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Gender and Poverty

Ruth Lister speaking at the Engender AGM 4th October 2008
· I’m delighted that you’ve chosen the theme of tackling women’s poverty for your AGM.  Women’s poverty tends to be invisible in political debate and policy-making, yet we know that worldwide poverty all too often wears a female face.  I therefore welcome the Scottish Government’s refreshing recognition of ‘the gendered nature of poverty and the need to consider whether different approaches for men and women are required’ in its recent consultation document on poverty.  I’m going to talk first about the gendered nature of poverty and then about the kinds of policies needed to tackle women’s poverty.

Incidence

· Poverty is gendered in terms of its incidence, its causes and its effects.  Unfortunately, we lack adequate data on incidence.  The most recent official statistics for the UK show a poverty gap of 2 percentage points between the number of women and men in households living below a poverty line of 60% of median income.  According to the New Policy Institute, this is half what it was a decade ago, reflecting a decline in the poverty rates for single pensioners and lone mothers i.e. the main groups of female-headed households.  The risk of poverty is particularly high among BME women – especially those of Pakistani and Bangladeshi origin – and disabled women.  Also women asylum seekers and refugees.  And, according to the YWCA an overlooked group is the million or so of young women (aged 16 to 30) living in poverty.
· The official stats and also other longitudinal research, i.e. which tracks the same people over time, show that women are also more likely to suffer longer spells of poverty and to move in and out of poverty. 
Hidden poverty 

· But the official statistics are only a limited guide to the true extent of female poverty.  They are compiled on the basis of household income and it is then assumed that everyone in those households share equally in that income.  But this is an heroic assumption given the number of studies showing that income is not always shared fairly within the family, to the detriment of women.  Thus, much of women’s poverty is hidden poverty. 
· This is reflected in surveys which ask individuals about their living standards as well as income.  The Poverty & Social Exclusion survey for example found that women are more likely than men to be lacking two or more socially perceived necessities and to feel poor.  And a recent study for the Frank Buttle Trust and NSPCC found that women were much more likely than men to say they could not afford basic items which majority of population regard as necessities.  Other research shows that men tend to be privileged consumers in terms of both everyday commodities such as food and consumer durables such as a car.  Moreover, as Millar and Glendinning point out ‘his’ car and ‘her’ washing machine are hardly equivalent in terms of the benefits and freedoms each confers.
· Particularly revealing is the different attitudes that men and women have to what constitutes personal spending money.  In a study I was involved in, which was of families in receipt of benefit or what was then family credit (paid to low paid workers), the men and women talked very differently about spending money on themselves.  For instance one woman said: ‘I have some mad thoughts sometimes: Oh I could just go mad and spend all this on myself’.  When asked if she could, what would she spend it on she replied ‘Well that’s a good question, I wouldn’t know…It’s a long time since I had money of my own so [she hesitated] I’m just happy that I’ve got that bit of money to provide for my family, buy food’.

· In contrast one of the men said ‘I probably smoke ten cigarettes a day, alright, I have a cooked breakfast at work, OK… And I, that’s why I say, I don’t feel resentful if Mo goes out and spends £8 on the kids’.  When asked for examples of Mo’s personal spending he had difficulties but then said ‘sometimes if she sees a nice little outfit and I think crikey, that’s a hefty price, I might have a go at her about it…but then I know she has to have her certain amount of pleasures in life and she loves seeing the kids dressed nicely’.  In other words fathers often interpret spending on the kids as mothers’ personal spending.

· Other research shows how men can leave and saddle women with household debts, what Tess Ridge has called STDs or sexually transmitted debts.  A study of poverty here in Scotland underlined how big a problem debt is for those on low incomes.  And an Oxfam/CAP study found that women were more likely to have high levels of debt, stemming from their caring responsibilities.  
Poverty managers and shock absorbers
· This also points to an important aspect of the gendered impact of poverty stemming from women’s typical role as the managers of poverty.  Managing poverty day to day is a constant struggle to juggle inadequate resources in order to make ends meet.  It is hard, time-consuming and tiring work.  As one woman put it ‘You’re more tired.  I mean…that being poor is so much hard work, your whole life’.  And it’s particularly hard work for women.  It can be particularly hard work when caring for disabled children.  
· In managing poverty, women also typically sacrifice their own needs on behalf of those of other family members, especially children.  Mothers frequently go without food, clothing and warmth in order to protect children (and sometimes partners) from the full impact of an inadequate income.  They act as the shock absorbers of poverty.  Nevertheless, women who took part in a participatory project undertaken by the English WBG for JRF frequently articulated poverty in terms of ‘an inability to be a financially and emotionally supportive parent to children’ and ‘many participants expressed frustration, fear, guilt and sadness’ about the ways in which poverty meant they couldn’t, for instance, give their children treats, 
· Not only do they absorb the material shocks but they also often try to shield their children from the stigma and Othering all too often associated with poverty.  I use the term Othering in my book to mean the ways in which ‘the poor’ are often treated and talked about as if they were other other i.e. different from and inferior to the majority ‘non-poor’.  Women with experience of poverty who participated in a workshop run by the WBG in London gave ‘powerful accounts of a lack of respect, especially from official agencies that showed a lack of understanding’.  They felt ‘blamed for being poor…that they had little value’ and talked about how their children were bullied and made to feel inferior’.  A majority of the women identified children’s clothing as a key signifier of poverty.   
· The combined effect of managing poverty and debt and feelings of failure and guilt about the effects on their children takes its toll on women’s health – both physical and mental.  The Frank Buttle study found that in two parent households women reported higher levels of stress than men.  The Oxfam/CAP study found a very high incidence of mental health problems – among all but two of the women in the study.  And in some cases this is aggravated by experience of dv – in the Frank Buttle study half of the women had experienced dv in adult relationships.  Nevertheless this and other research demonstrates the extraordinary ‘resilience and resourcefulness’ displayed by many women in order to get by in the most difficult circumstances.  At the same time, we shouldn’t underestimate how hard it is to maintain such resilience.  The WBG/JRF report observes that ‘many of the women’s statements identified the difficulties of remaining resilient in the face of hostility, judgement, pity and shame’.
· This resilience also translates into women’s active contribution to managing and combating poverty at the community level.  Studies in a range of countries reveal the important role women play as what have been described as ‘accidental activists’.

· In my book I analyse both community involvement and the hard work that goes into getting by in poverty as examples of how women in poverty should be seen as active agents ie as actors in their own lives, albeit within the bounds of frequently formidable and oppressive structural and cultural constraints, and not simply as passive victims, which again can feed into processes of othering.  
Causes
· Women’s poverty reflects their inferior position of power in the gendered division of labour, continued sex discrimination and gender stereotyping and the realities and ideology of female economic dependence.  Together these underpin women’s position in the labour market, family and welfare state and it’s the interaction between the three that determines women’s economic status over their lifetimes and that distinguishes the causes of female from male poverty.  So, for instance, we cannot understand women’s poverty in old age separately from their experiences as workers and carers during their working lives. And of course pension policy can either mitigate or aggravate the impact of women’s low life-time incomes, but hitherto it has tended to aggravate it.
Policies
· Tackling women’s poverty therefore requires action in the spheres of both the labour market and the welfare state and this action must also address women’s position within the family.

· The starting point has to be a gendered analysis of poverty: of its causes, effects and of the needs of those experiencing it.  This is important both in terms of the development of government policies and local level projects.  An Oxfam social exclusion project in Wales found that ‘using a gender perspective gave a deeper understanding of the complex relations that create a community’.  It recommended that ‘gender analysis be a requirement of project development for all agencies involved in tackling social exclusion’.
Labour market
· The study Oxfam did with CAP highlighted the role of gender stereotyping ‘in restricting the choices of occupation made by women and men’, with many of the women ending up in low paid jobs which fit ‘stereotypical female roles (eg care work, hairdresser, or classroom assistant) and which fit around their caring responsibilities’.  This reflects how women’s employment continues to be concentrated in the poorly paid sectors of the 4 ‘Cs’: caring, cleaning, catering and cash registers.  And while the ‘glass ceiling’ may seem in another world for women on low incomes, they are all too aware of what has been described as the “‘sticky floor’ of low paid, low status work with limited opportunities for training”.

· The study’s findings and the national data point to the need to tackle such gender stereotyping, from the education and training systems through careers advice to the labour market itself.  
· With regard to pay, another important aspect of course is the continued pay gap between women and men, which is particularly wide for part-time women workers and is one of the worst pay gaps in Europe.  Although the full-time gap has narrowed since the introduction of the Equal Pay Act in 1975, the part-time gap has hardly changed.  Until we have statutory pay audits in the private as well as the public sector, the gap is not going to be significantly narrowed.  Furthermore, the particularly disadvantaged labour market position of BME women and disabled women must be addressed. 
Care

· In the case of care work, we also have to raise much more fundamental, inter-related, questions about who does the work and how the work is valued.  Most people agree that care work is of crucial importance to society and yet it’s paid a pittance, reflecting its traditional association with what women have done for free.  How we value care –in terms of both the financial rewards for those who do paid care work and the support provided for those who care for children and older people unpaid – is one of the keys to tackling women’s poverty.   

· The gendered division of labour, under which women still undertake the bulk of unpaid caring and housework and men are more likely to be full-time wage-earners, is a critical piece of the jigsaw.  It is also one of the pieces most resistant to change.  The direct policy levers available to government are limited – it can’t oblige men to undertake more work in the home, with special investigators checking whether they’ve done their fair share of changing nappies or cleaning.  

· But there are more indirect policy levers, which could help.  For instance more effective regulation of working hours would make it easier for women to work full time and for men to do their share in the home.  The ideal would be working hours which enabled both women and men to combine paid work and caring responsibilities in a stress-free way.  And this would need to be backed up with affordable, good quality childcare facilities (a priority for the women who took part in the WBG/JRF study) and support for those caring for older people.  Another indirect policy lever is parental leave.  If the government had accepted the Nordic model of a month or two of adequately paid parental leave earmarked for fathers, rather than tacking on additional paternity leave to and extending the mother’s maternity leave, without giving fathers an independent right, it would have sent out a stronger signal that it expects fathers to take the leave.
· Care is also an important issue for pensions policy.  Women’s poverty in old age is in part a function of their caring responsibilities during working life.  Pensions policy has not taken adequate account of this but we are assured that the new reforms will mean pensions policy puts ‘as much emphasis on caring as it does on paid work’ in future so that by 2010 about 7out of 10 women will be able to build up a full basic state pension compared with only 3 in 10 now (Hansard, 22/3/07, col 942).
Financial support
· The government’s current anti-poverty strategy is focused primarily on paid work as the best route out of poverty.  If this is to be effective for women, as the English WBG has argued, it needs to be a gendered employment strategy which addresses women’s disadvantaged labour market position as I’ve already talked about.  

· It also needs to do more to help lone mothers to use the stepping stones of what have been called ‘mini-jobs’ as a way into paid work.  These are jobs of under 16 hours a week but which can only pay up to £20 a week at present because of the income support disregard rules.  More generous disregard rules – and also more flexible rules which eg would allow you to roll over what you earned over a 6 month period as recommended by the CSJ – would help a lot. 
· While paid work can be the best route out of poverty for many – provided it isn’t ‘sticky floor’ work – not everyone is in a position to take it.  It is therefore essential that benefit rates are improved for those out of work.  The government has made a significant improvement in the support it provides for children in families on benefit since it first came to power.  But, apart from a welcome proposal to raise the 16-17 rate to the same level as that paid for 18-24 year olds, it has left the adult rates of benefit untouched, which means they have fallen further and further behind average wages.  Inadequate adult rates of benefit are an important factor in the hardship faced by women living on benefit and they undermine the government’s child poverty strategy.  They also mean that first time mothers who become pregnant while on IS are very vulnerable.

· As the government increases the scope of conditionality in the benefits system to include eventually lone mothers with children aged 7 and over, who will be required to transfer to jobseekers allowance, it has less excuse to argue that adequate benefits will act as a disincentive.  We should argue that they must be part of the quid pro quo for this policy shift.  Women in the WBG/JRF project argued that decent benefits help give a sense of dignity, which can be a key factor in women feeling able to join the workforce.  The case for improving benefit levels is even more compelling now given the differential impact of inflation on people on low incomes who spend a much larger proportion than the average on food and fuel, which have gone up fastest in price.
· An improvement in benefit rates needs to be complemented by reform of the social fund and more effective action to prevent and deal with debt.  More generally, with the introduction of the gender equality duty, there needs to be a gender impact assessment of the benefits system as a whole and of any reforms to it, as has been argued in a report by the former EOC on gender and benefits.
Services
· Women’s role of managing poverty often includes dealing with public services.  I mentioned earlier how women with experience of poverty complained of the disrespectful treatment they felt they often received from official agencies.  This is a common theme and one which was reinforced in the Frank Buttle Trust study.  This found that when professionals and officials treated mothers with respect and listened to what they had to say they could make a really positive difference to their lives.  But when they felt disrespected, the services contributed to the process of Othering and made them feel even more powerless. 

· One idea that has been floated is poverty awareness training so that service providers are more aware of the impact of poverty.  The Poverty Alliance and ATD Fourth World have shown the way here, particularly when they have involved people with experience of poverty in the training of professionals.  Such training should include awareness of how service providers’ own actions can contribute to the Othering of people in poverty and how a human rights culture in public services would be built on notions of human dignity and respect.  And more must be done to enable women in poverty to participate in decision-making and policy debates in recognition of the expertise they can bring as fellow citizens, so that their voices are heard.  This was also a very strong message to emerge from the participatory project conducted by WBG for JRF.

· So what we need is what I have called in my book a combined politics of redistribution – which aims to achieve a more equal society in terms of the distribution of income and wealth – and a politics of recognition&respect, which aims to achieve equal and respectful treatment and participation as fellow citizens. 
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