IP9: Understanding the language and nature of poverty
The aim of Life Expectancy Wirral is to enable Christian communities to respond to the
issues surrounding the unacceptable differences in life expectancy on the Wirral,
through action and prayer. The programme began early in 2009 and much has been
achieved since then. We have now identified several aims for the future and have begun
working towards these.
However, along the way, we have been challenged by the task of considering the
language we use and the attitudes we hold when thinking about people who are
experiencing poverty. Feedback from various participants who have taken part in
evaluations of the programme include comments about not just referring to financial
poverty, the inappropriate use of judgment statements and the use of patronising
language.
This document is our attempt at addressing these issues and we hope that by working
through it you will have a better understanding of appropriate language and also be
challenged to think about your own attitudes to those on the Wirral who are classed as
living in poverty. Much of the information has been taken from ‘Reporting Poverty in the
UK’, a publication jointly funded by the Media Trust, the Society of Editors and the
Joseph Rowntree Foundation. We also recommend ‘The lies we tell ourselves: ending
comfortable myths about poverty’, a report published by the Joint Public Issues Team
http://www.jointpublicissues.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Truth-And-Lies-Reportsmaller.pdf.

Tackling stereotypes and prejudice
One of the phrases often used when referring to people experiencing poverty is that they
are ‘a drain on society’. The phrase ‘hard-working majority’ is sometimes used in place
of society.
The creation of poverty stereotypes partly stems from the old attitude of ‘the deserving
and undeserving poor’ and partly from myths that have built up over many years. If the
former is true, it would mean that some people choose to live in poverty – a concept that
is hard to believe. In terms of myths it’s probably fair to say that most people would
guess that the poorest groups are unemployed single parent families. In fact 66% of
children living in poverty live in a household where someone is in work and 57% of
children in poverty live in a family headed by a couple.
It is true that some people do not take up paid work and live on benefits instead, but this
may be for any number of reasons, such as lack of confidence, the nature and pay of the
jobs, the reliability of benefits versus paid work, lack of available child care, travelling
difficulties and so on. Negative stereotypes ignore these facts and label people in
poverty as ‘scroungers’ or ‘lazy’.
It is easy to be dismissive about some of the problems faced by people experiencing
poverty in the UK today, yet the skills needed to balance a budget on an inadequate
income – when there are no spare resources to cope with unexpected emergencies,
such as household repairs, particularly without the benefits of credit cards or a bank
account – are rarely considered. Frequently, reports suggest that families in poverty are

bad at budgeting. The evidence suggests the opposite is true – they have to be
particularly good at budgeting simply to survive.
GROUP WORK:
Try one or more of the following exercises in your group and discuss your answers with
others in your group

1. Budgeting
Work out a budget for a single person on social welfare payment. Compare and discuss your
individual notes to make the figures as realistic as possible. How will you make up a possible
shortfall?

2. Case study: Coping on a low income – Denise’s story
The following story taken from “Women’s and children’s poverty: making the links” (Women’s
Budget Group, 2005) may seem extreme, but it is just one true example of the daily
complications and humiliations that people in poverty face today. Some of the terms on tax
credits and benefits are, technically, not correct. Benefits, tax credits and payment methods
change, but the underlying issue remains the same – how difficult it can be to cope.
Denise is a single parent with two children. She’s not a lazy woman – she works 16 hours a
week, and her Working Family Tax Credit is paid by BACS directly into her bank account.
Denise got up one Monday morning and both of her children needed some money to go to
school, but Denise didn’t have any money. She has her benefit paid directly into her bank
account, in which she had three pounds. There isn’t a cash point machine near to her home, and
even if there was one, it may actually cost her £2 something, to actually access that £3 in the
first place. That’s if she was allowed to take £3 from a cash point, because, as we all know, in
many machines you can’t get less than £20 out, never mind £10. There’s often a ceiling on bank
accounts as well, and if you don’t leave a minimum amount in that bank account – possibly £5,
£10 – they actually close the account.
So there we have this mum, with her two children needing to go to school – they need some
money, and she’s got £3, but she can’t get at it. She doesn’t have the bus fare to go and fetch it.
So she rings her mum, who is a pensioner, and lives 12 miles and 2 buses away and says – can
you help me mum? Can you get over here, and lend me a pound to get into Birmingham so I can
get my £3 out of the bank? – because she has to go directly to the bank and get in a queue. The
mum scrapes around and finds the pound, and she takes the 12 mile journey – the kids are still
waiting to go to school remember – she gets over there (which cost her £1), and she gives
Denise £1 to take the bus to the bank. Denise gets to the bank and takes out her money. To do
this, she suffers humiliation knowing that she either would not be able to withdraw her £3
because of the possible minimum ceiling to keep her account open. Instead, she is able to
withdraw it, but still suffers the humiliation of the teller knowing she only has £3 in her account.
She uses £1 to get home, gives her mother £1 for the bus and gives her children £1 for food at
school.





What is your initial reaction on reading the story?
What choices do you think Denise has to improve her situation?
How could we as Christians work together to provide support to families such as Denise’s?
Re-tell the story to your group or to another individual. Think about the language you use
as you describe Denise’s experience/situation.

3. Attitudes
Think about a time when you formed a negative opinion of someone.
 What was it about the person that gave you your opinion?
 What annoyed/frustrated/upset you about them or what they were doing?
 Was your opinion based on what they looked like or how they spoke?

 Did your opinion change when (if) you got to know the person?

Don’t allow myths and assumptions to colour your view of those living in poverty.
Get to know people as individuals and develop relationships with them if possible.
Check your facts.

Language
“In Northern Ireland, journalists don’t use words such as ‘scroungers’, or ‘dossers’ or
other insulting or degrading terms, mainly because they are aware of living in a
community and people know one another. I think this is something that appears more in
the nationals, where the journalists will rarely if ever meet the people they are
describing.”
Gerry Millar, Daily Mirror

Language is always evolving and changing. In the last 30 years or so, a lot of different
words have come into our vocabulary to describe people and groups of people. We are
now more aware that general, often careless ways of describing and grouping people
can be demeaning and offensive. They can also be simply inaccurate. The changes
started with tackling issues of sexism and racism in language and attitudes. Poverty as
an issue clearly is not directly comparable with these but it does have parallels in that it
is about disadvantage experienced by certain people. It is a subject where there are
many ‘disapproving’ words in common use which stigmatise people. Here are some
examples:


One common phrase used is ‘the poor’, although people who are poor are not a
generic group, in the same way that disabled people are not. It is better to say
‘people experiencing poverty’.



‘Impoverished’ and ‘poverty-stricken’ were highlighted as stigmatising by
participants at the seminars held across the UK during preparation for ‘Reporting
poverty in the UK’ guide. Use ‘people on a low income’ instead.



‘Handouts’ is often used critically and may well be regarded as offensive. Benefits
and tax credits are entitlements, and many people receiving them will have
contributed through tax and National Insurance payments when they have been
in work. Use ‘people receiving/in receipt of benefits’ instead.

GROUP WORK:
Discuss the above words or phrases in your group. Do you agree with the
comments made about them?
What other words/phrases would you list as stereotyping people who are living in
poverty?

Think carefully about the words you use when referring to people living in poverty

Nature of poverty
To better understand poverty, it may be useful to look at some definitions. The Child
Poverty Action Group definition of poverty is that ‘poverty is relative…it is not having a
standard of living that is typical in a given society at a given time. It is not just about
basic survival but the ability to participate in society’. There are many variations of
poverty that deny individuals the ability to participate in society:
Financial

One Government definition of poverty is that of relative poverty. This
is living in a household with an income of less than 60% of the
median income – where the median is the level of income after
direct taxes and benefits, adjusted for household size, so that half
the population is above the level and half below it. This captures the
extent to which the incomes of the poorest families are keeping
pace with the rising incomes of the population. This is what is
usually referred to as the ‘poverty line’

Educational

Not having the education and acquired skills (reading, writing,
computing) necessary to deal with daily life.

Physical

Lacking physical health and mobility.

Social

Lacking friends, family and resources to act as support systems.
Not knowing the unspoken cues and habits of a group

GROUP WORK:
Discuss the above definitions in your group. What do you think about them? Do
you agree with them? Can you think of anymore?

Looking at the above definitions, we can see that poverty is often characterised as a
combination of material deprivation and powerlessness.
However, a recently developed response to poverty is the Sustainable Livelihoods
Approach (see www.church-poverty.org.uk/livelihoods). This is a framework to
understand the assets that people experiencing poverty have i.e. human, social,
physical, financial and public assets – and how they cope. It suggests a different
approach to helping people overcome poverty – encouraging them to identify and utilise
the resources they do have at their disposal, rather than focus on those they don't.
Church Action on Poverty has pioneered the use of this approach in the UK with Oxfam.
This can lead to a celebration of how people experiencing poverty survive on so little, as
an antidote to the prevailing myths in much of the national media.
Remember that living in poverty is not just about surviving on small amounts of
money; it is about a generally poor quality of life. Understanding people and
situations is an evolving process and the more time we spend with people living
in poverty and thinking about issues around poverty, the clearer our
understanding will become.

