews with people who missed sessions, 
so that they were fully informed and could 
confidently question decisions made.	 The	
need	to	do	this	increased	our	workload	in	a	way	
that	had	not	been	planned	for.

We also felt that project participants would 
have benefited from more sustained support 
on issues preventing them from attending 
sessions.	 For	 example,	 one	 participant	 had	
been	 told	 her	 benefits	 were	 under	 threat	 of	
removal,	which	caused	her	significant	distress.	
It	 took	 us	 several	 weeks	 to	 understand	 the	
situation	and	refer	her	for	advice.	Coordination	
was	 again	 an	 issue	 here	 –	 different	 people	
knew	different	parts	of	the	story,	but	our	official	
support	 coordinator	was	 not	 fully	 aware	 of	 the	
facts.	

Defining	our	research
In	 the	 early	 stages,	we	were	 unsure	 about	 the	
appropriateness	 of	 the	 term	 ‘peer’	 research	 to	
describe	our	project.	It	can	be	used	glibly,	and	
one	 of	 the	 coordinators	 and	 research	 group	
members	questioned	its	application	here,	given	
the	diverse	and	complex	circumstances	of	both	
researchers	 and	 interviewees.	 	 Although	 most	
of	 the	 researchers	had	experience	of	 low-paid	
and	 insecure	 work,	 many	 were	 not	 currently	
working	 (often	because	of	 childcare	and	other	



W h a t ’ s  o u r  s t o r y ? 92

commitments).	 Some	 felt	 using	 the	 term	 ‘peer’	
was	 dishonest,	 caused	 confusion	 about	 their	
role	 and	 risked	creating	a	barrier	 between	 the	
researcher	 and	 respondent.	 During	 training	
on	 peer	 support	 and	 cooperative	 working	
at	 Skills	 Network,	 we	 regularly	 question	 the	
use	 of	 ‘peer’,	 sometimes	 preferring	 the	 word	
‘peerish’	 –	 having	 some	 shared	 experiences	
but	 also	 key	 differences	 in	 life	 circumstances	
and	experiences.	 	After	 these	discussions,	 the	
research	 training	 facilitator	 suggested	 using	
the	 term	 ‘community	 researcher’	which	she	 felt	
was	more	 inclusive,	 and	 less	 rigid.	 The	 group	
preferred	this	term.	

Defining	the	terms	
of	the	research	

Setting	 up	 definitions	 is	 tricky	 –	 we	 know	 the	
terms	 we	 use	 can	 limit	 where	 we	 go	 with	 the	
research	 and	 prevent	 new	 kinds	 of	 insight.	 At	
the	 same	 time,	 there	 needs	 to	 be	 limits	 and	
structures	 to	 where	 we	 begin,	 for	 example	
setting	criteria	for	people	selected	for	interview.

We	 were	 hoping	 the	 question	 “how	 can	 you	
tell?”	would	inform	our	own	definition	of	poverty,	
which	 would	 feed	 into	 the	 selection	 criteria	
for	 respondents.	 	 We	 presented	 how	 poverty	
is	 measured	 in	 a	 policy	 context,	 contrasting	
absolute	and	relative	poverty,	and	how	context	
impacts	 on	 the	 measurement	 of	 poverty.	 	 We	
looked	 at	 the	 Joseph	 Rowntree	 Foundation’s	
‘basket	 of	 goods’	 concept	 to	 engage	 with	 the	
changing	 pressures	 on	 family’s	 costs.	 	 We	
reviewed	 current	 statistics	 related	 to	 poverty	
and	 considered	 wider	 issues,	 in	 particular	
looking	 at	 how,	 in	 addition	 to	 income,	 assets,	
social	 networks,	 community,	 etc.	 impact	 on	
experiences	 of	 poverty.	 Following	 this	 session	
the	group	reflected	on	their	own	experiences	of	
work	and	poverty.

“I have to go to work and I have to get 
someone to look after my daughter – but at 
the end of the month my child minder has 
more than me- I left my job in November 
because what is the point.”

Rather	 than	 finalising	our	own	definition	at	 this	
point,	we	wanted	 research	participants	 to	help	
us	 develop	 one.	 To	 this	 end,	 we	 asked	 the	
following	interview	questions:

1.	We	 are	 describing	 in-work	 poverty	 as	 all	
or	most	of	these	factors:

•	 earning	 less	 than	 £360	 per	 week	 (for	
couple	with	children)	[Some	researchers	
were	 not	 keen	 on	 defining	 poverty	 by	
income,	 so	 this	 part	 of	 the	 definition	
was	 removed	 in	 the	 second	 round	 of	
interviews].

•	 working	 in	 an	 insecure	 job	 or	 jobs	 with	
low	status	where	you	have	little	power	or	
responsibility

•	 working	 in	a	 job	where	you	have	a	zero	
hours	contract

•	 no	opportunity	for	training
•	 little	 possibility	 for	 increasing	money	 or	

position

2.	We	then	asked	interviewees:

•	 What	 does	 ‘in-work	 poverty’	 mean	 to	
you?	

•	 Do	 you	 think	 you	 are	 experiencing	 in-
work	poverty?

While this seemed the best approach at 
the time, several difficulties arose from 
predefining the definition to this extent. 
Although we had tried to leave things open, 
we perhaps left limited space for interviewees 
to self-define, or to help shape our definition 
of poverty.	 Often	 they	 just	 echoed	 what	 had	
already	been	 said,	which	means	we	may	have	
missed	 other	 ways	 in-work	 poverty	 might	 be	
experienced.	 Perhaps	 we	 should	 have	 started	
with	 the	 question	 ‘what	 do	 you	 think	 in-work	
poverty	 means?’	 By	 the	 end	 of	 the	 research,	
we	 were	 talking	 differently	 about	 the	 meaning	
of	 work	 and	 the	 experience	 of	 poverty,	 which	
has	 brought	 us	 to	 a	 slightly	 different	 set	 of	
parameters	 within	 which	 to	 discuss	 in-work	
poverty.	This	in	itself	has	been	a	really	important	
outcome.
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As	 noted	 above,	 the	 fact	 we	 did	 not	 really	
build	 on	 the	 ideas	 about	 work	 that	 came	 out	
of	 our	 previous	 research	 (where	 we	 ended	 up	
defining	‘work’	as	something	much	more	varied	
than	 just	 the	 formal	 paid	work	 that	 the	 term	 is	
generally	applied	to)	meant	that	to	some	extent	
we	started	again	and	at	 the	end	came	back	 to	
similar	conclusions.		On	reflection,	the	reasons	
for	this	were	partly	due	to	a	lack	of	confidence	
in	what	we	had	done	before,	our	default	being	
to	look	for	‘expert’	definitions	instead.

Research	methods	
training	
Twelve	 women	 participated	 in	 seven	 sessions	
of	 training,	 each	 lasting	 3-4	 hours.	 A	 Skills	
Network	 member	 who	 had	 been	 involved	 in	
the	 previous	 research	 project	 and	 an	 external	
facilitator	 planned,	 facilitated	 and	 evaluated	
the	sessions.	The	training	included	modules	on:

•	 The	purpose	of	research
•	 Qualitative	 and	 quantitative	 research	

methods
•	 Community	 research	 –	 benefits	 and	

hazards	
•	 How	 the	 subject	 of	 our	 research	 has	

evolved	
•	 Research	processes
•	 How	‘poverty’	is	defined	and	measured
•	 Devising	 the	 research	 purpose	 and	

developing	questions	
•	 Case	studies
•	 Research	ethics
•	 Bias	and	reflexivity	in	research	
•	 Interviewing:	Theory	and	skills
•	 Introduction	to	political	literacy
•	 Introduction	 to	 policy	 related	 to	 in-work	

poverty	

From	the	first	training	session,	we	looked	for	ways	
to	 make	 the	 learning	 less	 daunting	 by	 pairing	
people	up,	interspersing	talk	with	exercises,	and	
building	in	question	and	answer	sessions.	Real	

efforts	 were	 made	 to	 allow	 for	 different	 types	
of	 communication	 and	 confidence	 levels	 and	
to	make	sure	all	participants	had	a	voice.	This	
was	 tricky,	particularly	given	differing	 levels	of	
English	 and	 the	 fact	 some	 people	 were	 long-
term	group	members	and	others	relatively	new.	
However,	most	researchers	reported	feeling	like	
they	had	the	chance	to	input	into	discussion.

What	did	we	learn?
We had a diverse group of women 
participating in the training, both in ability 
and interest. It was difficult to pitch 
the training in a way that would suit all 
participants.	 In	 feedback,	 it	 was	 clear	 the	
majority	 enjoyed	 the	 practical	 work	 more	 than	
the	‘lecture	style’	sessions.	

“The training sessions were quite long, 
sometimes it was 3 hours. For me I 
couldn’t remember most of it, I only 
remember when we actually did practical 
stuff. Doing the reading and writing, I’m 
lost then. She [facilitator] saw we are 
getting …bored, that’s why we practiced 
doing the research on ourselves. Then 
we began to understand what it meant to 
interview someone. Using the recorder, 
how to breathe, relax, listening and 
allowing them to ask questions in order 
for the person to give more information. 
Using open questions, and follow up 
questions.”

“We did practical interviews on ourselves. 
That was really interesting.  To hear my 
own voice and to listen to other peoples 
stories – that was a big motivation for me.”

During	 research	 methods	 training,	 we	 also	
established	 a	 ‘word	 wall’	 for	 unfamiliar	 words,	
which	we	would	define	in	the	moment	and	build	
into	a	dictionary.	This	became	a	familiar	part	of	
the	 training	and	participants	were	encouraged	
to	 add	 words	 as	 they	 came	 across	 them.	 It	
gave	people	a	legitimised	space	to	say	‘I	don’t	
understand	that’,	knowing	it	would	contribute	to	
everyone’s	learning.	
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Language	and	power	
and	policy	briefings
Getting	 to	 grips	 with	 the	 policy	 material	 was	
particularly	 challenging,	 as	 much	 of	 it	 was	
completely	 new	 to	 some	 group	 members	
(including	the	meaning	of	the	word	policy).	We	
tried	 to	 use	 a	 range	 of	 interactive	 exercises,	
and	 auditory	 and	 visual	 stimuli	 to	 convey	
information.	 		

We	wanted	to	make	the	literature	review	inclusive	
–	rather	than	seeing	it	as	something	only	certain	
members	 of	 the	 group	 would	 be	 able	 to	 do	 –	
and	 structured	 it	 to	 utilise	 the	 analysis	 skills	
of	 one	 group	member	who	 did	 not	 have	much	
written	 research	 experience.	On	 reflection,	we	
could	 have	 made	 the	 process	 more	 inclusive,	
for	 example	by	 asking	group	members	 to	 look	
at	 other	 types	 of	 media	 like	 video	 and	 audio.	
Relevant	 speeches	 by	 the	 prime	 minister	 and	
chancellor	 could	 easily	 have	 been	 found	 this	
way	and	researchers	could	have	recorded	their	
thoughts	orally	rather	than	writing	them	down.	

The	second	stage	was	sharing	information	from	
the	literature	review	with	the	rest	of	the	research	
group	 and	building	 on	 it/	 challenging	 it	 based	
on	 their	 knowledge,	 experience	 and	 opinions.	
These	sessions	could	 feel	quite	 intimidating	at	
times,	and	were	sometimes	dominated	by	group	
members	 who	 were	 more	 politically	 engaged	
or	 had	 participated	 in	 previous	 research.	 To	
mitigate	this	we	used	mini	debates,	small	group	
and	 pair	 work	 and	 some	 theatrical	 activities,	
such	 as	 acting	 out	 political	 speeches	 with	
masks,	as	well	as	a	variety	of	interactive,	tactile	
tools	 designed	 by	 Skills	 Network	 members	
to	 explore	 complex	 concepts	 without	 much	
reading.	 One	 of	 the	 facilitators	 worked	 with	 a	
‘political	 spectrum	 washing	 line’,	 for	 example,	
to	 explore	 the	 difference	 between	 ‘left	 wing’	
and	‘right	wing’	positions.	We	also	developed	a	
‘capabilities	and	choice	board’	which	we	used	
to	explore	how	certain	policies	affected	people	
in	different	circumstances.

We	 also	 ran	 ‘language	 and	 power	 sessions’	
near	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 research	 training	 to	

help	 participants	 develop	 skills	 in	 critiquing	
language	 they	 hear	 in	 the	 media.	 These	 were	
structured	 around	 themes	 that	 participants	
themselves	 had	 raised	 (such	 as	 gender	
inequality	 and	 poverty)	 and	 then	moved	 on	 to	
themes	 more	 relevant	 to	 the	 research,	 such	
as	 narratives	 around	 aspirations,	 fairness	 and	
choice.	 The	 sessions	 were	 designed,	 with	 the	
help	of	one	of	the	community	researchers,	to	be	
as	 unintimidating	 as	 possible.	 Language	 was	
explored	through	children’s	stories	(most	in	the	
group	were	mothers	and	children’s	learning	was	
something	they	had	already	engaged	in	at	Skills	
Network),	games	and	interactive	exercises,	such	
as	sticking	words	under	different	categories	on	
our	‘sticky	wall’.	The	sessions	were	very	popular	
and	got	very	good	feedback.	 	

Agreeing	 the	purpose	 of	
the	research

“It has to be exposed – the bigger picture.”

An	 important	 and	 highly	 useful	 part	 of	 our	
training	 process	 was	 debating	 what	 we	 as	 a	
group	hoped	 to	achieve	with	 the	 research	and	
whom	 we	 aspired	 to	 reach	 with	 our	 findings.		
Participants	were	most	interested	in	being	heard	
by	 policy	 makers	 but	 also	 showed	 an	 interest	
in	 connecting	 with	 the	 wider	 community,	 with	
people	who	perhaps	think	the	reality	of	in-work	
poverty	has	no	relevance	to	their	lives.	

“Those people who are not in in-work 
poverty are part of the solution – because 
they are [the one] going to the hairdresser 
that is on £6 an hour… the one with a mother 
in a care home with staff on insecure 
contracts…[having their] house cleaned 
by someone who is earning well below 
minimum wage. So I think it’s important 
to highlight that it’s not the people in and 
of themselves who are being affected by 
this are not the solution alone, it’s actually 
what we as a community choose – it’s the 
structure...”
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The	final	purpose	of	the	research	was	debated	
and	 voted	 on	 by	 the	 group.	 This	 is	 included	
below,	in	order	from	most	to	least	important.	

Purpose:

•	 To	 affect	 change:	 to	 be	 heard	 by	
policy	 makers	 and	 people	 implicated	
(people	 experiencing	 in-work	 poverty,	
employers,	other	campaigning	groups).	

•	 Value	people’s	experience	and	engender	
empathy.	

•	 Relate	 this	 to	 other	 people’s	 day-to-
day	 life:	 	 how	 we	 are	 all	 implicated.	
(Understand	 the	 broader	 implications	
of	 in-work	 poverty	 and	 how	 we	 are	 all	
implicated)	

•	 Challenge	the	notion	(existing	narratives)	
of	how	people	end	up	in	in-work	poverty.

•	 Expose	 the	 bigger	 picture.	 Show	
the	 structure	 and	 how	 things	 are	
interconnected.	

Sampling	–	deciding	
who	we	should	interview
We	struggled	to	agree	on	who	we	wanted	to	hear	
from.	Some	 in	 the	group	wanted	specifically	 to	
hear	 the	perspectives	of	single	women	without	
children	 –	 considering	 that	 they	 are	 not	 able	
to	access	the	same	level	of	benefits	and	might	
feel	more	alone	(“nobody	to	help	you”).	Others	
were	 interested	 in	 the	 perspectives	 of	 men,	
similarly	 thought	 to	be	more	alone	and	without	
the	same	access	 to	benefits	or	other	services.	
Some	wanted	to	speak	with	women	with	children	
who	might	not	have	 the	 right	 to	work	and	were	
therefore	 very	 vulnerable,	 though	 in	 the	 end	
decided	 that	 the	 risks	 for	 these	 women	 would	
be	too	high.	

In	 the	 end	 we	 decided	 that,	 because	 of	 the	
nature	 of	 Skills	 Network	 and	 demographic	 of	
the	 group	 (all	 mothers),	 we	 wanted	 to	 speak	
with	 women	 with	 children,	 considering	 what	
they	 were	 required	 to	 juggle	 within	 a	 budget	
that	was	 not	meeting	 their	 basic	 needs.	 In	 the	
first	round	of	interviews	we	spoke	to	one	woman	

without	 children	 as	 an	 alternative	 perspective	
on	in-work	poverty.	

Deciding	on	how	we	
would	collect	the	data
We	 covered	 a	 range	 of	 ways	 to	 gather	
information:	 	 interviews	 (structured	 to	
unstructured),	focus	groups,	observation,	case	
studies,	 using	 images	 and	 keeping	 diaries.	 .	
Some	of	the	participants	had	already	taken	part	
in	 sessions	 using	 photography	 and	 capturing	
audio	 for	 a	 radio	 show.	They	had	a	 sense	 that	
there	 were	 different	 approaches	 but	 were	 not	
sufficiently	confident	to	use	alternative	methods	
to	capture	information.

A	 couple	 of	 researchers	 in	 the	 post-process	
evaluations	mentioned	 they	 felt	 like	 they	didn’t	
have	 the	 experience	 to	 be	 able	 to	 make	 an	
informed	choice	during	the	research,	so	would	
go	 with	 what	 the	 facilitator	 recommended	
or	 what	 others	 in	 the	 group	 supported.	 One 
participant suggested that it would have 
been valuable to have different researchers 
in to talk about different methods.	We	would	
encourage	it	for	future	projects.	

The	group	were	interested	in	people’s	granular	
experiences.	 One	 participant	 mentioned	 an	
acquaintance	 she	 has	 noticed	 rarely	 has	 the	
heating	 on,	 whose	 fridge	 is	 mostly	 empty	 and	
who	seems	“vigilant”	about	ensuring	everything	
is	 switched	 off	 at	 the	wall.	 She	was	 interested	
in	capturing	these	sorts	of	details.	Another	was	
interested	in	interviewing	participants	over	time;	
ideally	 a	 year,	 including	 interviews	 with	 other	
family	members	and	asking	participants	to	keep	
a	video	diary.	This	was	outside	the	scope	of	the	
research	project	and	some	 felt	 it	would	be	 too	
much	of	an	expectation	for	respondents.	

With	 this	 in	 mind	 we	 had	 a	 session	 on	
case	 studies.	 Using	 case	 studies	 left	 open	
the	 opportunity	 to	 reflect	 the	 depth	 we	 as	
community	 researchers	 had	 access	 to.	 Life	
histories	 could	 have	 been	 another	 option	 to	
consider:	 one	 of	 the	 interviews	 read	 like	 a	 life	
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history	 and	 gave	 particularly	 useful	 insights	
into	 the	 longer-term	effects	of	 in-work	poverty.	
Ultimately	 researchers	 felt	most	 confident	with	
a	structured	interview	process.			This	should	be	
seen	in	light	of	the	very	small	 introduction	they	
had	 had	 to	 different	 methods.	 	 We	 agreed	 to	
use	a	case	study	approach,	 in	which	a	smaller	
number	of	women	were	interviewed	three	times	
over	three	months.

Developing	the	
questions	-	what	do	we	
want	to	know?
To	 develop	 the	 questions	 we	 worked	 in	 pairs	
and	 stuck	 questions	 on	 the	wall	 to	 help	 group	
and	order	them,	with	facilitators	standing	back.	
After	 the	 first	 round	 of	 interviews	 and	 the	 first	
analysis	 session,	 we	 adjusted	 the	 topic	 guide	
(see	 analysis	 and	 reflection	 below)	 and	 five	
researchers	re-interviewed	the	women	they	had	
spoken	 to.	Unfortunately,	 because	of	 time	and	
capacity	 constraints,	 we	 were	 unable	 to	 do	 a	
third	round	of	interviews.	

Confidentiality	and	
anonymity
The	 conversation	 about	 women	 without	 the	
right	 to	work	 led	 to	a	very	useful	debate	about	
confidentiality	 and	 anonymity.	 We	 discussed	
and	practiced	offering	respondents	the	option	to	
use	pseudonyms,	and	discussed	how	and	where	
to	 keep	 audio,	 paper	 files	 and	 transcriptions.		
Researchers	 were	 sensitive	 to	 protecting	 the	
respondents	 and	 considered	 this	 a	 priority.	
We	 had	 a	 visceral	 sense	 of	 the	 insecurity	
experienced	 by	 women	 in	 this	 situation	 and	
purposefully	set	out	not	to	compromise	it.	

We	 had	 to	 think	 carefully	 when	 it	 came	 to	
sharing	 transcripts	 in	 the	 group	 analysis	
process,	and	ensured	that	all	details	that	could	
possibly	 be	 identified	 were	 removed	 before	
research	 group	members	 read	 them.	 Because	

only	 one	 set	 of	 transcripts	 were	 available,	
only	 the	 lead	 facilitator	 had	 read	 them	 all	 in	
the	 first	 group	 analysis	 phase.	 In	 the	 paired	
analysis,	more	copies	had	to	be	made,	but	only	
after	 all	 identifiable	 information	 was	 removed.	
Recordings	 were	 deleted	 from	 recorders	 and	
copies	of	transcripts	destroyed.	

A	 potential	 conflict	 around	 confidentiality	 and	
anonymity	 occurred	 due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 one	
of	 the	 research	 group	 members	 was	 also	 an	
interviewee.

Doing	the	interviews
In	 the	 second	 to	 last	 training	 session	 each	 of	
the	 participants	 conducted	 an	 interview	 that	
brought	together	the	practical	skills	of	handling	
information	and	consent	procedures,	using	the	
recorders	 and	 testing	 out	 the	 questions.	 	 We	
listened	 in	 detail	 to	 these	 interviews	 and	gave	
participants	 one	 to	 one	 and	 written	 feedback.		
While most reported feeling confident 
before conducting their interviews, in 
hindsight it would have been useful to 
have repeated this exercise a number of 
times. 

Before	 starting	 the	 interviews,	 the	 researchers	
discussed	 at	 length	 how	 our	 own	 bias	 might	
leak	 into	 interviews	 and	 shape	 our	 findings	
and	 how	 to	maintain	 a	 balance	 of	 sharing	 our	
own	experiences	to	establish	trust	and	build	on	
empathy	 while	 being	 aware	 of	 how	 this	 could	
be	experienced	as	duplicitous	or	 judgemental.	
We	 felt	 it	 very	 important	 to	 be	 clear	 from	 the	
very	first	 interaction	with	potential	respondents	
of	what	we	could	actually	promise.

“The first interview I did, I woke up I was 
pumped ... I was ready and I was a bit 
nervous because I didn’t know what to 
expect – this is someone’s personal life 
I’m going to be asking questions I didn’t 
know how she would feel at the time – 
because maybe- because you know those 
days or them weeks and months when 
things are really not going your way and 
you really don’t know what to expect – 
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asking people their personal stuff – you 
know so I was a bit nervous but it turned 
out really well.”

What	did	we	learn?	
Doing the interviews affected some of the 
community researchers in profound ways. 
A	 number	 were	 themselves	 facing	 unstable	
financial	 and	 work	 situations,	 or	 trying	 to	 look	
for	some	form	of	income.	Hearing and relating 
to the stories of others could be very 
upsetting.	 One	 coordinator	 was	 concerned	
about	 the	 potentially	 distressing	 effects	 on	
researchers	 of	 the	 interview	 process,	 and	 we	
made	particular	 efforts	 towards	 the	 end	 of	 the	
process	 to	 ensure	 people	 had	 the	 chance	 to	
debrief,	 enlisting	 the	 Skills	 Network	 Support	
and	 Solidarity	 Coordinator	 to	 help.	 	 Some	
researchers	 found	 that	 familiarity	 with	 the	
respondent	also	made	them	less	confident,	and	
made	 it	 uncomfortable	 to	 probe	with	 follow	 up	
questions.	 	

Researchers’	commitments	also	made	arranging	
and	 attending	 interviews	 difficult.	 	 Even	 if	 we	
were	 able	 to	 arrange	 childcare	 at	 interview	
times,	 this	 wasn’t	 always	 an	 ideal	 situation	 for	
researchers.	

Citizens’	Juries
Finding	 out	 what	 is	 happening	 in	 policy	 is	 an	
important	 part	 of	 this	 process,	 but	 reading	
policy	 reports	 is	 not	 always	 the	 best	 way	 for	
people	to	get	their	heads	around	it.	Instead	we	
used	the	citizens’	jury	model	to	explore	current	
policy:	 ‘expert	witnesses’	 provided	 information	
about	 the	 issues	 we	 were	 investigating	 and	
responded	to	questions	from	a	‘jury’	consisting	
of	 women	 who	 had	 experience	 of	 working	 in	
low-paid	insecure	work.	The	process	was	tightly	
facilitated:	 after	 a	 short	 presentation	 from	 the	
witness,	 the	 jury	 broke	 into	 groups,	 discussed	
what	 they	 had	 heard,	 including	 (importantly)	
their	 emotional	 response	 to	 it,	 and	 formulated	
questions	 together.	 We	 then	 all	 came	 back	
together	and	each	group	asked	their	questions	

in	 turn.	 The	 jury	members	were	 not	 allowed	 to	
ask	follow	up	questions	or	interrupt	the	process.	
This	was	 to	ensure	 that	everyone	got	an	equal	
chance	 to	 speak	 and	 that	 discussions	 did	 not	
become	 diverted	 into	 particular	 issues	 that	
affected	one	or	a	few	people.

The	 first	 round	 of	 interviews	 revealed	 a	
numbers	 of	 issues	 that	 became	 the	 focus	 of	
jury	sessions.		Most	notably	we	felt	we	needed	
more	 information	 on	 the	 pressures	 of	 debt,	 in	
particular	when	making	the	transition	from	being	
on	benefits	to	working;	rights	in	the	work	place;	
current	policy	changes	around	in-work	benefits;	
and	 framing	 ideologies	 and	 narratives	 around	
austerity	 (and	 neoliberalism).	 These	 sessions	
helped	participants	to	engage	in	a	different	way	
with	the	wider	issues	related	to	in-work	poverty	
and	 in	 a	 format	 that	 encouraged	 both	 debate	
and	an	exchange	of	information.	

“For me, the citizens’ juries, that was the 
best part. Because we had people who 
understood policy and could relate it 
back to us, and explain why these things 
were going on, the whole agenda, bigger 
picture.”

Collaborative	Analysis	
and	write	up
One	 of	 the	 most	 ambitious	 and	 we	 believe	
innovative	 aspects	 of	 the	 project	 was	 our	
attempts	 to	 bring	 multiple	 perspectives	 to	 the	
analysis	and	write	up	process.	The	role	of	peer	
or	 community	 researchers	 is	 often	 limited	 to	
data	 collection,	with	 interpretation	of	 data	 and	
analysis	being	led	by	‘professional’	researchers,	
trained	in	that	field.	We	believed	that	we	would	
lose	 important	 insights	 if	 we	 did	 not	 involve	
all	 the	 researchers	 in	 the	 analysis	 and	 write	
up	 process.	 Doing	 so	 in	 a	 meaningful	 way	 is	
challenging	 however	 –	 particularly	 as	many	 of	
the	 researchers	 were	 hesitant	 about	 reading	
and	 writing.	 Building	 on	 our	 pilot	 process,	 we	
did	the	analysis	in	several	phases.	
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Phase	1:	Group	Analysis	and	
Reflection	Sessions
Following	each	round	of	interviews,	researchers	
participated	in	reflection	and	analysis	sessions	
in	 which	 we	 considered	 the	 practicalities	 of	
undertaking	 the	 research	 and	 made	 changes	
to	 address	 issues	 that	 arose,	 reflect	 on	 how	
their	own	experiences	came	into	the	interviews	
and	 whether	 they	 would	 approach	 the	 next	
one	 differently.	 This	 was	 an	 opportunity	
for	 researchers	 to	 talk	 through	 the	 written	
transcriptions	about	how	they	had	experienced	
the	 respondent,	 adding	 dimensionality	 to	 the	
flat	script.	

“Also when she talked about her children 
her voice is quite different. It’s the sense 
that this isn’t right ... ‘I’m happy that I’m 
working but that I am earning less money 
[than] on benefits - this is wrong’. You can 
hear it in her voice, different eye contact, 
different gestures…”

We	used	these	sessions	to	consider	what	would	
be	 interesting	 to	 explore	 in	 the	 next	 rounds	 of	
interviews.	Each	 researcher	discussed	 themes	
and	ideas	they	felt	were	particularly	important	in	
the	 interview	they	had	conducted.	These	ideas	
were	 stuck	 up	 on	 to	 flip	 chart	 and	 clustered	
thematically	under	four	broad	headings:	day	to	
day	experiences	of	 in-work	poverty;	processes	
that	 keep	 people	 in	 poverty;	 social	 and	
emotional	 costs	 of	 in-work	 poverty	 and;	 wider	
narratives	 that	 shape	 our	 understanding	 of	 in-
work	poverty.

The	 lead	 facilitator	 typed	 up	 these	 notes	 from	
the	 wall,	 coding	 them	 by	 interview	 so	 that	 we	
had	a	collection	of	quotes	 linked	 to	key	points	
to	draw	 from	 in	 the	next	phases.	 	Researchers	
then	 selected	 themes	 they	 wanted	 to	 explore	
further	in	paired	analysis.

Phase	2:	Paired	Analysis	and	
Write	Up
We	 next	 paired	 community	 researchers	 with	
others	who	had	more	professional	experience	in	
either	writing	or	 research	(including	 three	 from	
our	advisory	group)	to	read	through	transcripts	

and	 note	 key	 ideas	 and	 quotes	 that	 they	 felt	
illustrated	their	themes	of	interest.	These	notes	
formed	the	basis	for	the	chapters	in	the	‘insights	
from	 interviewees’	 section.	 Five	 sets	 of	 paired	
analyses	were	completed	and	one	pair	worked	
together	to	create	collages	illustrating	different	
themes	we	had	explored,	which	are	represented	
in	the	report.	

We	 feel	 quite	 happy	 overall	 with	 this	 section	
of	 the	 work.	 	 We	 were	 concerned	 in	 our	 pilot	
project	that,	due	to	time	pressures	towards	the	
end,	a	 lot	of	write	up	and	editing	was	done	by	
two	people	with	experience	in	that	area	and	not	
in	enough	consultation	with	the	rest	of	the	group	
and	 with	 little	 checking	 back.	 	 This	 time	 we	
believe	we	got	much	further	with	a	collaborative	
writing	up	process,	although	 there	 is	still	 room	
to	develop	this	further.

Phase	3:	‘What	Could	be	
Different?’	Sessions
At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 project	 four	 sessions	 were	
held	 to	 explore	 what	 we	 felt	 we	 could	 say	
about	 in-work	 poverty,	 and	 to	 agree	 on	 the	
key	points	 for	 our	 final	 ‘different	 point	 of	 view’	
section.	 These	 focused	 on:	 ‘different	 framing	
assumptions	and	stories’,	‘different	models	and	
approaches’,	 ‘practical	 steps	 that	 could	 help	
in	 the	 immediate’	 and	 finally	 ‘what	 can	we	 say	
about	 in-work	 poverty	 now?’	 We	 used	 audio	
and	 visual	 clips	 to	 stimulate	 discussion,	 and	
conducted	a	structured	debate	around	different	
scenarios	of	people	who	may	or	may	not	be	 in	
in-work	poverty.

Phase	4:	Final	Putting	Together	
of	the	Report
The	final	putting	together	of	the	report	was	largely	
taken	 on	 by	 two	 of	 the	 project	 coordinators		
who	 are	 also	 co-founders	 of	 Skills	 Network,	
along	with	an	external	editor.	We	also	gathered	
substantial	 feedback	 from	 a	 diverse	 range	 of	
external	 readers.	 Unfortunately,	 for	 practical	
(lack	 of	 space)	 reasons	 and	 shortage	 of	 time,	
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the	final	ordering	of	chapters,	and	final	sections	
of	 text	 were	 not	 done	 very	 collaboratively.		
Researchers	did	comment	on	design,	and	were	
also	 taken	 through	 outlines	 of	 the	 different	
sections	to	check	it	reflected	what	they	said	and	
to	add	any	additional	thoughts.	Significant	time	
was	put	 into	checking	back	the	final	section	of	
the	 report,	 to	 ensure	 that	 it	 properly	 reflected	
discussions	and	 to	amending	 the	 report	 in	 line	
with	 comments	 from	 external	 commentators.		
There	is	a	risk	that	as	the	final	putting	together	
(as	 well	 as	 the	 final	 editing	 of	 this	 process	
section)	was	done	by	 the	 two	co-founders	who	
have	very	strong	socio-political	 views,	 that	 the	
final	 content	 was	 skewed	 in	 this	 way.	 	 Having	
an	external	editor	to	point	out	obvious	bias	was	
extremely	useful	in	this	regard.

What	did	we	learn?
As is so often the case, we had 
underestimated how much time and energy 
the anaylsis and write up process would 
take.	 We	 were	 only	 able	 to	 conduct	 3	 group	
analysis	 sessions,	 and	 were	 not	 able	 to	 come	
together	as	a	group	to	decide	on	which	themes	
individuals	 were	 particularly	 interested	 in	
exploring	 further.	 Instead	this	was	done	 in	one	
to	one	meetings	with	project	coordinators.	

Balancing an inclusive group analysis 
process with confidentiality was challenging 
and needs careful thought.  

Paired analysis is a good way to bring the 
skills and perspectives of professional and 
community researchers together to produce 
a rich variety of analysis. 

Pulling different sections together was 
challenging. Because of multiple writers, 
they had different styles and emphases, 
which is unusual for a report. Some	sections	
almost	 entirely	 consisted	 of	 quotes,	 others	
brought	 in	 more	 reflection	 and	 theory.	 Some	
were	written	from	a	more	personal	perspective,	
others	were	more	distant.	We	decided	 that	we	
were	 okey	 with	 this	 variety,	 and	 that	 it	 better	
reflected	the	multiple	voices	in	the	group.	

There	were	three	aspects	of	analysis	and	write-
up	that	we	regret	not	being	able	to	complete	this	
time.	 Firstly,	 we	 had	 hoped	 to	 bring	 together	
a	 focus	 group	 of	 people	 with	 very	 different	
perspectives	 to	 ours	 to	 read	 and	 respond	 to	
some	of	our	findings	and	arguments.	Secondly,	
we	 wanted	 to	 get	 first-hand	 responses	 from	
interviewees	 to	 some	 of	 our	 findings,	 and	
include	 their	 reflections	 in	 the	 final	 write-up.	
Finally,	 towards	 the	end	of	 the	writing	process	
we	 had	 thought	 about	 structuring	 some	 of	 our	
report	 sections	 as	 multiple	 responses,	 to	 try	
and	 reflect	 some	 of	 the	 fruitful	 and	 interesting	
disagreements	and	debates	 that	had	occurred	
within	research	group	discussions,	for	example	
with	 different	 boxes	 representing	 different	
points	 of	 view.	 We	 decided	 against	 trying	 to	
re-write	 so	 near	 the	 end	 of	 the	 project	 –	 but	
that	 is	 something	 that	 might	 be	 useful	 for	
others	wishing	 to	design	collaborative	write-up	
processes	to	consider.	

Reflection	on	process
	We	aspired	for	all	the	researchers	to	maintain	a	
journal	throughout	and	while	one	did	maintain	a	
journal	and	a	number	of	others	took	some	notes	
after	interviews,	this	didn’t	happen	consistently.	
Some	 researchers	 were	 less	 confident	 or	
interested	 in	 writing	 than	 others.	 	 While	 we	
encouraged	 researchers	 to	 record	 their	
reflections	none	took	it	up.			Reflection	sessions	
provided	 a	 forum	 for	 this	 (discussed	 below),	
which	 enabled	 us	 to	 collect	 the	 researcher’s	
broader	 impressions	of	 respondents.	However,	
it	 was	 not	 as	 structured	 or	 in-depth	 as	 if	 we	
were	able	to	make	immediate	notes.

This	 was	 a	 big	 loss.	 One	 of	 the	 key	 pieces	 of	
feedback	from	the	pilot	research	was	that	putting	
more	 time	 and	 energy	 into	 ongoing	 reflection	
is	crucial	to	the	process,	and	researchers	then	
said	 they	 wished	 they’d	 been	 pushed	more	 to	
do	 reflection	 diaries	 and	 that	 we	 should	 offer	
alternative	means	for	people	to	do	them	if	 they	
didn’t	 want	 to	 write	 (such	 as	 recording	 them	
orally).	 	
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Time	 constraints	 prevented	 us	 being	
disciplined	 about	 regular	 reflection	 with	
the	research	group	to	discuss	the	process	
and	 check	 whether	 it	 was	 being	 done	 in	
a	way	that	was	genuinely	 ‘power-sharing’.		
Participatory	 research	 sometimes	 only	
pays	lip	service	to	this,	which	can	make	it	
more	disempowering	than	more	traditional	
research	methods.		We	had	built	in	regular	
reflections	 on	 process	 into	 our	 overall	
plan.	 	 Unfortunately	 the	 challenges	 in	
people’s	lives	and	some	of	the	constraints	
of	 running	 a	 project	 with	 mothers	 on	 low	
incomes	 (at	2.30pm	many	had	 to	 leave	 to	
do	 the	 school	 run	 	 and	 could	 not	 afford	
childcare	or	after	school	clubs	 in	order	 to	
be	 able	 to	 stay	 longer)	 meant	 that	 once	
again	 most	 reflection	 has	 been	 done	
retrospectively.	 	 Although	 retrospective	
reflection	 including	 one	 to	 one	 interviews	
and	group	session		is	important,	hindsight		
is	 obviously	coloured	by	all	 sorts	of	 other	
emotions	 and	 experiences	 (and	 just	
plain	 forgetting!).	 We	 do	 feel	 we	 missed	
a	 valuable	 opportunity	 to	 learn	 for	 future	
processes.	

Being	 vigilant	 about	 power	 distribution	 in	 a	
process	 like	 this	 is	 challenging.	 It	 is	 fair	 to	 say	
we	didn’t	always	get	it	right.	 	

The core group

Almost	 all	 our	 researchers	 had	 been	 Skills	
Network	 members	 for	 a	 while	 –	 some	 for	 two	
years,	 others	 eight	 months.	 There	 were	 two	
very	 new	 members.	 All	 had	 completed	 our	
cooperative	training	course	and	many	had	been	
involved	 in	 analysing,	 improving	 and	 enacting	
out	 cooperative	ways	 of	 working	 and	 delivering	
our	 programmes	 for	 years.	As	 a	 result,	 informal	
power	hierarchies	were	in	play	from	the	outset	(for	
example	between	new	joiners	and	old-timers)	as	
well	as	established	relationships.	As	members	of	
Skills	 Network,	 researchers	were	 also	 impacted	
by	other	projects,	events	and	disputes	within	the	
organisation.	 This	 created	 a	 different	 dynamic	
than	we	would	have	seen	had	the	research	group	
been	meeting	 for	 the	 first	 time.	 Two	of	 the	 core	
training	 and	 coordination	 facilitators	 were	 not	
established	Skills	Network	members,	and	 it	 took	
a	little	time	to	form	relationships	and	find	rhythms.	
Unexpected	 conflicts	 occurred	 between	 the	
different	 types	 of	 ‘expertise’	 –	 broad	 expertise	
in	participatory	 research	 versus	 knowledge	and	
experience	of	Skills	Network.

It	is	possible	that	researchers	did	not	always	feel	
able	to	challenge	facilitators,	 in	part	because	of	
insufficient	opportunity	to	build	trust	with	non-core	
members	of	the	group.	One	thing	we	have	learnt	
is	the	importance	in	a	project	like	this,	which	has	
such	 potential	 for	 asymmetric	 power	 balances,	
to	 put	 plenty	 of	 time	 into	 building	 trust,	 so	 that	
people	 feel	able	 to	say	 if	 they	can	or	cannot	do	
something,	or	do	or	do	not	like	something.

Advisory group

We	 invited	 individuals	 with	 a	 range	 of	 research	
experience	 to	 participate	 in	 a	 project	 advisory	
group,	 with	 the	 aim	 of	 creating	 a	 richer,	 more	
useful	 and	 influential	 piece	 of	 research.	 The	

Power and Perspectives
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Power and Perspectives group	 met	 three	 times	 during	 the	 process,	
acting	 as	 a	 sounding	 board.	 It	 contributed	 in	
particular	 to	 the	 literature	 review,	 highlighting	
gaps	in	existing	research	that	we	could	usefully	
seek	to	fill.	Members	also	helped	find	‘experts’	
to	participate	in	citizens’	juries.	

The	 advisory	 group	 process	 brought	 benefits	
and	challenges.	The	 idea	came	from	an	earlier	
participatory	research	project	our	 lead	training	
facilitator	 had	 been	 involved	 with,	 which	 had	
adopted	 a	 steering	 group	 structure.	 We	 felt	
it	 would	 be	 useful	 to	 1)	 integrate	 specific	
knowledge	 around	 policy	 and	 research	 and	
2)	 engage	 people	 more	 closely	 involved	 with	
policy-making	 from	 the	 outset	 (so	 they	 could	
help	with	dissemination).

Because	of	Skills	Network’s	cooperative	nature	
and	 our	 aim	 to	 equalise	 the	 status	 of	 different	
kinds	 of	 knowledge	 and	 contribution,	 we	
changed	 ‘steering	 group’	 to	 ‘advisory	 group’.	
Rather	 than	 being	 in	 control,	 members	 of	
this	 group	 were	 contributing	 their	 particular	
knowledge	and	expertise,	on	equal	footing	with	
the	core	researchers.

However,	 it	 is	 easy	 to	 inadvertently	 reinforce	
prevailing	assumptions	about	power	and	status.	
At	our	first	advisory	group	meeting,	for	instance,	
our	 instinct	 was	 to	 provide	 expensive	 snacks	
for	 the	 visiting	 experts,	 and	 to	 emulate	 formal	
meetings	in	a	break	from	our	normal	approach.	
We	didn’t	have	 icebreakers	or	as	much	paired	
work	 and	 interactive	 activities	 as	 usual.	 Our	
priority	 was	 to	 make	 sure	 that	 the	 advisory	
group	members	were	comfortable.	Of	course	it	
is	 important	to	put	newcomers	at	ease,	but	our	
efforts	unfortunately	left	community	researchers	
feeling	 less	 comfortable,	 and	 accentuated	
power	differentials.

This	 was	 mitigated	 by	 skilful	 facilitation	 and	
the	 efforts	 of	 the	 Advisory	 Group	 members	
to	 connect	 and	 engage	 with	 research	 group	
members.	 When	 paired	 discussion	 between	
members	of	the	two	groups	was	encouraged,	it	
proved	very	useful.

Sharing decision-making

Another	 important	 lesson	 is	 that	 structured	
processes	 for	 sharing	 power	 and	 providing	
feedback	are	important.	In	the	final	two	months,	
we	 extended	 group	 decision-making	 to	 cover	
all	aspects	of	the	project,	down	to	how	to	spend	
the	 remaining	 budget.	 This	 formal	 process	
provided	an	outlet	for	people	to	voice	concerns.	
It	 also	 gave	 researchers	 the	 opportunity	 to	
decide	 to	 pay	 themselves	 retrospectively	 for	
interviews	 (at	 the	 Skills	 Network’s	 flat	 rate).	 It	
should	 be	 noted	 that	 this	 decision	 only	 came	
after	 the	 group	 felt	 assured	 that	 non-group	
members	 helping	 with	 final	 stages	 could	 also	
be	compensated.	This	involvement	in	decision-
making	seems	to	have	reinvigorated	energy	for	
and	ownership	of	the	project.	

Payment

In	retrospect,	the	decision	to	consider	payment	
for	 researchers	 ‘ideal’	 but	 not	 ‘essential’	 was	
flawed.	Our	initial	thinking	was	that	the	training	
and	skills	gained	by	researchers	would	be	a	fair	
exchange.	 However,	 the	 work	 was	 demanding	
and	exhausting	and	payment	should	have	been	
a	priority	from	the	outset.		We	should	have	shared	
budget	decisions	with	the	whole	group	earlier	–	
but	 participatory	 budgeting	was	 a	 process	we	
were	 still	 embedding	 into	 the	 organisation	 as	
a	whole,	with	a	 lot	of	 trial	and	error,	and	so	we	
did	were	not	as	on	top	of	ensuring	it	was	taking	
place	 within	 every	 project	 as	 we	 should	 have	
been.	

Things we would have liked to have 
done but didn’t have the time to do

In	 terms	 of	 power	 between	 researchers	 and	
interviewees,	 we	 were	 hoping	 to	 check	 back	
with	 interviewees	 after	 analysis	 and	 write-up	
to	 gain	 their	 views	 on	 the	 analysed	 versions	
of	 their	 stories	 and	 check	 if	 they	 rang	 true	 for	
them	and	allow	them	to	contribute	to	the	critical	
thinking.	This	might	have	shifted	power	slightly	
between	the	researchers	and	the	interviewees.
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