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Preface 

In this book I have sought to show the extent of poverty in the United Kingdom and 

give some explanation for its existence. Although I have drawn on a number of 

studies carried out in the 1970s, and on the reports in 1975, 1976 and 1977 of the 

Royal Commission on the Distribution of Income and Wealth, the principal source 

of information is the national survey carried out for the specific purpose of writing 

this book in 1968-9. Are the findings from that year out of date in the late 1970s? 

Very properly this question will be raised. The answer can take many different 

forms, some theoretical, some technical and some personal. 

One answer is that the structure of society does not change significantly in a short 

span of years, except sometimes in revolutionary conditions or war, and that the 

research team was inevitably seeking to describe and analyse the social structure of 

the United Kingdom in attempting to describe and explain poverty. There are major 

conceptual and technical problems in doing so - in trying to revise familiar but 

inadequate methods of describing society and adopting relative measures of 

inequality and deprivation instead. I believe this lays the basis for cross-national and 

scientific work.1 The team discussing and planning the project grappled with the 

problem of devising alternative measures when completing the pilot studies2 and 

preparing the questionnaire. In the questionnaire we tried to develop a 

comprehensive conception of resources; measure some of them, like fringe benefits 

and the ownership of wealth, more reliably than in other studies; and at the same 

time develop operational standards, and not only indicators, of deprivation. Yet at 

the stage of provisionally analysing the information collected in interviews, and at 

the final stage of checking and integrating that analysis, there were unanticipated 

problems of generating as well as of digesting new conceptions, and therefore new 

measures of inequality and deprivation (and putting them into operational form as 

indicators and combined indices), so that a closer representation of that elusive 

structure of inequality might finally be given. We were trying to sustain both an 

 
1 As discussed in different papers in a preparatory conference before the survey. See 

Townsend, P. (ed.), The Concept of Poverty, Heinemann Educational Books, London, 1970. 

2 See, for example, Marsden, D., Mothers Alone, Allen Lane, London, 1969; and Land, H., 
Large Families in London, Bell, London, 1970. 
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account of the total social structure (as well as of the relationship between some of 

its component parts) and an account of poor minorities within that structure. 

There are a number of different senses in which the underlying social structure can 

be said to have remained much the same during a period of a little under ten years. 

Upon analysis, social changes turn out to be technical or cultural rather than 

structural. People are conscious of the rapid spread of car ownership, colour 

television, telephones, central heating, hi-fi equipment and air travel; the intro-

duction of new methods of production in industry and new drugs and surgical 

techniques in medicine; new fashions as well as materials and processes in the 

clothes that are worn and the goods and furnishings that are bought for the home; 

new types of musical and theatrical entertainment; and an array of new bodies, 

controls and procedures brought into existence by legislation. But while styles of 

living and prevalence of types of social interaction are indeed affected, the division 

of society into social classes, social minorities, regional and local communities, 

family, neighbourhood and friendship groups and networks, and administrative, 

professional, political and religious groups, and therefore the distribution of 

resources commanded by such groups, may remain largely unaltered. This is the 

paradox which the social scientist is bound to call attention to and explore. One of 

the problems is that individuals often ascribe changes occurring to them in their 

lifetime as changes occurring to society. Another is that the extent of social change 

is exaggerated by many bodies because it suits them consciously or unconsciously to 

do so. And a third is that even when structural changes occur, they may be of a very 

short-term nature only. Change may be cyclical rather than long term, and there may 

be periodic reversions to long-term structural dispositions. The state of conflict 

between major contending classes and groups in society may mean that one class or 

group secures an advantage at a particular point in time which is later lost or 

redressed by another class or group. 

What has to be accepted therefore is that some ‘changes’, in the popular sense of 

the term, have little or no impact on the basic divisions or conflicts in society and do 

not affect its structure. Many contemporary ‘changes’ - in fashion, technology, 

legislation and, during inflation, in the interaction of earnings, taxes and prices - 

belie the reality of our stable structure of inequality. This reality is not easy to 

demonstrate. There are organizations and interests which exist, both knowingly and 

unknowingly, to conceal or deny it. One of the characteristics of inequality is that 

many of the people who have most to gain from it are not conscious of it or do not 

want to be reminded of it. If they happen to be conscious of it, they want and tend to 

believe that their privilege is ordained or natural, or meritorious, or diminishing - 

and extremely modest; alternatively, that others’ disprivilege is inevitable or 

deserved - and rather modest. These beliefs are reproduced in government and 

administration and are reflected in decisions about the collection and presentation of 

knowledge about our society by social scientists. 

The key question is whether, in trying to escape conventional perceptions, or, 
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more correctly, showing that we are not entirely ruled by them, the relativity of that 

structure can be described independently of belief. Repeatedly in the book I have 

tried to show how the survey findings tie in with other, more recent, data, and how 

the distribution of earnings, and of net disposable incomes, happens to have 

remained much the same in the early 1970s as in the late 1960s. By 1976 there was, 

for men, a slight narrowing of differentials among both manual and non-manual 

workers, compared with 1968, and the earnings at the lowest decile, relative to the 

median, approached the level reached in the early 1960s. For women, the picture 

was more complicated, with some widening of differentials for both lower-paid 

manual workers and higher-paid non-manual workers. The overall distribution of 

earnings, as shown by the New Earnings Survey of the Department of Employment, 

like that demonstrated from 1906 to 1960 by G. Routh1 and by A. R. Thatcher,2 has 

remained remarkably constant during the last two decades. Similarly, such relative 

figures as can be gleaned from the reports of the Family Expenditure Survey for 

1957-76, especially the quantile data published in Economic Trends, covering the 

years since the poverty survey was carried out, suggest a stable structure, with no 

marked changes taking place in the distribution of resources between different 

household types or in the distribution around the mean or the median within any of 

the types or groups, especially since 1969. In the words of one statistician in the 

Central Statistical Office, who analysed the distribution of original, net disposable 

and final incomes during the period 1961-75, although there are variations over the 

years, particularly for the upper ranges of income, there is no significant trend either 

towards or away from more equality, the net effect being a distribution very similar 

in 1975 to that in 1961’.3 All this is discussed in various sections of the book, 

particularly the conclusion.  

Perhaps the one trend to which I call special attention, though its short-run impact 

is small, is the proportionate growth of the professional, managerial and executive 

classes, without there being much evidence of a corresponding long-term relative 

fall in their levels of remuneration and living standards. It is this trend, accompanied 

by, or perhaps even indirectly determining, the growth in the ‘dependent’ population 

of retired, unemployed and disabled people, and of school or college trainees, which 

 

1 Routh, G., Occupation and Pay in Great Britain, 1906-60, Cambridge University Press, 
1965. 

2 Thatcher, A. R., ‘The Distribution of Earnings of Employees in Great Britain’, Journal of 

the Royal Statistical Society, A, 131, Part 2,1968. 
3 Harris, R., ‘A Review of the Effects of Taxes and Benefits on Household Incomes 1961- 

1975’, Economic Trends, January 1977, p. 105. A special review of the published data from the 

FES for 1953-73 concluded ‘the extent of relative poverty has probably changed little over the 
past twenty years’. Fiegehen, G. C., Lansley, P. S., and Smith, A. D., Poverty and Progress in 

Britain 1953-73, Cambridge University Press, 1977, p. 31. However, as argued later in this 

book, there is reason from the same source to conclude there has been some increase in relative 
poverty between 1953 and 1960 and between 1960 and 1975. 
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our institutions and culture are having difficulty in absorbing. Whatever the 

inequality between top and bottom in the dispersion of resources, the proportionate 

accumulation of population in the upper-middle reaches of the dispersion is being 

accommodated only at the price of more people being pushed to the bottom. It is not 

simply that there are more old people, but proportionately more retired old people, 

proportionately more people near the state’s pensionable ages who are being retired 

or made redundant, and more people being pushed into unemployment or sub-

employment, all of them having very low incomes. In some respects, of course, as 

with the big increase in the official unemployment rate, or even the increase in the 

numbers retired, the proportion with low incomes has definitely grown since 1969. 

However, new social security and tax measures may have cushioned the fall of some 

members of the population, or have helped members of other groups to clamber a 

step or two higher in the long ladder of income distribution, and while that 

possibility exists, the evidence cannot be regarded as conclusive. 

I regard this structural change - that is, of a simultaneous increase towards the top 

of the distribution of income in number and proportion of professional, managerial 

and executive workers, and at the foot of that distribution of economically inactive 

or dependent persons - as being the most important taking place in our society. It 

represents an advanced stage in the history of conflict between classes. Later in this 

book the distribution of different types of resources will be shown to be related not 

just to the occupational class of individuals but to that of their parents as well. The 

most striking example of this will be found in the case of old people (in Chapter 23). 

But access to, and command over, resources is not only determined by class of 

origin and past as well as current occupational class mediated directly therefore by 

family, laws of inheritance and labour market. It is also determined increasingly 

through the infrastructure of social policy, mainly the state’s social policy. Through 

social policy, the upper non-manual groups exercise enormous influence. Sometimes 

that influence is exercised positively on their own behalf - in the comparatively low 

taxes raised from capital gains; the special tax reliefs and indirect as well as direct 

subsidies like improvement grants available to home owners; the additions to 

personal standards of living represented by employers’ welfare benefits, especially 

occupational pension rights, the subsidies and tax relief available for private 

education and the grants and subsidies available for higher education. The economic 

position of such groups is positively enhanced. Sometimes that influence is 

exercised negatively - by creating hostility towards increases in public expenditure 

and hence taxation, or insisting on tighter controls of those seeking supplementary 

benefit; influencing the adoption and perpetuation of national minimum or 

subsistence-level benefits only for people with reasonably good employment 

records; and laying the basis for public acceptance of early retirement. In part, 

attitudes are directed at the working class; ‘feather-bedding’ is derided and ‘standing 

on one’s own feet’ is extolled. In part, attitudes are directed towards the perpetuation 
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and extension of an underclass. 

If the indicative evidence since 1969 about resources is correct, and if the under-

lying trend towards greater inequality is continually threatening to make itself 

evident, then the findings have not lost any of their force or relevance. 

The findings can also be considered in relation to method. The need for better 

measures of inequality in the distribution of incomes and wealth is as acute as it was 

in the late 1960s, and the book may make some contribution to those measures. 

Examples might be given from government sources which show what little progress 

has been made in documenting inequality in the distribution of resources. Richard 

Titmuss long ago listed the limitations of Inland Revenue data,1 and more recently 

Tony Atkinson has reviewed at length the defects of official estimates which purport 

to show trends in the distribution of incomes and wealth.2 The Royal Commission 

on Income and Wealth has tried to run in both directions at once, criticizing the 

official statistics but also reproducing them without amendment. The commission 

admitted that the official statistics were ‘deficient in many respects’, largely because 

these were ‘by-products of the administrative processes of Government 

Departments, particularly the Inland Revenue’.3 They had been urged to adopt 

alternative approaches to the definition of both income and wealth,4 and the 

commission agreed that ‘no single definition could be adequate for all purposes’.5 

Yet, despite going on to claim that they had followed a policy offering alternative 

approaches and definitions ‘so that readers may make their own choice of the most 

appropriate statistics for the problems they wish to study’,6 in practice they made 

little or no use of secondary analysis or estimation to produce alternative data. 

Admittedly it would be difficult, though not impossible, to do so. Instead the 

commission provided the same official diet as before, concluding that there had been 

significant trends towards greater equality of distribution of both wealth and income, 

even in recent years.7 Regrettably, the press seized on the broad summaries of the 

 
1 Titmuss, R. M., Income Distribution and Social Change, Allen & Unwin, London, 1962. 
2 Atkinson, A. B., The Economics of Inequality, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1975, Chapter 4. 

See also Atkinson, A. B., and Harrison, A. J., Distribution of Personal Wealth in Britain, Cam-

bridge University Press, 1978. 
3 Royal Commission on the Distribution of Income and Wealth, Report No. 1, Initial Report 

on the Standing Reference, Cmnd 6171, HMSO, London, July 1975, p. 9. 
4 By, for example, A. B. Atkinson, A. J. Harrison and C. Trinder, C. D. Harbury, the National 

Institute of Economic and Social Research and the Office of Manpower Statistics in their 

evidence reproduced in the Royal Commission on the Distribution of Income and Wealth, 

Selected Evidence Submitted to the Royal Commission for Report No. 1: Initial Report on the 
Standing Reference, HMSO, London, 1976. 

5 Report No. 1, Initial Report on the Standing Reference, p. 13. 
6 ibid, p. 132. 
7 Compare the unqualified summary paragraph 16(a) in the first report, for example (which 

suggests a decline in the income share of the top 5 per cent), with the strong reservations about 

household composition, imputed rent of owner-occupiers, investment income, income in kind, 
fringe benefits, tax evasion and interconnections between income and wealth in Chapter 3, esp. 
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fall in share of the top 1 per cent and 5 per cent without much reference to the 

commission’s qualifications, and thereby helped to maintain the unsubstantiated 

belief that the rich have become relatively poorer, not just in post-war compared 

with pre-war years, but in the 1970s compared with 1960.1 The appointment of the 

Royal Commission greatly raised expectations. A complex range of official statistics 

were rapidly assembled in the first six of their Reports, but a breakthrough in the 

measurement of either resources commanded by individuals, income units, 

households and families, or of changes that have taken place over a period of years 

in the distribution of those resources, has still to be achieved. 

The data collected in the annual Family Expenditure Survey, carried out regularly 

since 1957, are potentially more valuable than either the Inland Revenue data or the 

Central Statistical Office’s adaptations of those data. However, as its name implies, 

the survey is designed to obtain more comprehensive and reliable information about 

expenditure than about income;2 and the findings on income distribution are rarely 

presented in a form which allows a span of years or different types of household to 

be compared. 

Despite considerable public discussion and pressure, the Board of Inland Rev-

enue’s practices have not been thoroughly overhauled. And, with the exception of 

certain data about different quartiles, both in the survey reports and in the special 

analyses of the Central Statistical Office, published since November 1962 in 

Economic Trends, and a few forays into the survey data by the Department of Health 

                         
pp. 34-54. Compare, again, the inconsistency of summary paragraph 16(b) (which suggests an 

increase in the income share of the bottom 20 per cent) with paragraph 346 (which stated that 

there was little change in their share of income and, anyway, that further study was required of 
the incomes of this section). 

1 There are problems other than appearing to write for two audiences, moreover. The com-

mission did not attempt to resolve certain apparent conflicts of evidence. Thus in the summary 
chapter of the fourth report attention was called to ‘a net overall reduction in inequality’ between 

1972-3 and 1973-4 before and after tax, and specific reference was made to the respective shares 

of the top 20 per cent and bottom 20 per cent. No mention was made of the evidence reproduced 
earlier in the text from the FES showing what the commission admit was ‘an increase in the 

share [of final income] of the top decile group’ as well as a change in original income ‘indicating 

a tendency towards greater inequality overall’. Tables 11 and C12-C17, which appear to tell a 
rather different story from the Blue Book distribution of personal incomes, are strangely not 

referred to in the summary chapter. Royal Commission on the Distribution of Income and 

Wealth, Report No. 4, Second Report on the Standing Reference, Cmnd 6626, HMSO, London, 
1976, pp. 24-5,73-4 and 109-14. 

2 Thus, the report of the 1973 survey, published in 1974, stated, ‘It must be emphasized that 

the survey is primarily a survey of expenditure on goods and services by households ... Infor-
mation which is obtained about income is primarily to enable households to be classified into 

income groups, in order that separate analyses of expenditure can be made for these groups of 

households’ - Department of Employment, Family Expenditure Survey, 1973, HMSO, London, 
1974, p. 3. 
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and Social Security,1 the annual Family Expenditure Survey has not been 

extensively developed or more imaginatively analysed and presented. 

These criticisms make the decision not to collect reliable information about net 

disposable income in the General Household Survey all the more regrettable. 

Through the Social Survey Division of its Office of Population Censuses and Sur-

veys, the government launched the General Household Survey in 1971. The purpose 

of the survey is to provide a kind of co-operative research service meeting the needs 

of many departments within one survey framework’.2 In the notes prepared for 

interviews is the statement: ‘Income is probably one of the most powerful factors 

influencing the way people live, their housing, employment, size of family and so 

on.’ Yet the questions on income were reduced to a minimum and cover ‘gross’ 

income only. Both the first report, published in 1973, and the second report, 

published in 1975, contained few tables based on this variable, and the second is 

apologetic to the point of embarrassment about the shortcomings of the attempts in it 

to move towards a measure of any value comparatively. The long-established 

deficiencies of government statistics of the distribution of income remain. 

In terms, then, of the continuing need to measure more exactly and more com-

prehensively the distribution of resources, as well as the relatively unchanging 

structure of inequality, I hope the findings described in Poverty in the United King-

dom will be felt to be relevant and not outdated. 

In a report of considerable length, it may be helpful to provide as many signposts 

as possible for readers wishing to track down subjects of special interest to them. 

The table of contents on pages 5-13 gives headings of subsections as well as titles of 

chapters, and chapters normally have a short summary at the end. Sometimes I have 

chosen to include a theoretical discussion or a discussion of the implications for 

policy of the findings in the latter pages of chapters rather than in the concluding 

chapters. Illustrations of the experiences of individuals and families will be found in 

most chapters, and especially in Chapter 8. However, names used are not the real 

names and sometimes one or two other details have been changed to protect the 

identities of people providing information in confidence. 

 
1 For example, Department of Health and Social Security, Two-Parent Families: A Study of 

their Resources and Needs in 1968, 1969 and 1970, Statistical Report Series No. 14, HMSO, 

London, 1971. 
2 Office of Population Censuses and Surveys, Social Survey Division, The General Household 

Survey, Introductory Report, HMSO, London, 1973, p. v. 
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