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Foreword
It is a pleasure to present a report that is designed to inform and improve policy making and improve the 
lives of children, particularly those children who are most disadvantaged. The measurement of child poverty 
is central to a number of current government policies and strategic initiatives. The proposed Strategy for 
Children and Young People and Northern Ireland Anti-Poverty Strategy will both rely on the establishment of 
poverty baselines, indicators and targets. But crucially, these policies also rely on conceptualisations of the 
problem that are linked to actions. This report advances our understanding of child poverty measurement; 
quantifies the scale of the problem in Northern Ireland; compares Northern Ireland to Great Britain and 
considers the policy implications.

In so doing, the report makes a contribution at a time when there is a growing demand for information 
among policy makers and those representing children across a wide spectrum of provision. It also raises 
some highly complex and difficult issues. Its most significant contribution is perhaps its potential to bring 
greater clarity to two fundamental questions: how best to identify those children most in need and how to 
formulate the means to target those children. These are questions and challenges that will be debated at 
a time when child-centred policies are being formulated and subjected to public scrutiny.

The report builds on the dataset constructed as part of the Northern Ireland Poverty and Social Exclusion 
Survey (Hillyard, McLaughlin, Tomlinson et al, 2003). This dataset was the product of collaboration between 
government, academics and the community and voluntary sector. The Save the Children report furthers the 
aims of the original venture as well as the aims of the Cross-Departmental Equality and Social Need Research 
and Information Strategy. From a NISRA point of view, it adds conceptual and economic value to the previous 
work and progresses the aims of the strategy: to assist our understanding of the extent and distribution of 
social exclusion; to assist departments to access the data they need to inform their anti-poverty policies and 
monitor their impact, and to assist wider public debate on these issues. From a Save the Children point of 
view, the research focuses on the needs of some of the most disadvantaged children in society. For all of 
these reasons the report is a welcome addition to the growing body of research on the lives of children in 
Northern Ireland.

Stephen Donnelly
Head of Equality Research Branch
Equality and Social Needs Division
OFMDFM



2the bottom lineChildren and Severe Poverty in Northern IrelandExecutive Summary

Executive Summary
Introduction

Child poverty has emerged as a major policy issue 
at both a national and an international level. At an 
international level, the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (UNCRC), to which the United Kingdom is 
a signatory, recognises the need to protect children 
who experience a deprived childhood, and ensure 
all children have an adequate standard of living as 
a basic right. Within the UK, child poverty emerged 
as a major policy initiative in 1999 when the Labour 
government pledged the eradication of child 
poverty by the year 2020, with interim targets of a 
reduction by half by the year 2010 and by a quarter 
by the year 2004. More recently the Department of 
Work and Pensions (DWP) has consulted on how child 
poverty should be measured. Rather than referring 
to the eradication of child poverty by the year 2020, 
the Measuring Child Poverty report states that the UK 
goal is to have a child poverty rate which is among 
the best in Europe and where children are not 
experiencing material deprivation (DWP 2003). 

Although Northern Ireland has been considered to 
be one of the most deprived parts of the United 
Kingdom and for many years was an European 
Union Objective 1 region, poverty measurement 
and poverty alleviation strategies have been poorly 
developed until very recently. Prior to 2004 the UK 
government statistics on poverty have not included 
Northern Ireland. 

While the UK government set targets in 1999 for 
the eradication of child poverty by 2020, it was 
December 2003 before a method of measurement 
was agreed. After a detailed consultation exercise 
during 2002/3, the Department of Work and 
Pensions published the Measuring Child Poverty 
report in which they argued against the use of an 
income-only measure, as had been UK practice 
in the Households Below Average Income (HBAI) 
series. Instead they argued for the adoption of a 
tiered approach, using indicators of absolute low 

household income, relative low household income, 
and a combined measure of material deprivation 
and low household income.

Although Measuring Child Poverty referred to the 
use of a range of low-income thresholds in order 
to measure the depth of poverty, no government 
definition of severe child poverty exists. The recently 
published Second Report on Child Poverty by the 
House of Commons Select Committee on Work 
and Pensions recommends the creation of an 
explicit indicator of severe child poverty (2004, 
paragraph 89). 

This report, commissioned by Save the Children, 
aims to:

• examine the extent of severe child poverty in  
 Northern Ireland; 

• identify those children who are severely   
 poor; and 

• consider the policy implications of severe child  
 poverty in Northern Ireland.

Save the Children are working to tackle child poverty 
internationally through a number of initiatives. In 
the United Kingdom this has included funding to 
investigate and develop research on child poverty 
and severe child poverty. This study investigates 
severe child poverty using an analysis of the Poverty 
and Social Exclusion Survey, Northern Ireland (PSE 
NI) which was carried out during 2002/3. The report 
replicates the analysis of severe child poverty carried 
out in Great Britain by Laura Adelman, Sue Middleton 
and Karl Ashworth based on the Poverty and Social 
Exclusion Survey, Great Britain (PSE GB). The PSE NI 
survey methodology is derived from the PSE GB 
survey and the results can be directly compared 
(Hillyard et al, 2003). In Great Britain the consensual 
poverty threshold was calculated as the absence of 
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two or more adult necessities, whereas in Northern 
Ireland it was calculated as the absence of three or 
more adult necessities. The same methodology was 
used in both surveys to identify the ‘necessities of 
life’ and the poverty thresholds in Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland were calculated using the same 
methods (Appendix A sets out the technical details). 
 
This analysis combines data on adult and child 
necessities with household income to establish 
measures of severe poverty, non-severe poverty 
and no poverty (poverty status). Children were 
considered to be living in severe poverty when they 
were poor on all three measures (child and adult 
deprivation and low household income), while 
children who were poor on one or two measures 
were considered poor but not severely poor, and 
children who were not considered poor on any 
of the three measures were not living in poverty. 
The PSE NI dataset also allows replication of the 
Adelman et al measurement of social exclusion for 
children. The analyses carried out in this study and 
that conducted by Adelman et al use average 
household incomes along with child and adult 
deprivation in the calculation of poverty status. It 
should be noted that the income measure used 
here and in the Adelman et al study was based 
on equivalised ‘income data before housing costs 
have been taken into account’ (2003: 13).

It should also be noted that for this analysis a child 
has been defined as an individual under 16 years 
as this was the definition used in the PSE NI survey. 
In comparison, a child was defined as an individual 
aged 16 or less in the equivalent analysis carried out 
for Great Britain (Adelman et al., 2003).   

Defining Severe Child Poverty

Until 2003 and the publication of Britain’s Poorest 
Children, the most common measure of severe 
childhood poverty used in the United Kingdom 
was based on household income alone. Children 
living in households with incomes in the lowest 
decile band of household income were defined 
as the most severely poor. Adelman et al, however, 
explored the use of a number of poverty measures 
in order to determine the best method of measuring 

severe child poverty. Their report investigated three 
poverty measures: level of household income, 
child deprivation and parental deprivation. They 
subsequently defined severe child poverty as 
children who were poor on all three measures.  
This report has adopted Adelman et al’s definition 
of severe child poverty and their methodology is 
replicated here to produce comparable data for 
Northern Ireland. 

Analysing Severe Child Poverty 
in Northern Ireland

Adelman et al used these three measures of 
poverty (low household income, child deprivation 
and adult deprivation) to calculate eight 
permutations of poverty, and then examined 
the proportions of children who were poor on 
combinations of these measures. Severe child 
poverty was defined by Adelman et al as those 
children who were poor on all three measures. The 
same proportion of children (8 per cent) in both 
Northern Ireland and Great Britain were considered 
severely poor on all three poverty measures.

In Northern Ireland, children who were living in 
severe poverty in 2002/3 were most likely to be living 
in households where no-one was working (70 per 
cent), living with a lone parent (51 per cent), living in 
public sector housing (57 per cent), whose parents 
have no qualifications (54 per cent), living in large 
families (24 per cent of severely poor children lived in 
families with four or more children), have parents with 
health problems or disabilities (27 per cent) or were 
disabled children (14 per cent). 

While similar proportions of children were counted 
as severely poor in Northern Ireland and Great Britain 
(8 per cent), half of all children in Northern Ireland 
were considered poor. That is they are poor on at 
least one measure, compared to 45 per cent of 
children in Great Britain.

Among those children who were counted as poor 
on only one measure (21 per cent in both GB and 
NI), there were interesting differences between Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland regarding the poverty 
measure by which they were considered poor. 

1The Poverty and Social Exclusion survey in Northern Ireland was directed by Professor Eithne McLaughlin (Queen’s University Belfast), Professor Paddy Hillyard (University 

of Ulster) and Mr Mike Tomlinson (Queen’s University Belfast). Key findings were reported in Bare Necessities: Poverty and Social Exclusion in Northern Ireland 

(Hillyard et al, 2003).
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In Northern Ireland, 11 per cent of children were 
considered poor on the child deprivation measure 
only and a further 8 per cent were considered poor 
on the parental deprivation measure only, while in 
Great Britain 17 per cent of children were poor on 
the parental deprivation measure only.

More than one third (38 per cent) of children 
living in Northern Ireland in 2002/3 were identified 
as deprived of one or more child necessities 
compared to 20 percent of children in Great Britain 
in 1999. Slightly fewer children in Northern Ireland 
(36 per cent) were likely to be poor through parental 
deprivation, compared to 40 per cent of children
in Great Britain. 

The child and parent necessities list differed slightly 
in Northern Ireland compared to the list consensually 
agreed in Great Britain. However, these were the lists 
of items which were deemed ‘necessities of life’ and 
in Northern Ireland almost two in five children lacked 
at least one item which was deemed a necessity. 

Using the measure of less than 40 per cent of 
median equivalised household income before 
housing costs (as used by Adelman et al, 2003), 
14 per cent of children in Northern Ireland were 
defined as income poor compared to 17 per cent 
of children in Great Britain. From the analysis of each 
of the three measures of poverty described above, 
that is, low household income, child deprivation, 
and parental deprivation, it can be seen that there 
were important differences between the proportions 
of children in Northern Ireland considered poor 
under each measure compared to children in Great 
Britain. While in Great Britain, a significant proportion 
of children were living in households where their 
parents were deprived compared to the proportion 
of children who were themselves deprived, this was 
not the case in Northern Ireland. Almost two fifths 
of children in Northern Ireland were themselves 
deprived while 36 per cent of children lived in 
households where their parents were deprived.   

In summary, in Northern Ireland, using this definition 
of severe child poverty, 8 per cent of all children are 
living in severe poverty with a further 42 per cent of 
children living in non-severe poverty. Extrapolating 
this to the whole population of children in Northern 

Ireland who are under 16 years, this would indicate 
that approximately 32,000 children are living in 
severe poverty and a further 167,000 are living in 
non-severe poverty.

The Necessities Children Lacked
 
In Northern Ireland, children are going without 
some very important items deemed necessities by 
parents, due to a lack of money. Worryingly high 
proportions of children who were severely poor on 
all three measures were going without the following 
basic necessities:

• meat, fish or a vegetarian equivalent at least  
 twice a day (22 per cent)

• fresh fruit and vegetables at least once a day 
 (20 per cent)

• three meals a day (14 per cent)

• a comic/magazine once a week (52 per cent)

• educational games (23 per cent)

• new clothes when needed (42 per cent)

• new not second hand clothes (29 per cent)

• at least seven underpants/knickers in good  
 condition (19 per cent)

Comparing children who are poor in Northern 
Ireland to children who are poor in Great Britain, 
the most stark difference is that severely poor 
children in Northern Ireland are much more likely 
to lack three meals a day, with 14 per cent of 
severely poor children in Northern Ireland going 
without three meals a day compared to 8 per 
cent in Great Britain. Basic foodstuffs and cooking 
fuel are more expensive in Northern Ireland 
compared to Great Britain and this may contribute 
to difficulties in the provision of children’s nutritional 
requirements. These findings may also assist in 
an understanding of the extent of adult health 
inequalities and premature death rates in Northern 
Ireland, as it is likely that children’s nutritional status 
affects their health on a lifelong basis.
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The Necessities Parents Lacked

Parental deprivation was highest for housing related 
items and for items associated with personal finance 
(access to a decent pension, regular savings and a 
small amount of money to spend on yourself). Many 
parents of severely poor children lacked enough 
money to replace worn furniture (93 per cent), or to 
replace or repair broken electrical goods (93 per 
cent). Similarly a lack of finance meant that many 
parents did not have regular savings (92 per cent), 
access to a decent pension (75 per cent), or a 
small amount of money to spend on themselves 
(92 per cent).  

Parents of severely poor children were also likely to 
go without home contents insurance (61 per cent), 
a car (49 per cent), new not second hand clothes 
(46 per cent), two pairs of shoes (48 per cent), good 
clothes to wear to an interview (58 per cent), enough 
money to pay heating, electric and telephone bills 
(59 per cent), enough money to keep their home 
in a decent state of decoration (50 per cent) and 
fresh fruit and vegetables every day (30 per cent). In 
comparison to Great Britain, such parents were more 
likely not to have suitable clothes for an interview, 
have a telephone, or enough money to replace or 
repair broken electrical goods or enough money to 
replace worn furniture, or to have two pairs of shoes.

Subjective Child Poverty

Over one quarter (26 per cent) of children who were 
severely poor lived in households where the parents 
believed that they had been living in poverty either 
often or most of the time. This figure is slightly higher 
to that found for such children in Great Britain (24 
per cent). While parents in Northern Ireland were 
more likely to report living in poverty long term (i.e. 
often or most of the time), parents in Great Britain 
were more likely to report that they lived a lot below 
a self-defined poverty income line. Almost two thirds 
of severely poor children in Northern Ireland (62 per 
cent) lived in households where parents thought they 
lived a lot below the self-defined poverty income 
line compared to 67 per cent of children who were 
severely poor in Great Britain.  

Child Poverty and Childhood 
Social Exclusion

One dimension of social exclusion for children is 
exclusion from social activities, defined as those 
which at least half of parents in Northern Ireland 
thought were necessary for children. The analysis 
included examination of which social activities, 
children were excluded from, as reported by 
their parents.

As in Great Britain, there is a strong relationship 
between exclusion from social activities and poverty 
status. For each of the nine social activities included 
in the Northern Ireland analysis, the likelihood of 
exclusion was greater for those children living in 
non-severe poverty compared to children not living 
in poverty, and was even greater again for children 
living in severe poverty. Over two thirds of children 
living in severe poverty (68 per cent) and almost half 
of children living in non-severe poverty (45 per cent) 
were unable to have a holiday away from home 
for one week in the year. Many of these children 
were also missing out on family day trips because 
their parents could not afford them (50 per cent 
of children in severe poverty and 12 per cent of 
children in non-severe poverty).  

Children living in severe poverty in Northern Ireland 
were four times more likely to be excluded from 
going on family day trips, three times more likely to 
be unable to have friends round for tea or a snack 
fortnightly, twice as likely to lack a hobby or leisure 
activity or to have sports gear or leisure equipment 
and almost twice as likely to miss out on an annual 
holiday away from home compared to children 
living in non-severe poverty. Compared to children 
not living in poverty, these differences are 
much greater.  

Examining the provision of services, of particular 
concern was the exclusion experienced by severely 
poor children from a range of vital children’s 
services such as safe play areas, after school clubs 
and youth clubs which were lacking for 37 per cent, 
23 per cent and 12 per cent of severely poor 
children respectively. 
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Child Poverty and Household Exclusion

Housing quality provides an environment-based 
indicator of social exclusion which is clearly 
essential to a child’s well being. The problems with 
accommodation which the parents of severely 
poor children were most likely to report in the PSE 
NI survey were a shortage of space (30 per cent), 
damp walls and floors (18 per cent) and rot in 
window frames or floors (17 per cent). A strong 
relationship was found between being poor and the 
likelihood of experiencing these accommodation 
problems. For seven out of the 11 housing problems 
surveyed the pattern was one where children 
who were severely poor were more likely to live in 
accommodation experiencing these problems 
than children who were non-severely poor who 
were in turn more likely to live in a home with these 
problems than children who were not poor. 

The local environment in which children grow up is 
largely out of the control of their parents and yet this 
may have a major influence over their childhood 
experiences. Almost one in 10 severely poor 
children in Northern Ireland live in an area viewed by 
their parents as a bad place to live, compared to 
one in 16 non-severely poor children and one in 100 
non-poor children. The problems reported as 
“a major problem” in the area were the speed/
volume of traffic (13 per cent), underage drinking 
(13 per cent), dog mess (12 per cent), teenagers 
hanging around on the streets (10 per cent), rubbish 
and litter (9 per cent), drunkenness (8 per cent), 
vandalism (8 per cent), vehicle theft (8 per cent), 
joy riding (7 per cent) and graffiti (6 per cent). These 
are all problems which affect the lives of children 
whether they are directly involved (e.g. underage 
drinking, joyriding) or at risk (e.g. speeding traffic, 
dog mess). Children who were severely poor 
were more likely to live in areas where these were 
reported as major problems than non-severely poor 
children or children who were not poor.

Almost nine out of 10 severely poor children in 
Northern Ireland have parents who worry all the time 
about household finances (compared to one in 
two non-severely poor children and one in 10 non-
poor children). Similarly, almost nine out of every 10 
severely poor children and two out of five non-

severely poor children lived in households where there 
the household income was viewed as not adequate 
to meeting basic needs (compared to one in 14 non-
poor children).

Children living in severe poverty (41 per cent) were 
also three times more likely to live in households which 
had been disconnected from utilities as non-severely 
poor children (14 per cent) and almost fifteen times 
as likely as children who were not poor (3 per cent).

Policy Implications

The major policy implications include:

• the immediate need for policy initiatives to tackle  
 severe child poverty and support those children   
 living in severe poverty;

• the development of child poverty measurements  
 to include severe child poverty, including the use  
 of combined poverty measures ;

• the adoption of ‘after housing costs’ in official   
 child poverty measurement;
 
• the need to address financial hardship of families  
 of children living in severe poverty;

• the need to help parents meet the nutritional   
 needs of children living in severe poverty;

• the improvement of the environmental quality   
 of the areas which severely poor children live   
 in, ensuring children’s services are re-targeted   
 towards severely poor children;

• a coherent approach to the development of   
 strategies to tackle child poverty (including   
 severe child poverty), poverty measurement   
 and target setting and monitoring, with a shared   
 agenda and timetable on child poverty between  
 the Children’s Strategy and the Anti-Poverty   
 Strategy. This should include the measurement   
 and monitoring of progress in tackling severe   
 child poverty.
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Chapter 1
Analysis of Severe Child Poverty in Northern Ireland

Although Northern Ireland has been recognised 
as one of the most deprived parts of the United 
Kingdom, until recently it has not featured strongly 
in poverty measurement or poverty alleviation 
debates, nor has there been much evidence of the 
production of household income data enabling 
comparisons with other regions or countries (Hillyard 
et al, 2003). Child poverty has emerged as a major 
policy issue at both a national and an international 
level. At an international level the UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, (UNCRC) to which the UK is a 
signatory, recognises the need to protect children 
who experience a deprived childhood, and ensure 
all children have an adequate standard of living as a 
basic right (article 27). Child poverty undermines the 
fundamental rights of children, including access to 
key services such as health, housing and education. 

The UN General Assembly’s Special Session on 
Children in May 2002 (which included more than 
400 children as delegates) agreed eight ‘Millennium 
Development Goals’ (UNESCO, 2002). As one of these 
goals 189 UN Member States pledged to ‘eradicate 
extreme child poverty and hunger’ defined as the 
reduction by half of the proportion of people living 
on less than a dollar a day and the reduction by 
half of the proportion of people who suffer from 
hunger. In its concluding observations made in 
October 2002 to the United Kingdom’s second 
report to UNCRC (initially submitted in 1999), the UN 
Committee recommended that the UK undertake 
‘all the necessary measures to the maximum extent 
of available resources to accelerate the elimination 
of child poverty’ (Joint Committee on Human Rights, 
2003: Annex 3, paragraph 44). Statistics produced 
by UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre indicated 
that while other European countries’ child poverty 
rates have gone down or steadied, child poverty 
in the UK has nearly tripled (from 10 per cent to 26 
per cent) over the last two decades (UNICEF, 2000). 

More recently, analysis undertaken by Brewer, for 
the Institute of Fiscal Studies (2004), using the HBAI 
figures, indicated that the UK is now ranked the 
fifth worst amongst 15 EU countries regarding 
child poverty.

Later in the same year as the United Kingdom 
government’s submission to the UNCRC (1999) child 
poverty became a major policy initiative when the 
Labour government also pledged a commitment 
to reduce child poverty in the UK in the new 
millennium. This pledge included the eradication of 
child poverty by the year 2020 with interim targets 
of a reduction by half by the year 2010 and by 
a quarter by the year 2004. More recently the 
Department of Work and Pensions (2003) consulted 
on how child poverty should be measured and the 
document produced as a result of this, Measuring 
Child Poverty, refers to a United Kingdom long 
term target of achieving a child poverty rate that 
is among the best in Europe, where children are 
not experiencing material deprivation, as the 
eradication of child poverty. 

The government strategy to date has involved 
policies to increase the income of poor families 
through child-related benefits, new tax credits 
and the introduction of the minimum wage. 
Initiatives such as New Deal, a welfare to work 
policy, have attempted to address unemployment, 
and initiatives such as Sure Start and developing 
early years services have attempted to address 
child care issues. The first interim target may be 
the first step towards eradicating child poverty, 
but future targets may prove difficult. As research 
by Bradshaw (2001) indicated, those lifted out of 
poverty were in families nearest the poverty line 
and in families that were able to participate in the 
labour market, while children in the poorest 10 per 
cent of households were actually worse off due to 
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policy changes by the Labour government over 
the preceding two years. The increasing pressure 
to limit public spending could make it difficult to 
maintain the financial effort required to tackle low 
income and in particular to address poverty faced 
by households with no adults in work. These families 
are not helped by work-related tax credits and 
therefore other means of help are needed to raise 
these families out of poverty. Falling unemployment 
and increasing incomes through work credits and 
tax benefits are not sufficient on their own to end 
child poverty. As Nolan (2000) states, the challenge 
for government is how to pro-actively redistribute 
resources in favour of children living in households 
on the lowest incomes.

While the United Kingdom government set targets 
in 1999 for the eradication of child poverty by 
2020, it was December 2003 before a method 
of measurement was agreed (DWP, 2003). After 
a detailed consultation exercise during 2002/3, 
the Department of Work and Pensions published 
the document Measuring Child Poverty, in which 
they argued against the use of an income 
only measure as had been UK practice in the 
government poverty statistics. Instead they argued 
for the adoption of a tiered approach as the best 
way forward (this is outlined in the next section). 
In this document they indicate that lone parent 
employment is crucial and have set a target of 
having 70 per cent of lone parents in work by 2010. 
The document emphasises the need for measures 
‘to help people lift themselves out of poverty 
through work’. Anti-poverty lobbyists argue that in 
Northern Ireland this means creating jobs in areas 
experiencing the most deprivation and question 
whether this is a realistic method of raising lone 
parent families and families with no workers 
out of poverty.  

Prior to 2004 the United Kingdom annually released 
government statistics on poverty have not included 
Northern Ireland. Currently there are two sets of 
poverty figures, the first comprised of household 
income data from the Family Resources Survey, 
published as the Households Below Average 
Income Series (HBAI) which provides information on 
the proportions of adults and children living below 
various income thresholds. The second set of United 

Kingdom poverty figures is the Opportunity For All 
annual report which monitors deprivation on three 
dimensions: poverty and low income, family life 
cycle stages, and communities or localities.  

During 2003 the first Family Resources Survey 
commenced in Northern Ireland, so data will 
hopefully be available from 2004 onwards. 
Considerable work has been completed on 
the measurement of multiple deprivation using 
administrative data (Dignan and McLaughlin, 
2002; Noble et al, 2001; Tomlinson, 2001). As 
Quirk and McLaughlin (1996) pointed out, to date, 
the economic and social structural causes of 
poverty were being overlooked due to a focus 
on the spatial analysis of multiple deprivation. The 
Poverty and Social Exclusion Northern Ireland (PSE 
NI) survey provided data on Northern Ireland and 
key findings were reported by Hillyard et al in Bare 
Necessities: Poverty and Social Exclusion in Northern 
Ireland in 2003. The Poverty and Social Exclusion 
surveys in Great Britain (Gorden et al, 2000) and 
Northern Ireland (Hillyard et al, 2003) used a mixed 
poverty measure, that is, a combination of income 
and deprivation indicators to define poverty. The 
deprivation indicators are selected on the basis of 
public consensus. The PSE NI dataset provided for 
the first time in Northern Ireland the means by which 
detailed analyses of child poverty and childhood 
social exclusion could be carried out.

This report was commissioned by Save the Children 
to examine the extent of severe child poverty 
in Northern Ireland, to identify the children who 
are severely poor, and to consider the policy 
implications of severe child poverty in Northern 
Ireland. Save the Children are working to tackle 
child poverty internationally through a number 
of initiatives and in the United Kingdom this has 
included the funding of research to investigate 
and develop methods of measurement in 
relation to severe child poverty.

1.1    Defining and Measuring   
     Child Poverty

Reflecting growing sophistication in poverty 
measurement developed by academics alongside 
European Union data developments, the United 
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Kingdom government announced its intention 
to measure child poverty in the future through a 
combination of low income and deprivation. The 
government’s new measure of child poverty is 
stated as consisting of:

• Absolute low income – to measure whether the  
 poorest families are seeing their incomes rise in  
 real terms.

• Relative low income – to measure whether the  
 poorest families are keeping pace with the  
 growth of incomes in the economy as a whole.

• Material deprivation and low income   
 combined – to provide a wider measure of  
 people’s living standards.

• Using this measure, poverty is falling when all  
 three indicators are moving in the right 
 direction. (Department for Work and 
 Pensions, 2003)

The DWP has chosen to use data from the 
Family Resources Survey and has indicated that 
equivalised income data will be used, adopting 
the Modified OECD equivalence scale as used 
in EU-wide indicators (carried out by EUROSTAT) as 
the scale for the long term measurement of child 
poverty. The Modified OECD scale differs from the 
previous measure used by the UK government 
(McClements scale in the HBAI series) in the weights 
given to adults and children. For an extensive 
debate on poverty measurement see Dignan and 
McLaughlin (2002) and for a comparison of the 
use of equivalised income scales see Hillyard et 
al (2003). The recently published Second Report 
on Child Poverty by the House of Commons 
Select Committee on Work and Pensions (2004) 
recommended the retention of ‘after housing 
costs’ statistics and stated that figures should be 
derived using the 60 per cent of median household 
income ‘after housing costs’ measure, since ‘before 
housing costs’ ‘mask the true extent of child poverty’ 
(paragraph 68). 

Although reference is made to a range of low-
income thresholds used to give an idea of depth of 
poverty in the Measuring Child Poverty (DWP, 2003) 
report, no government definition of severe child 
poverty currently exists. However, the DWP Select 

Committee second report recommended that 
‘the national strategy on child poverty develops 
immediate policy initiatives to assist children in 
severe and persistent poverty and create an explicit 
indicator against which progress can be measured’ 
(paragraph 89). This study aims to replicate the 
important work carried out by Adelman et al (2003) 
for Save the Children, regarding the measurement 
of severe child poverty in Great Britain. While 
Adelman et al investigated both persistent and 
severe child poverty, this study examines severe 
child poverty in Northern Ireland. Due to data 
limitations (only one sweep of the Northern Ireland 
Household Panel Survey being available for analysis) 
we are not able at present to study persistent 
child poverty and instead this study focuses on 
the measurement of severe child poverty and the 
identification of severely poor children using the 
PSE NI dataset. It is hoped that future work could 
address issues of persistent child poverty and family 
transitions into and out of poverty.

1.2    Defining and Measuring Childhood  
  Social Exclusion

Social exclusion is a relatively new term in United 
Kingdom policy debates. In 1997 the government 
set up the Social Exclusion Unit based in the Cabinet 
Office and reporting to the Prime Minister2. Its aim 
is to co-ordinate and improve policies tackling 
the inter-related problems of unemployment, 
crime, poor health, housing and education, 
and poor neighbourhoods. These issues can be 
packaged as dimensions of ‘social exclusion’ and 
the government’s own definition does in fact do 
this, referring to social exclusion as ‘a short hand 
term for what can happen when people or areas 
suffer from a combination of linked problems 
such as unemployment, poor skills, low incomes, 
poor housing, high crime environment, bad 
health and family breakdown’ (Social Exclusion 
Unit, 2001). Social exclusion is a concept closely 
related to poverty, focusing on dimensions of social 
deprivation rather than material deprivation and low 
income. The concept in relation to adults, however, 
tends to focus on access to labour markets, not 
something of much direct relevance to 
children themselves. 

2Since moved to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister
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As pointed out by Adelman et al (2003) there is 
little evidence concerning the relationship between 
child poverty and childhood social exclusion 
despite the importance of social exclusion in policy 
debates. The PSE GB and the PSE NI can be used 
to examine dimensions of social exclusion and the 
overlap with child poverty and in particular severe 
child poverty. Although these dimensions are by no 
means exhaustive of childhood social exclusion, 
they do provide an opportunity to measure social 
exclusion for the first time in Northern Ireland. These 
dimensions include measures of direct social 
exclusion of children (e.g. exclusion from social 
activities) and also household or parental based 
measures of social exclusion which are likely to 
impact on children’s lives (e.g. housing problems, 
neighbourhood problems and financial problems). 
These dimensions provide a very useful starting 
point for the development of measures of social 
exclusion in childhood and enable the researchers 
to examine the relationship between severe child 
poverty and social exclusion. Ideally, a child-centred 
approach would include dimensions of social 
exclusion which children themselves had voiced. 
However, as only adults were interviewed in PSE NI 
we have to rely on dimensions of social exclusion for 
children as reported by the children’s parents.

1.3   The Datasets

This report is based on an analysis of the Poverty and 
Social Exclusion in Northern Ireland (PSE NI) survey 
which was carried out during 2002/3 and, in the 
main, is a replication of the analysis of severe child 
poverty carried in Great Britain by Laura Adelman, 
Sue Middleton and Karl Ashworth (Britain’s Poorest 
Children, Adelman et al, 2003) using the Poverty 
and Social Exclusion in Great Britain 
(PSE GB) survey.

The Poverty and Social Exclusion survey in Northern 
Ireland was directed by Professor Eithne McLaughlin 
(Queen’s University Belfast), Professor Paddy Hillyard 
(University of Ulster) and Mr Mike Tomlinson (Queen’s 
University Belfast) and the key findings were reported 
in Bare Necessities: Poverty and Social Exclusion 
in Northern Ireland (Hillyard et al, 2003). The PSE 
NI survey was co-funded by the Office of the First 
Minister and Deputy First Minister, the Department of 

Finance and Personnel, and with support from the 
Treasury’s evidence-based policy fund. 

The PSE NI survey was designed to provide 
benchmark data for poverty measurement in 
Northern Ireland and to inform debates about 
poverty reduction policies. It had three core aims:

1.  to provide a baseline, early 21st century  
 measurement of poverty and social exclusion  
 which can be updated periodically in   
 the future.

2.  to provide data on the extent to which   
 poverty and social exclusion vary across the  
 nine dimensions of equality specified in Section  
 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998; and 

3.  to compare poverty levels in Northern Ireland  
 with results of research on low incomes, poverty  
 and social exclusion in Great Britain and  
 poverty levels in the Republic of Ireland.
 (Hillyard et al., 2003, p13)

The PSE NI survey consisted of two surveys carried 
out between June 2002 and January 2003, 
replicating a similar approach adopted by PSE GB. 
The first survey asked a random sample of people 
to consider a list of material items and social 
activities, and indicate those they considered to 
be ‘necessities of life’. Where there were children in 
the household, an adult was identified who would 
be best able to answer questions concerning 
them (usually a parent) and this person also 
answered questions about ‘necessities of life’ and 
social activities for children in the household. The 
responses in the first survey were used to establish ‘a 
social consensus on the items and activities people 
in Northern Ireland think everybody should be 
able to afford and should not have to do without’ 
because of a lack of money (Hillyard et al, 2003, 
p13). The second survey then used these lists of 
items to identify the number of households 
lacking necessities or unable to participate in 
social activities. 

This analysis makes use of the data collected in 
the PSE NI survey on adult and children necessities 
and combines it with household income to 
establish measures of severe poverty, non-severe 
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poverty and non-poverty. The PSE NI dataset also 
allows replication of the Adelman et al (2003) 
measurement of social exclusion for children. 
As with most major surveys used in poverty analysis, 
the PSE NI and the PSE GB are based on samples 
of private households and therefore children who 
live in children’s homes, hospices, hostels, bed and 
breakfast accommodation or whose families are 
highly mobile are not included in the analysis. It 
should be noted therefore that, as a result, some of 
the most deprived children in Northern Ireland and 
in Great Britain are excluded from this analysis.

The analysis carried out in this study and that 
conducted by Adelman et al (2003) use average 
household income in the computation of the 
poverty permutations and poverty status. It should 
be noted that the income measure used here and 
in the Adelman et al (2003, p13) study was based 
on ‘income data before housing costs have been 
taken into account’, which is replicated in this study. 
This analysis uses PSE NI equivalised 40 percent 
below median income data as a comparison to 
the PSE GB data used in Britain’s Poorest Children.  
Hillyard et al (2003, p16) provided a definition 
of equivalisation of income describing this as, a 
‘technical process of giving different weights to 
individuals in a household so that the incomes 
of different types of households are put on an 
equivalent basis and may be compared’. Hillyard et 
al (2003) provide an analysis of the results of using 
different equivalised scales in the measurement of 
poverty comparing the PSE3 equivalisation method 
to other scales.

It should also be noted that for this analysis a child 
has been defined as an individual aged under 16 
years as this was the definition used in the PSE NI 
survey. In comparison a child was defined as an 
individual aged 16 or less in the equivalent analysis 
carried out for Great Britain (Adelman et al., 2003). 
The PSE NI survey provided information on 1,195 
children during 2002/3 while the PSE GB survey 
provided information on 841 children and was 
carried out in 1999. 

1.4   The Structure of the Report

The report begins by outlining issues of measuring 
child poverty and discusses the measures of 
deprivation used in the Poverty and Social Exclusion 
surveys in Great Britain and Northern Ireland, the 
analysis of which forms the basis for the rest of 
this report (Chapter 1). Chapter 2 describes the 
measurement of severe child poverty, as adapted 
from the work of Adelman et al. (2003). In Chapter 
3, the analysis investigates a range of characteristics 
of severely poor children and their families in 
comparison to children who were non-severely 
poor and children who were not poor. Chapter 4 
addresses the issue of childhood social exclusion 
and the overlap with poverty, while Chapter 5 
looks at the relationship between child poverty 
and household measures of social exclusion. The 
report ends with a consideration of the implications 
of these findings for policy with regard to tackling 
child poverty and in particular severe child poverty. 
Appendix A sets out technical details concerning 
the PSE NI dataset and this analysis.

3PSE equivalence scale weights first child at 0.35 and each additional child at 0.3. First adult is 0.70, spouse 0.30. If head of household is lone parent 0.1 is added. 

(other adults in household 0.45).  
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Chapter 2
Defining Severe Child Poverty

Until 2003 and the publication of Britain’s Poorest 
Children (Adelman et al, 2003), the most common 
measure of severe childhood poverty used in the 
United Kingdom adopted household income in its 
definition and measurement, and defined children 
living in households with incomes in the lowest bands 
as the most severely poor. Adelman et al, however, 
in a report for Save the Children UK, explored the use 
of a range of poverty measures in order to determine 
the best method of measuring severe child poverty.

Their report investigated three poverty measures: level 
of household income, child deprivation and parental 
deprivation. They subsequently defined severe child 
poverty as children who were poor on all three 
measures. This was chosen because such children:

• had the lowest average equivalised    
 household incomes

• had the highest levels of deprivation of the   
 ‘most important’ necessities

• lacked the greatest number of necessities   
 – both for parent and child; and

• had the highest levels of current subjective   
 poverty (Adelman et al, 2003, p27).

This report adopts Adelman et al’s definition of severe 
child poverty and the methodology of Britain’s Poorest 
Children is replicated here to produce Northern 
Ireland data which is, as far as possible, comparable 
to the results from Great Britain.  

2.1   Measures of Child Poverty

The three measures of poverty used in this analysis 
and in Britain’s Poorest Children are:

• child deprivation4 – a child is without one   
 or more items that the majority of parents in 
 Northern Ireland believe to be necessary for   
 children, because parents cannot afford them.

• parental deprivation5 – the parent goes without   
 three or more items that the majority of adults   
 in Northern Ireland believe to be necessary 
 for adults because the parent cannot afford to   
 provide themselves with the items

• household income poverty – where a child lives   
 in a household in Northern Ireland which has 
 less than 40 per cent of the median 
 equivalised income.

Deprivation refers to the enforced lack of something 
which is regarded as a necessary component of 
an acceptable standard of living (see Hillyard et al, 
2003; Adelman et al, 2003 for further discussion of 
the meaning and nature of deprivation, enforced 
lack and necessities). The income poverty measure 
used in this analysis matches exactly that used in 
Britain’s Poorest Children. There are some differences 
in the child deprivation measure as some of the 
items used in Northern Ireland were different to those 
used in Great Britain. The measure uses the same 
threshold, however, of one or more child item(s) being 
lacked. The parental deprivation measure is also a 
little different because it uses a threshold of three or 
more items, compared to two or more items in Great 
Britain. This is because of differences in the results 
from complex statistical significance testing of the 
number of items needed to discriminate between the 
poor and the non-poor households in the PSE NI (see 
Hillyard et al, 2003) as against the PSE GB. In addition, 
some items were included in the Northern Ireland list 
of necessities which were not included in the PSE GB 
survey list.

4List of items shown in Table 2.3
5List of items shown in Table 2.4
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2.1.1   Child Deprivation

In both Britain’s Poorest Children and this report, the 
PSE GB and PSE NI measures of child deprivation are 
used, since these produce a poverty line related 
to children rather than to the household, and are 
based on scientific methods (see Adelman et al, 
2003; Gorden et al, 2000; Hillyard et al, 2003). They 
also provide information about what children have 
to do without, introducing living standards into the 
measurement of child poverty. This enables us to 
analyse and identify what poor children actually 
have to do without and how their experiences and 
lives are different compared to those of non-poor 
children. This gives us some measure of the impact 
of income poverty on children’s lives. Over one third 
(38 per cent) of children living in Northern Ireland 
in 2002/3 were identified as deprived compared 
to 20 per cent of children in Great Britain who were 
lacking one or more necessities in 1999. To some 
extent the differences in child deprivation figures 
may be accounted for by differences in the list 
of items viewed by parents as essential in both 
countries. In particular, Northern Ireland parents 
deemed the use of a home computer as essential 
and 21 per cent of Northern Ireland parents said 
their children did not have this because they 
could not afford it. This lack of a home computer 
by one fifth of Northern Ireland children will have 
influenced the proportion of children lacking one 
or more necessities. In terms of consensual poverty 
measurement, however, this item was deemed a 
necessity by Northern Ireland parents and therefore 
it is included in the analysis of child deprivation for 
Northern Ireland (see Appendix A).

2.1.2   Parental Deprivation

While our central concern is about child poverty, 
we cannot study this in isolation from their parents’ 
lives. If parents are deprived this has an influence 
on children’s lives and therefore the measure of 
severe child poverty includes a measure of parental 
deprivation. Middleton and Adelman (2002) 
indicated that where children are deprived, parents 
tend to be experiencing greater income poverty 
than in households where children are not deprived, 
reinforcing the need to include a measure of 
parental poverty in any measure of severe 
child poverty.

In a reverse of the situation involving child 
deprivation, slightly fewer children in Northern Ireland 
(36 per cent) were likely to be poor through parental 
deprivation compared to children in Great Britain 
where 40 per cent of children had parents who 
were deprived.

2.1.3   Low Household Income

The focus of this project is to replicate the analysis 
carried out in Britain’s Poorest Children which 
concentrated on severe child poverty. Therefore we 
adopted the income poverty line used by Adelman 
et al (2003), which was below 40 per cent of median 
equivalised household income before housing costs. 
Using the same measure of income poverty, 14 per 
cent of children in Northern Ireland were defined as 
poor compared to 17 per cent of children in 
Great Britain.  

                                                        Proportion of children in poverty (%)

  Northern Ireland  Great Britain

Child Deprivation 38  20

Parental Deprivation 36  40

Income Poverty 14  17

N  1195  769

Table 2.1   Proportion of children in poverty in NI (2002/3) and GB (1999)
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2.1.4   Proportion of Children in Poverty

Using each of the three measures of poverty 
described above, that is, child deprivation, 
parental deprivation and income poverty, it can 
be seen that different proportions of children 
were counted as poor using each measure. 
In addition, there were important differences 
between the proportions of children in Northern 
Ireland considered poor under each measure 
compared to children in Great Britain 
(see table 2.1).

While in Great Britain, a larger proportion of 
children were living in households where their 
parents were deprived compared to the 
proportion of children who were deprived 
themselves, this was not the case in Northern 
Ireland. Almost two fifths of children in Northern 
Ireland were themselves deprived while 36 per 
cent of children lived in households where their 
parents were deprived. Many children may live 
in a household with an income above 40 per 
cent of the median, yet the children themselves 
and/or their parents may experience deprivation. 
As Adelman et al point out, 40 per cent of 
median income is a low level of weekly income, 
particularly when housing costs have yet to 
be paid. 

2.2   Poverty Permutations

In Britain’s Poorest Children the researchers used the 
three measures of poverty: child deprivation, parental 
deprivation and income poverty, to calculate eight 
permutations of poverty, and then to examine the 
proportions of children who are poor on combinations 
of these measures. Severe child poverty was defined 
by Adelman et al as those children who were poor on 
all three measures.

The majority of children in Great Britain (55 per cent) 
were not poor on any measure compared to 50 per 
cent in Northern Ireland. Conversely, this means that 
half of all children in Northern Ireland are poor on 
at least one measure, compared to 45 per cent of 
children in Great Britain being poor on at least one 
measure. While differences in the list of necessities 
used in the PSE NI survey may have some influence on 
the results, it would seem that Northern Ireland has at 
least similar poverty levels to Great Britain, and there is 
some indication that these may be slightly higher.  

Among those children who were counted as poor 
on only one measure (21 per cent in both GB and 
NI), there were interesting differences between Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland regarding the poverty 
measure on which they were poor. In Northern Ireland, 
11 per cent of children were considered poor on 
the child deprivation measure only and a further 
eight per cent were considered poor on the parental 
deprivation measure only, while in Great Britain 17 per 
cent of children were poor on the parental deprivation 
measure only.

In both Great Britain and Northern Ireland the least 
likely permutations were income poor only and 
income poor and child deprivation combined. 
However, while child deprivation only was unlikely 
in Great Britain, 11 per cent of children in Northern 
Ireland were deemed poor in this way. While parental 
deprivation only accounted for the largest proportion 
of children counted as poor in Great Britain, those 
poor due to both child and parental deprivation 
accounted for the largest proportion of children who 
were poor in Northern Ireland (18 per cent).

The same proportion of children (8 per cent) in both 
Northern Ireland and Great Britain were considered 
poor on all three poverty measures; that is, income 
poverty, child deprivation and parental deprivation.

Figure 2.1   Proportions of Children in 
Poverty, NI and GB

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

%

Child
Deprivation

Parent
Deprivation

Income 
Poverty



15 the bottom line Children and Severe Poverty in Northern Ireland Chapter 2  Defining Severe Child Poverty

                                                        Percentage of children

  Northern Ireland  Great Britain

Poor on no measures:

Not poor on any measure 50  55

Poor on one measure:

Income poor only 2  2

Child deprivation only 11  2

Parental deprivation only 8  17

Poor on two measures:

Income poor and child deprivation 1  1

Income poor and parent deprivation 3  6

Child and parent deprivation 18  10 

Poor on three measures:

Income poor, parent and child deprivation 8  8 

N  1195  769

Table 2.2   Poverty Permutations
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2.3   Defining Severe Poverty

Adelman et al determined which of the 
permutations best defined severe poverty by 
comparing the permutations to average income, 
the necessities lacked by children and parents, 
and subjective measures of poverty using questions 
about parents views on whether they were living in 
poverty or not. They came to the conclusion that 
severe child poverty can be defined as children who 
were poor on all three measures of poverty: income 
poor, child deprivation and parental deprivation. 
They indicated that this was because they:

• had the lowest equivalised income

• had the highest levels of deprivation of the  
 ‘most important’ necessities – both for parent  
 and child, and 

• had the highest levels of current subjective  
 poverty (Adelman, 2003, p27)

Therefore in Northern Ireland, using this definition of 
severe child poverty, eight per cent of all children 
are living in severe poverty, with a further 42 per cent 
of children living in non-severe poverty. Extrapolating 
this to the whole population of children in Northern 
Ireland who are under 16 years, this would indicate 
that approximately 31,850 children are living in 
severe poverty and a further 167,180 are living in 
non-severe poverty.

2.3.1   Necessities Children Went Without

In Northern Ireland, children are going without some 
very important items deemed as necessities by 
parents, due to a lack of money. Worryingly high 
proportions of children who were living in severe 
poverty, were lacking important necessities such as:

• meat, fish or a vegetarian equivalent at least  
 twice a day (22 per cent)
• fresh fruit and vegetables at least once a day   
 (20 per cent)

• three meals a day (14 per cent)

• a comic/magazine once a week (52 per cent)

• educational games (23 per cent)

• a playgroup (14 per cent of pre-school children)

• new clothes when needed (42 per cent)

• new not second hand clothes (29 per cent)

• at least seven underpants/knickers in good  
 condition (19 per cent).

Children who were poor due to child deprivation only 
tended to lack either housing related items (enough 
bedrooms for every child over 10 of a different sex, 
42 per cent), or a computer suitable for school work 
(42 per cent). 10 per cent of children considered 
poor on child deprivation only did not have a comic/
magazine once a week, 10 per cent did not have 
a bicycle and 7 per cent did not have at least four 
jumpers, cardigans or sweaters. 

Children who were income poor and child deprived 
were most likely to be lacking a warm waterproof 
coat (9 per cent), a bicycle (20 per cent), new 
clothes when needed (9 per cent), at least seven 
pairs of underpants (36 per cent), at least four 
jumpers, cardigans or sweaters (18 per cent), at least 
4 pairs of leggings, trousers, jeans or jogging bottoms 
(18 per cent), a garden to play in (36 per cent), a 
computer suitable for school work (36 per cent) and 
a comic or magazine once a week (18 per cent). 

Children who were child and parent deprived lacked 
a range of items with over a quarter of these children 
lacking new clothes when needed (29 per cent), 12 
per cent lacking at least seven pairs of underwear, 
14 per cent lacking at least four jumpers, cardigans 
or sweaters, 16 per cent lacking at least four pairs 
of leggings, trousers, jeans or jogging bottoms, 
almost two thirds (63 per cent) lacking meat, fish or 
a vegetable alternative twice a day, 12 per cent 
lacking fresh fruit and vegetables at least once a 
day and 17 per cent lacking new not second hand 
clothes. Therefore, those children counted as poor 
in Northern Ireland on child deprivation and parent 
deprivation measures lack many basic necessities, 
and although not counted as poor on income 
grounds alone, they are going without
many essential items.
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  Child  Income poor Child and Poor on all
  Deprivation  and child  parent   three
   deprivation  deprivation  measures

Three meals a day 0 (18) (1) (14)  

Toys such as dolls and teddies* 0 0 0 2

Enough bedrooms for every child 42 0 25 (22)
over 10 of a different sex* 
 
Warm waterproof coat (5) (9) 9 (6)

Boots of her/his own 0 0 (6) (4)

Health/disability aids (2) 0 (7) (13)

A bike new/second-hand* (10) (20) 13 38

Construction toys (2) 0 13 23

Educational games 0 0 13 23
 
New properly fitted shoes 0 0 12 (7)

New clothes when needed (2) (9) 29 42

At least seven underpants (1) (36) 12 (19)

At least 4 jumpers/sweaters (7) (18) 14 (9)

At least 4 pairs leggings/trousers (5) (18) 16 (11)

All school uniform required* 0 0 (6) 0

At least 50p/wk for sweets (1) 0 14 (16)

Meat, fish, veg. equivalent at  (3) 0 12 22
least twice a day

Computer for school work 42 (36) 63 48

Garden to play in (3) (36) 11 (8) 
 
A comic/magazine once a wk (10) (18) 46 52

Bed and bedding 0 0 (7) (4)

New not second hand clothes (4) 0 17 29

Fresh fruit and vegetables 0 0 12 20

Play group*7 (3) 0 (7) (14)

N = 453 n=129 n=11 n=213 n=100

* age-related items

Table 2.3   Items children went without because they could not be afforded6

6Figures in brackets denote small numbers i.e. where actual frequencies are less than 20
7Playgroup was included in the NI list of items, as access to playgroups within NI is income related
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Comparing children who are poor in Northern 
Ireland to children who are poor in Great Britain, 
the most stark difference is that children in Northern 
Ireland are much more likely to lack three meals 
a day, with 14 per cent of severely poor children 
in Northern Ireland going without three meals a 
day compared to eight per cent of severely poor 
children in Great Britain. Children who were poor 
on both income measures and child deprivation 
were also more likely to go without three meals 
a day (18 per cent of these children in Northern 
Ireland and 11 per cent of children in Great Britain). 
The influence of children’s nutritional status on their 
health on a lifelong basis needs to be considered 
and explored further, given the extent of adult 
health inequalities and premature death rates in 
Northern Ireland (O’Reilly and Browne, 2001; O’Reilly 
and Stevenson, 1998). 

2.3.2  Necessities Parents Went Without 

Parental deprivation was highest for housing 
related items and for items associated with 
personal finance (access to a decent pension, 
regular savings and a small amount of money to 
spend on yourself) and this was consistent across 
the four permutations (parent deprivation only, 
income poor and parent deprived, child and 
parent deprived, and poor on all three measures). 
Many parents lacked enough money to replace 
worn furniture  (78-93 per cent of children across 
the permutations), or to replace or repair broken 
electrical goods (65-93 per cent of children across 
the permutations). Similarly a lack of finance meant 
that many parents did not have regular savings 
(70-92 per cent across the permutations), access 
to a decent pension (50 -75 per cent), or a small 
amount of money to spend on themselves (68-92 
per cent). Parents of children who were poor on all 
three measures were also likely to go without home 
contents insurance (61 per cent), a car (49 per 
cent), new not second hand clothes (46 per cent), 
two pairs of shoes (48 per cent), good clothes to 
wear to an interview (58 per cent), enough money 

to pay heating, electricity and telephone bills (59 
per cent), enough money to keep their home in 
a decent state of decoration (50 per cent) and 
fresh fruit and vegetables every day (30 per cent). 
In comparison to Great Britain, parents in Northern 
Ireland were more likely not to have suitable clothes 
for an interview, have a telephone, enough money 
to replace or repair broken electrical goods, 
enough money to replace worn furniture, or to 
have two pairs of shoes.
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Fresh fruit and veg. every day 0 (6) 18 30

Meal with meat, chicken or fish  (1) 0 11 (19)
every second day

Roast dinner once a week (4) 0 (8) (15)

Enough money to pay heating,  (12) (16) 40 59
electric and phone bills on time

Enough money to keep home in  (18) (13) 51 50
decent state of decoration

Central heating (1) 0 (3) (6)

Enough money to replace  78 84 90 93
worn furniture

Warm, waterproof coat (11) (10) 19 27

Good clothes to wear to an interview (16) (10) 32 58

Two pairs of shoes (5) (13) 21 48

New, not second hand shoes (4) (16) 20 46

Telephone (1) (3) 17 (19)

Enough money to replace or repair  65 81 82 93
broken electrical goods

Vacuum cleaner 0 0 (1) (4)

Car 23 (29) 29 49

Deep freezer (3) (10) 13 (10)

Access to decent pension 50 (55) 68 75

Home contents insurance (15) (50) 36 61

Regular savings  70 77 82 92

Small amount of money (self) 71 74 68 92

N=435 n=91 n=31 n=213 n=100

  Parental  Income poverty Child and Poor on all
  Deprivation  and parental  parental   three
   deprivation  deprivation  measures

Table 2.4   Items parents went without because they could not be afforded8

8Figures in brackets denote small numbers i.e. where actual frequencies are less than 20
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2.3.3 Number of Necessities Children 

 and Parents Went Without 

This section examines the number of necessary 
items that were lacked by children and their 
parents. In Britain’s Poorest Children the number of 
items gone without was turned into a percentage 
of the total so that the number of items children 
had gone without and the number of items that 
parents lacked could be directly compared. This 
has been replicated with the Northern Ireland 
data. In Northern Ireland, the total number of 
necessities that parents and children could have 
gone without were 20 items for adults and 24 
items for children.

Similarly to Great Britain, parents in Northern 

Ireland were more likely to lack a greater number of 
necessities than children themselves. Children who 
were in severe poverty lacked the greatest number 
of necessities themselves and lived in households 
where parents lacked a large number of necessities. 
Children who were poor on all three measures 
lived in households where parents lacked almost 
half the items (46.5 per cent) and were lacking 
18 per cent of items themselves. Children living in 
Great Britain who were poor on all three measures 
lacked 16.7 per cent of items themselves while their 
parents lacked 28.9 per cent of items. Therefore 
children who are in severe poverty in Northern 
Ireland are considerably worse off than children 
in severe poverty in Great Britain, since many live 
in households which lack almost half of the items 
deemed as necessities.

Table 2.5   Proportion of child and parent necessities lacked by poverty

Not poor on any measure 0 0 1.3 0.7

Income poor only 0 0 2.4 1.2

Child deprivation only 5.6 5.5 4.3 2.1

Parental deprivation only 0 0 22.2 16.0

Income poor and child deprivation 9.1 5.7 5.5 2.0

Income poor and parent deprivation 0 0 27.2 19.0

Child and parent deprivation 14.9 12.1 35.0 21.7

Poor on all three measures 18.1 16.7 46.5 28.9

All children 4.9 2.6 13.8 8.6

(Base NI = 1195   GB = 769)

   Child necessities                   Parent necessities
   lacking    lacking
  NI   GB  NI   GB
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2.3.4  Subjective Measures of Poverty

In the PSE GB and PSE NI surveys a number of 
questions were asked about how individuals view 
their own situation, that is, whether people think they 
are poor (subjective poverty). This analysis compares 
the views of parents on poverty across the poverty 
permutations as well as comparing Northern Ireland 
data to Great Britain data. The analysis focuses on:

• how often parents viewed themselves as poor  
 throughout their lives, and,

• how far above or below a self-defined income  
 poverty line parents saw themselves.

Over one quarter (26 per cent) of children who were 
poor on all three measures lived in households where 
the parents believed that they had been living in 
poverty either often or most of the time. This figure is 
slightly higher to that found for children poor on all 

three measures in Great Britain (24 per cent). Over 
half of those children who were income poor and 
child deprived in Northern Ireland lived in households 
where parents felt that they often lived in poverty 
compared to 11 per cent of children poor on these 
two measures in Great Britain. Almost one third of 
children in Northern Ireland (30 per cent) who were 
poor on child and parent deprivation measures  
were likely to have parents who reported that they 
lived in poverty either often or most of the time. 
Again, this is slightly higher than the Great Britain 
figure of 27 per cent for children who were child  
and parent deprived.

In both the PSE GB and PSE NI surveys respondents 
were asked how many pounds per week, after tax, 
they thought a household like their own would need 
to stay out of poverty. Respondents were then asked 
how far they thought their household was below or 
above that level of income.

Not poor on any measure 60 10 22 7 1

Income poor only 62 5 33 0 0

Child deprivation only 35 15 39 12 0

Parental deprivation only 36 15 34 12 2

Income poor and child deprivation 0 0 45 55 0

Income poor and parent deprivation 52 16 26 3 3

Child and parent deprivation 22 12 37 22 8

Poor on all three measures 28 7 39 19 7

All children 45 11 39 12 3

(Base NI = 1195)

 Never  Rarely  Occasionally  Often     Most of the time

Table 2.6   Occurence of Poverty
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In Northern Ireland almost two thirds of children (62 
per cent) who were poor on all three measures lived 
in households where parents thought they lived 
a lot below the self-defined poverty income line, 
compared to 67 per cent of children poor on all 
three measures in Great Britain. A further one third 
(32 per cent) of children poor on all three measures 
in Northern Ireland (and 19 per cent of children poor 
on all three measures in Great Britain) had parents 
who were likely to report that they lived a little below 
the poverty line. In Northern Ireland, children poor 

on any of the measures or permutations were more 
likely to have parents who stated that they lived in 
a little below the self-defined poverty line and who 
were less likely to state that they lived a lot below this 
poverty line compared to Great Britain, where higher 
proportions stated that they lived a lot below the 
poverty line. There is a need for qualitative research 
to explore attitudes to poverty in Northern Ireland, 
particularly severe child poverty, and to examine 
the extent of lowered expectations of those families 
living in severe poverty.

Not poor on any measure 18 42 28 8 2

Income poor only 19 24 38 5 14

Child deprivation only 2 27 42 24 5

Parental deprivation only 1 6 34 34 24

Income poor and child deprivation 0 0 0 73 27

Income poor and parent deprivation 0 10 16 29 45
 
Child and parent deprivation 4 4 23 30 39

Poor on all three measures 0 1 5 32 62

All children 11 26 27 19 17

(Base NI = 1195) 

 A lot  A little About the  A little A lot
 above above same below  below
 (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)

Table 2.7   How far above or below self-defined Income Poverty Line
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This chapter outlines the characteristics of children 
and their families who are living in severe poverty, 
non-severe poverty and not living in poverty in 
Northern Ireland. The chapter also compares 
the characteristics of children living in severe 
poverty in Northern Ireland to the characteristics of 
children living in severe poverty in Great Britain. The 
children in Northern Ireland who were most likely to 
live in severe poverty in 2002/3 were the children 
of lone parents, children living in households 
where no-one was working, children living in 
public sector housing, children whose parents 
had no qualifications, children with parents who 
had health problems or disabilities, and disabled 
children. The following sections discuss these 
findings in more detail.

3.1   Employment Status of Adults   
    Within Household

Children living in severe poverty in Northern Ireland 
were most likely to be living in a household where 
no-one was working (70 per cent). However, 25 
per cent of children living in severe poverty were 
living in households with only one worker, while 
40 per cent of those living in non-severe poverty 
had only one worker in their household. Of those 
children not living in poverty, 64 per cent lived 
in households with two full-time workers and 29 
per cent lived in households with one worker. In 
comparison to Great Britain, while the proportion 
of children experiencing severe poverty who were 
living in households where no-one was working 
was lower (82 per cent in Great Britain, 70 per cent 
in Northern Ireland), Northern Ireland had a greater 
proportion of children living in severe poverty in 
households with one worker only 
(25 per cent).

Chapter 3
Characteristics of Children Experiencing Severe Poverty
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Figure 3.1   Family Type of Children Living in 
Severe Poverty, NI and GB

3.2   Family Type

Over half the children living in severe poverty in 
Northern Ireland (51 per cent) were living in lone parent 
families, compared to 67 per cent in Great Britain. This 
difference is largely attributable to a higher proportion 
of children in Northern Ireland living in other family types 
(i.e. more than two adults in the family) compared to 
Great Britain. In Northern Ireland, children of lone parent 
families were also over-represented in the non-severe 
poverty group (28 per cent) and represented only 8 per 
cent of children who did not live in poverty. Children 
living in two-parent families in Northern Ireland made 
up 32 per cent of children living in severe poverty 
compared to 75 per cent of children in the no poverty 
group in Northern Ireland. Children living in two-parent 
families in Northern Ireland represent 64 per cent of 
all children and therefore they are under-represented 
in the severe poverty category even though they do 
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comprise 32 per cent of this group. Just 4 per cent 
of children living in two-parent families in Northern 
Ireland were living in severe poverty compared to 22 
per cent of children living in lone parent families.  

3.3   Age of Child

In Northern Ireland it would seem that children of 
school age years were slightly more likely to be over-
represented in the severe poverty group. Those aged 
five to ten years were also over represented in the 
non-severe poverty group. 

3.4   Number of Children

Children living in large families (four or more children) 
were over-represented in the severe poverty group 
in Northern Ireland. One quarter (24 per cent) of 
children living in severe poverty in Northern Ireland 
were living in large families compared to one 
fifth in Great Britain (20 per cent). This difference is 
explained by the larger population share of children 
from large families in Northern Ireland compared to 
Great Britain.

3.5   Child Disability

One in seven children living in severe poverty in 
Northern Ireland had a disability, compared to one 
in twenty children in the sample. Disabled children in 
Northern Ireland were over-represented in the severe 
poverty category compared to other categories. In 
Great Britain this was not the case, although data 
there referred to children with a long-standing illness 
rather than specifically to a disability.

3.6   Parental Long-standing Illness,   
    Health Problem or Disability

Similarly to Great Britain, children living in households 
in Northern Ireland with a parent who had a long-
standing illness, health problem or disability were 
more likely to experience severe poverty or non-
severe poverty than other children in Northern 
Ireland. Approximately a quarter of children in severe 
poverty and non-severe poverty had one or more 
parent with a long-standing illness, health problem or 
disability (27 per cent and 24 per cent respectively) 
in Northern Ireland and in Great Britain (25 per cent 
and 24 per cent respectively).

3.7   Highest Educational Qualification 
        of Parent

Children living in households with parents who had 
no educational qualifications at all comprised 54 
per cent of those living in severe poverty in Northern 
Ireland, compared to 40 per cent in Great Britain. 
Children whose parents had no qualifications were 
also over-represented in the non-severe poverty 
group (27 per cent). Those who had parents with 
educational qualifications of A-level standard or 
above were much less likely to experience either 
severe poverty or non-severe poverty. Educational 
qualifications of parents of A level standard or higher 
was much more likely to eradicate poverty for 
children in Northern Ireland, compared to children 
in Great Britain. Only six per cent of children living in 
severe poverty in Northern Ireland had a parent with 
A-levels or higher qualification, compared to 23 per 
cent in Great Britain.
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Figure 3.2   Severe Child Poverty and Parental 
Educational Qualifications, NI and GB
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3.8   Housing Tenure

Children living in severe poverty were most likely to 
live in households who rented their home from the 
Northern Ireland Housing Executive (57 per cent 
of those living in severe poverty). A further one fifth 
(22 per cent) of children living in severe poverty 
were living in private tenant households and seven 
per cent were living in homes rented from housing 
associations, and both were over represented in the 
severe poverty group. Conversely, children living in 
owner-occupied homes were over-represented in 
the no poverty group. Therefore, children living in 
rented accommodation in Northern Ireland were 
much more likely to live in severe poverty and this 
pattern is similar to Great Britain. However, a slightly 
higher proportion of children living in severe poverty 
in Northern Ireland live in rented accommodation 
compared to Great Britain (86 per cent in Northern 
Ireland, 78 per cent in Great Britain).
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Figure 3.3   Tenure and Children Living in 
Severe Poverty, NI and GB
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3.9   Religious Composition of Household

Comparing the religious composition of 
households in Northern Ireland, children living 
in severe poverty were more likely to live in 
Catholic households (63 per cent) than Protestant 
households (30 per cent). Children living in 
Protestant households were under-represented in 
the no poverty group. The differences by religion 
are explained by family size within two-parent 
households. Children living in families with three or 
more children and who were Catholic were much 
more likely to live in severe poverty and these 
results were statistically significant. There was no 
statistical difference by religion when comparing 
children living in families with one or two children. 
The children in severe poverty from either religion 
were not over represented when examining single 
parent families. However, looking at the number of 
children living in two parent families, children living 
in severe poverty were over-represented in larger 
Catholic families.

3.10   Ethnic Composition of Household

There were no differences across the three poverty 
groups (severe poverty, non-severe poverty and no 
poverty) when comparing children living in white 
and non-white ethnic groups.

3.11   Household in Receipt of Income  
      Support or Job-seekers Allowance

Children living in severe poverty in Northern Ireland 
were slightly less likely to have parents in receipt of 
income support or job-seekers allowance (82 per 
cent) compared to children living in severe poverty 
in Great Britain (87 per cent). These figures are 
unsurprising given the low income poverty line used 
as part of the definition of severe poverty in this 
and the Britain’s Poorest Children study.



 No Poverty Non-severe Poverty  Severe Poverty  All 
 (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Table 3.1   Characteristics of Children Living in Severe Poverty, Non-Severe Poverty 
and No Poverty in Northern Ireland
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Employment Status*  

2 workers 64 26 4 43 

1 worker 29 40 25 33 

more than 2 workers 4 3 1 3

no workers 2 31 70 20

Family Type*

Couple 75 57 32 64

Lone parent 8 28 51 20

Other 17 15 17 16

Age of Child 

1 year and under 11 11 10 11

2-4 years 16 16 12 16

5-10 years 36 41 41 38

11-15 years 37 32 37 35

No. of children*

1  23 21 22 22

2  47 30 30 38

3  25 26 24 25

4 and over 5 23 24 14

Ethnic Group

White 96 97 96 96

Non-white 4 3 4 4

Religion*

Neither Catholic/Protestant 6 6 7 6 

Catholic 44 51 63 49

Protestant 50 43 30 45



 No Poverty Non-severe Poverty  Severe Poverty  All 
 (%) (%) (%) (%) 
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Housing Tenure*

Outright Owner 14 8 1 11

Owner with Mortgage 78 52 13 62

Private Tenant 5 9 22 8

Housing Association tenant <1 3 7 2

Northern Ireland Housing Executive Tenant 3 29 57 18

Child Disability*

Yes  4 5 14 5 

No  96 95 86 95

Parent Illness/Disability*

Yes  13 23 27 19

No  87 77 73 81

Highest Qualification*

Degree or higher 20 5 2 12

Higher Education 18 7 0 12

GCE A level  19 10 4 14

GCSE A-C or equivalent 25 36 32 30

GCSE D-G or equivalent 6 15 8 10

Other Qualification <1 0 0 <1

No Qualification 11 27 54 21

Income Support*

Yes  2 26 76 18

No  98 74 24 82

Job Seekers Allowance*

Yes  <1 <1 6 1 

No  99 100 94 99

Base NI = 1195

* these differences were statistically significant using chi-square significance tests. Note that religion 
differences were statistically significant for families with three or more children but there was no significant 
difference in poverty status by religion for families with one or two children.
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The concept of social exclusion is closely related 
to poverty. It ‘takes the focus away from material 
deprivation and on to other dimensions of social 
deprivation and exclusion which are not necessarily 
contingent on income’ (Hillyard et al, 2003, p19). 
The PSE GB and PSE NI surveys explored various 
dimensions of children’s social exclusion in a 
range of questions including exclusion from social 
activities and from public and private services. 
These questions provide a good starting point for 
the exploration of the non-material aspects of 
deprivation in childhood. This chapter examines 
exclusion from social activities and services and the 
relationship between such exclusion and severe, 
non-severe and no poverty.

4.1   Poverty and Exclusion from 
        Social Activities 

One dimension of social exclusion for children is 
exclusion from social activities which at least half of 
parents in Northern Ireland thought were necessary 
for children. Participation in social activities is 
considered by experts to be important to a child’s 
development (Middleton et al. 1994) and this is 
also recognised by most parents, who were likely 
to perceive the majority of social activities as 
necessities (Hillyard et al. 2003, Adelman et al. 2003). 

The analysis below includes examination of which 
activities, and how many activities, children were 
excluded from, as reported by their parents. 
Exclusion ranged from less than 1 percent of all 
children being excluded from celebrations on 
special occasions (such as birthdays and Christmas) 
to 28 per cent being unable to have a holiday 
away from home for at least one week a year. 
The social activities at both ends of the continuum 
were the same for both Northern Ireland and Great 
Britain. That is, the social activity least lacked was 

celebrations on special occasions and the activity 
most lacked was a holiday away from home once 
a year (1 per cent and 20 per cent respectively in 
Great Britain). 

4.1.1   Number of Social Activities Children Were  

       Excluded From 

Examining exclusion from social activities by poverty 
status, as in Great Britain, a strong relationship was 
found between social activity exclusion and poverty 
for children in Northern Ireland. For each of the nine 
social activities included in the Northern Ireland 
analysis, the likelihood of exclusion was greater for 
those children who were living in non-severe poverty 
compared to children living in no poverty, and was 
even greater for children living in severe poverty. 
Over two thirds of children living in severe poverty 
(68 per cent) and almost half of children living in 
non-severe poverty (45 per cent) were unable to 
have a holiday away from home for one week in 
the year. Many of these children were also missing 
out on family day trips because their parents could 
not afford them (50 per cent of children in severe 
poverty and 12 per cent of children in non-severe 
poverty). Children living in severe poverty were also 
likely to lack leisure equipment (33 per cent), were 
unable to take part in a hobby or leisure activity 
(14 per cent), were unable to attend youth clubs or 
similar activities (9 per cent) or were unable to have 
friends round for tea once a fortnight (9 per cent).

Chapter 4
Poverty and Childhood Social Exclusion
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Figure 4.1   Social Activities Lacked by Children living in Severe Poverty, NI and GB
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Similar to the findings in Great Britain, children living 
in poverty in Northern Ireland were more likely to be 
excluded from each social activity compared to 
children who were not living in poverty. As stated by 
Adelman et al (2003) the manifestation of exclusion 
from social activities was similar for children whether 
they were living in severe poverty or non-severe 
poverty. That is, the patterns of social activities 
exclusion were similar. However, the degree of 
exclusion from social activities was greater for those 
children living in severe poverty. While in Northern 
Ireland those living in severe poverty were more likely 
to be able to have friends round for tea or a snack 
fortnightly (9 per cent lacking this in Northern Ireland 

compared to 30 per cent in Great Britain), children 
in Northern Ireland were more likely to lack having a 
holiday away from home once a year (68 per cent 
lacking this in Northern Ireland compared to 52 per 
cent in Great Britain). Interesting additions to the list 
of social activities in Northern Ireland which were 
not used in the Great Britain analysis, were: going 
on family trips, taking part in youth clubs or similar 
activities, and having leisure equipment. Each of 
these items, and in particular the family trips and 
having sports gear or leisure equipment, were lacked 
by many children living in severe poverty and yet 
they were considered a necessary social activity 
by at least half of Northern Ireland parents.

GB
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 No Poverty Non-severe Poverty  Severe Poverty  All 
 (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Table 4.1   Social Activities Children Lacked, by Poverty Status

Sports gear/leisure equipment 1 14 33 9

Regular exercise 0 1 3 1 

Hobby or leisure activity <1 7 14 4 

Celebrations on special occasions  0 <1 1 <1

Holiday away from home at least  6 45 68 28 
one week a year

Youth clubs or similar activity <1 5 9 3 

School trip at least once a term  0 2 4 1 
(school age children)

Go on family day trips <1 12 50 10
 
Friends round for tea or snack  0 3 9 2
once a fortnight

Base NI = 1195

Children living in severe poverty in Northern Ireland 
were four times more likely to be excluded from 
going on family day trips, three times more likely to 
be unable to have friends round for tea or a snack 
fortnightly, twice as likely to lack a hobby or leisure 
activity or to have sports gear or leisure equipment, 
and almost twice as likely to miss out on an annual 
holiday away from home, compared to children 
living in non-severe poverty. Compared to children 
living in no poverty, these differences are much 
greater. Children who were not living in poverty were 
on the whole unlikely to lack most social activities, 
with most figures between zero and 1 percent apart 
from a holiday away from home which was lacked 
by 6 per cent of children who were not living 
in poverty.

4.1.2.   Relationship Between Poverty and   

        Exclusion from Social Activities

The analysis of the number of social activities which 
children lacked also indicates a strong relationship 
between poverty and social exclusion. Those 
children living in severe poverty were on average 

excluded from approximately two (1.91) of the nine 
activities, while those living in non-severe poverty were 
excluded on average from one activity (0.9). As the 
number of activities included in the analysis differed 
in Northern Ireland (9 activities) to that used in Great 
Britain (7 activities) these figures were converted to 
a percentage for comparison purposes. Table 4.2 
indicates that children living in severe poverty in Great 
Britain on average were excluded from 25 per cent of 
social activities, while children living in severe poverty 
in Northern Ireland on average were excluded from 
21 per cent of social activities. Children living in non-
severe poverty in Northern Ireland and Great Britain 
were excluded from 10 per cent and 7 per cent 
of social activities respectively. Children living in no 
poverty in both Northern Ireland and Great Britain were 
on average excluded from only 1 percent of social 
activities. Therefore, poverty has a very strong link with 
social exclusion, not only in the manifestation (the 
particular social activities children are excluded from) 
but also in the degree of exclusion (i.e. the number or 
proportion of social activities children were excluded 
from) which was greater for those in severe poverty in 
both Northern Ireland and Great Britain.
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   Mean number of activities lacking 
  NI (9 activities)     GB (7 activities)
 Mean   %   Mean   %

Table 4.2   Mean Number of Social Activities Children Lacked, by Poverty Status

No poverty 0.09 1.0 0.13 1.4

Non-severe poverty 0.90 10.0 0.52 7.4

Severe poverty 1.91 21.2 1.74 24.9

All children 0.58 6.4 0.4 5.7

Base NI = 1195  GB = 735 

4.2  Poverty and Service Exclusion

Services such as the local library, bus services, and 
evening classes have been recognised by the 
government’s Social Exclusion Unit as important 
agents in reducing disadvantage for both individuals 
and local areas (Adelman et al, 2003, Social 
Exclusion Unit, 2002). In both the PSE GB and PSE NI 
surveys questions were included about a range of 
local services, both public and private. Although 
these questions were asked of parents, many of 
these services are relevant to children as well. For 
each service, respondents were asked whether they:

• Used the service 

• Did not use the service because it was   
 not wanted

• Did not use the service because it was   
 unavailable or unsuitable

• Did not use the service because it could not  
 be afforded.

Exclusion in this case is defined as the service not 
being used, either because it was unavailable or 
unsuitable, or because it could not be afforded. 
Levels of service exclusion varied from extremely low 
on health related services (hospital, GP, optician, 
dentist, chemist) to much higher for cultural aspects 
such as access to the cinema, theatre or museums.

4.2.1   Services Children Were Excluded From 

Individual services were examined as to whether social 
exclusion was different or similar for children who were 
living in severe poverty compared to children who 
were living in non-severe poverty or children who were 
not poor. For the majority of services (15 out of 25) 
there was a general trend that children who were living 
in severe poverty were more likely to be excluded than 
non-severely poor children. For 11 of these services 
children who were non-severely poor were in turn more 
likely to be excluded than non-poor children.

While it would seem that the services being lacked 
were similar for all children, the degree of service 
exclusion was strongly related to the children’s poverty 
status. Of particular concern was the exclusion 
experienced by severely poor children from a lack of 
vital children’s services such as safe play areas, after 
school clubs and youth clubs which were lacking for 
37 per cent, 23 per cent and 12 per cent of these 
children respectively. Children who lived in severe 
poverty in Northern Ireland were also likely to have 
lacked the provision of access to the cinema/theatre 
(30 per cent), public sports facilities (14 per cent), a 
village or community hall (12 per cent), bus services 
(14 per cent), the local library (8 per cent) or their 
parents being able to attend evening classes (29 per 
cent). Those children who were non-severely poor were 
most likely to be excluded from attending public sports 
(19 per cent), using the village hall (14 per cent), going 
to the cinema/theatre (8 per cent) and their parents 
being unable to attend evenings classes (22 per cent).
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 No Poverty Non-severe Poverty  Severe Poverty  All 
 (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Table 4.3   Services Children Lacked, by Poverty Status

Library 2 7 8 5

Public Sports Facilities 3 19 14 11

Museums/Galleries 15 32 42 25

Evening Classes 8 22 29 16

Village/Community Hall 7 14 12 10

Hospital 0 1 0 <1

GP  1 1 1 1

Dentist 0 1 1 1

Optician 0 4 1 2

Post Office 1 2 0 1

Worship 1 <1 2 1

Bus  5 5 14 6

Telephone 2 3 2 2

Petrol 0 4 3 2

Chemist 0 <1 1 <1

Corner Shop 6 4 10 6

Medium/large supermarket <1 2 2 1

Bank 1 3 11 2

Cinema/Theatre 1 8 30 6

Nearby safe play facilities 17 23 37 21

School meals 3 5 3 4

Youth clubs 5 10 12 8
 
After school clubs 8 10 23 10

Public transport to school 4 3 9 4

Nurseries/playgroup/mother  2 5 8 4
and toddler groups

Base NI = 1195



Table 4.4   Mean Number of Local Services Children Went Without, by Poverty Status
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It would seem therefore that while exclusion from 
important public services such as health was very 
low or non-existent, there are serious concerns about 
access to children’s services such as safe play 
areas, youth clubs and after school clubs, as well 
as to other local services such as public transport, 
museums and evening classes (adult education for 
parents), which do impact on children’s lives. Also 
of concern is the level of exclusion from important 
social occasions, such as sporting events and visits 
to the cinema. 

4.2.2   Number of Services Children Were   

       Excluded From 

Similar to the analysis of social activities exclusion, 
the analysis of services exclusion showed a strong 
relationship between poverty and the experience 
of social exclusion. Children living in poverty were 
more likely to be excluded from services and those 
children living in severe poverty were excluded from 

a higher number of services than the non-severely 
poor and the non-poor children. Those children who 
were non-severely poor were lacking access to a 
higher proportion of services than children who were 
not poor. On average, children who were severely 
poor lacked access to 1.7 services while children 
who were non-severely poor were excluded from use 
of 0.9 services on average, and those who were not 
poor had a mean number of services lacked of 0.4.

As a different number of services were used in the 
analysis for Great Britain compared to Northern 
Ireland, the mean number was converted to a 
percentage to allow for comparisons. Overall, a 
greater proportion of services were lacked in Great 
Britain (6.2 per cent) compared to Northern Ireland 
(4.7 per cent). This was reflected across each 
category of poverty status, with similar patterns 
of increasing exclusion with the extent of poverty 
experienced, but at a higher level in Great Britain  
compared to Northern Ireland. 

   Mean number of services lacking 
  NI (25 services)     GB (24 services)
 Mean   %   Mean   %

No poverty 0.7 2.8 1.1 4.7

Non-severe poverty 1.5 5.8 1.8 7.7

Severe poverty 2.6 10.0 2.6 10.9

All children 1.2 4.7 1.5 6.2

Base NI = 1195  GB = 745
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Chapter 5
Poverty and Household Exclusion

In addition to the types of social exclusion affecting 
children which were indicated in Chapter 4, there 
are other forms of exclusion which affect the whole 
household, including children, and from which 
parents are often unable to protect their children. 
This chapter examines four areas of social exclusion 
at the household or parental level which may impact 
on children, using the PSE NI survey. These include 
poor housing quality, poor local neighbourhood, 
financial exclusion and experience of the ‘Troubles’. 
Comparisons with the British analysis carried out by 
Adelman et al (2003) are made for the first three of 
these types of exclusion.

5.1    Housing Quality

Housing quality is an important environmental 
indicator of social exclusion which is clearly essential 
to a child’s well being. This section examines the 
types of accommodation problems reported in 
the PSE surveys and the extent to which these were 
experienced by severely poor, poor and non- 
poor children.

 

5.1.1  Problems Experienced with   

  Accommodation

The most common problems with accommodation 
among all children were a shortage of space (25 
per cent), damp walls and floors (11 per cent) and 
rot in window frames or floors (7 per cent). A strong 
relationship was found between being poor and the 
likelihood of experiencing these accommodation 
problems. In the case of damp walls/floors, and rot in 
the window frames/floors, children who were severely 
poor (18 per cent and 17 per cent respectively) were 

more likely to live in houses with these problems than 
children who were non-severely poor (13 per cent 
and 8 per cent respectively) who in turn were more 
likely to experience these problems than non-poor 
children (7 per cent and 4 per cent respectively). 
Where shortage of space was concerned, almost 
one third of children in non-severe poverty and 
severe poverty lived in accommodation with this 
problem (29 per cent and 30 per cent respectively) 
compared to 19 per cent of non-poor children. 
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For seven out of the 11 housing problems surveyed, 
the pattern was that children who were severely 
poor were more likely to live in accommodation 
experiencing these problems than children who 
were non-severely poor, who were in turn more likely 
to live in a home with these problems than children 
who were not poor. Two further problems (shortage 
of space and flooding) were experienced at similar 
levels among severely poor and non-severely poor 
children, although both these problems were less 
likely to be experienced by non-poor children. 
Children who were non-severely poor, however, 
were more likely than severely poor children to live in 
homes lacking light (too dark) or having a leaky roof. 
This difference may be a reflection on the building 
design and maintenance programmes of the 
Northern Ireland Housing Executive, since a greater 
proportion of severely poor children were living in 
public sector housing. Just over half of non-severely 
poor children lived in homes owned by their parents 

and this difference may reflect an inability to pay for 
essential home repairs. Similarly, in Great Britain non-
severely poor children were the most likely to have a 
leaky roof.

5.1.2   Number of Problems With Accommodation

Children in Northern Ireland were more likely than 
children in Great Britain to live in accommodation 
where no housing problems were reported. Of 
severely poor children, 44 per cent experienced 
no housing problems (24 per cent in Great Britain) 
compared to 48 per cent of children in non-severe 
poverty (28 per cent in Great Britain) and 69 per cent 
of children who were not poor (59 per cent in Great 
Britain). Children living in severe poverty in Northern 
Ireland were more likely to experience three or more 
accommodation problems (22 per cent), compared 
to children living in non-severe poverty (12 per cent), 
and children who were not poor (3 per cent).

 No Poverty Non-severe Poverty  Severe Poverty  All 
 (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Table 5.1   Types of Accommodation Problems Experienced in Northern Ireland

Shortage of space 19 30 29 25

Too dark/not enough light 4 8 1 5

Lack of adequate heating  2 7 17 5

Leaky roof 3 7 2 5

Damp walls/floors 7 13 18 11

Rot in window frames/floors 4 8 17 7

Mould 3 7 11 5

No space to sit outside 1 4 7 3

Flooding 2 6 5 4

Difficult to secure 1 4 6 3

Accommodation not adapted  1 3 6 2
to my needs or any other  
member of household

Base NI = 1195



Table 5.2   Mean Number of Housing Problems, by Poverty Status
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No Poverty 0.47 0.49

Non-severe Poverty 0.98 1.31

Severe Poverty 1.19 1.38

All 0.74 0.87

Base NI = 1195  GB = 769

                                                              Mean number of housing problems experienced
 NI  GB

Calculating a mean number of accommodation 
problems which children had with their 
accommodation was used as a proxy for the 
severity of housing conditions in the analysis by 
Adelman et al (2003) and this is repeated here for 
comparative purposes. As shown in Table 5.2 poor 
children were more likely to experience housing 
problems than non-poor children in both Northern 
Ireland and Great Britain. The slightly lower means in 
Northern Ireland reflect the slightly higher proportion 
of all children in Northern Ireland who experience 
no housing problems.

5.2   Quality of Local Neighbourhood

The importance of the quality of local 
neighbourhoods in relation to the experience of 
social exclusion, including that of children, has 
been recognised by the UK government (DWP, 
2002; Adelman et al, 2003, DWP, 2003). The local 
environment in which children grow up is largely 
out of the control of their parents and yet it can 
have a major influence over their childhood 
experiences. This section uses data from the PSE NI 
survey concerning the quality of the local area in 
which respondents lived, including satisfaction with 
the area and the types and numbers of problems 
experienced living there.

5.2.1   Views on the Local Area 

In the PSE NI survey respondents were asked ‘taking 
everything into account, what do you think of this 
area as a place to live?’ Almost one in ten severely 
poor children in Northern Ireland live in an area 
which their parents viewed as a bad place to live, 
compared to one in sixteen non-severely poor 
children and one in a hundred non-poor children. 

5.2.2   Problems With Local Area

The PSE NI survey asked respondents whether 
the area experienced any of 26 problems (listed 
in Table 5.4), while the PSE GB survey asked 
respondents about a list of 14 problems. The 
additional items in the PSE NI survey included a 
number related to the greater militarisation of 
Northern Ireland compared with Great Britain, 
as well as issues to do with sectarianism.



37 the bottom line Children and Severe Poverty in Northern Ireland Chapter 5  Poverty and Household Exclusion

 No Poverty Non-severe Poverty  Severe Poverty  All 
 (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Table 5.3   Views on the Local Area, by Poverty Status

A very good place to live 53 33 36 42

A fairly good place to live 37 46 32 41

Neither good nor bad 7 15 23 13

A fairly bad place to live 1 5 7 4

A very bad place to live 0 1 2 <1

Base NI = 1195

The main problems reported as a major problem in 
the area were the speed/volume of traffic (13 per 
cent), underage drinking (13 per cent), dog mess 
(12 per cent), teenagers hanging around on the 
streets (10 per cent), rubbish and litter (9 per cent), 
drunkenness (8 per cent), vandalism (8 per cent), 
vehicle theft (8 per cent), joy riding (7 per cent) and 
graffiti (6 per cent). These are all problems which 
affect the lives of children, whether they are directly 
involved (e.g. underage drinking, joyriding) or at risk 
(e.g. speeding traffic, dog mess). Children who were 

severely poor were more likely to live in areas where 
these problems were reported as a major problem 
than non-severely poor children or children who were 
not poor. For example, one quarter of severely poor 
children had parents who reported that rubbish/litter, 
speeding/volume of traffic, and under-age drinking 
were a major problem, while one fifth of severely 
poor children lived in areas where teenagers 
hanging around on the streets, drunkenness, 
and dog mess were major problems.
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 No Poverty Non-severe Poverty  Severe Poverty  All 
 (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Table 5.4   Problems Experienced in the Local Area, by Poverty Status

Dog mess 12 27 33 20

Drug use (incl. dealing) 3 10 16 7

Drunkenness 6 16 21 12

Flags/emblems 6 12 6 8

Graffiti 5 16 17 11

Helicopter 8 10 15 9

Joyriding 5 15 15 10

Noisy neighbours 1 5 7 3

Parades/demonstrations 1 5 2 3

Paramilitary behaviour 1 6 8 4

Police behaviour 1 5 8 3

Pollution/poor air quality 1 2 5 2

Poor housing <1 5 5 3

Poor street lighting 5 7 12 6

Punishment beatings 1 4 6 3

Racial harassment <1 2 2 1

Rats 1 4 14 3

Rioting 1 4 2 2

Rubbish and litter 7 16 23 12

Sectarian harassment 1 5 5 3

Sexual harassment 0 2 0 1

Speed/volume of traffic 12 21 27 17

Teenagers hanging around on streets 10 21 22 16

Underage drinking 10 20 25 16

Vandalism 15 13 18 10

Vehicle theft 6 13 15 10

Base NI = 1195
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5.2.3  Number of Problems Experienced With 

  the Local Area

Over half of all children (57 per cent) lived in areas in 
Northern Ireland where no problems were reported 
compared to a quarter of all children in Great 
Britain (26 per cent). Severely poor children (46 per 
cent) and non-severely poor children (50 per cent) 
in Northern Ireland were less likely to live in areas 
with no problems compared to children who were 
not poor (66 per cent). Almost one quarter of poor 
children (24 per cent of severely poor and 23 per 
cent of non-severely poor) lived in areas with five or 
more problems (reported as either a major or minor 
problem in the area) compared to 8 per cent of 
children who were not poor. Over one in 10 severely 
poor children (13 per cent) lived in areas with 10 
or more problems compared to just 1 percent of 
non-severely poor children and 1 percent of children 
who were not poor. Therefore, many severely 
poor children in Northern Ireland live in areas of 
deprivation, where families have little control over 
their local environment and the many problems that 
they experience living there. 

Although respondents in the PSE NI survey were 
provided with a list of problems almost double that 
of the PSE GB survey and included problems peculiar 
to Northern Ireland (e.g. paramilitary behaviour, 
flags and emblems, sectarian behaviour), the 
mean number of problems experienced were 
lower in Northern Ireland. This reflects the much 
larger proportion of children in Northern Ireland who 
had parents who reported that they experienced 

none of the problems listed. Again, there is a 
strong relationship between being poor and the 
number of problems experienced. As in Great 
Britain, children in Northern Ireland who are poor 
lived in areas where their parents reported a 
higher number of problems. On average, children 
living in severe poverty and non-severe poverty 
experienced 3.29 and 2.66 problems respectively, 
compared to children who were not poor (who 
had a mean number of 1.12 problems).

5.2.4   Parental Experience of the ‘Troubles’

A further indicator of possible social exclusion in 
Northern Ireland is the impact of the ‘Troubles’ on 
household members. Personal safety has been 
a major issue for many years in Northern Ireland 
and people who have been killed or injured as 
part of the conflict in Ireland are denied basic 
human rights. Even if the children themselves have 
not been directly involved (and some will have 
been), the impact of the conflict over the last 
30 years on their household may impact on their 
development and their feeling of personal safety. 
The PSE NI survey asked a series of questions about 
the conflict. 

Poor children in Northern Ireland were slightly more 
likely to have parents who had someone killed or 
injured in the ‘Troubles’ (19 per cent of severely 
poor children, 18 per cent of non-severely poor 
children) compared to children who were not poor 
(11 per cent).  

                                                              Mean number of common problems with area experienced
 NI  GB

Table 5.5   Mean Number of Housing Problems, by Poverty Status

No Poverty 1.12 1.59

Non-severe Poverty 2.66 2.94

Severe Poverty 3.29 4.83

All 1.94 2.34

Base NI = 1195  GB = 766
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5.3   Financial Exclusion

Financial exclusion is another very important aspect 
of household or parental exclusion which may 
impact on children. Adelman et al in their analysis 
for Britain’s Poorest Children described those who 
were financially excluded as ‘people who do not 
have access to mainstream financial services and/or 
in which household financial problems are brought 
about by such lack of services or simply by low 
income’ (2003, p49). 

A number of questions within the PSE NI survey can 
be analysed to examine financial exclusion. These 
include questions which ask respondents how often 

How often do you worry No Poverty Non-severe Poverty  Severe Poverty  All 
about the household finances? (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Table 5.6   Worry About Household Finances, by Poverty Status

All the time 9 50 86 32

Sometimes 67 43 14 53

Never 24 7 0 15

Base NI = 1195

Respondents were also asked whether they thought 
their income was adequate to meet their basic 
needs. Again almost 9 out of every 10 severely poor 
children and 2 out of 5 non-severely poor children 

How adequate is income to No Poverty Non-severe Poverty  Severe Poverty  All 
meeting basic needs? (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Table 5.7   Income Adequate to Meet Basic Needs, by Poverty Status 

More than enough 41 4 1 22

Just enough 52 56 14 51

Not enough 7 40 85 27

Base NI = 1195

they worried about the household finances, how 
adequate their income was to meeting their basic 
needs, whether they had borrowed money, whether 
they had missed essential household payments or 
had ever been disconnected from the main utilities.

5.3.1   Household Finances

Respondents in the PSE NI survey were asked how 
often they worried about the household finances. 
Almost 9 out of 10 severely poor children in Northern 
Ireland live in households where parents worry all the 
time about household finances (compared to one 
in two non-severely poor children and one in 10 
non-poor children). 

lived in households where the household income 
was viewed as not adequate to meet basic needs 
(compared to one in 14 non poor children).
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5.3.2   Debt

In the analysis by Adelman et al, late payments were 
used as an indicator of debt and this is repeated here 
in the analysis of Northern Ireland data. Respondents 
were asked whether, in the last 12 months, they 
had been seriously behind with the payment of bills 
including housing costs (rent, mortgage), utilities (gas, 
electricity, telephone), and loans.

Although only 13 per cent of severely poor children 
lived in households with a mortgage, two in five of 
these children lived in homes where parents were 
behind with mortgage payments. Severely poor 
children were also living in households which were late 
with utility payments (26 per cent late with electricity 

 No Poverty Non-severe Poverty  Severe Poverty  All 
 (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Table 5.8   Late Payments, by Poverty Status

Rent 11 12 7 10

Mortgage 0 7 39 3

Gas 0 0 1 <1

Electricity 2 3 26 4

Telephone 1 12 21 8

Hire Purchase Loan 1 7 20 5

Catalogue Payments 1 9 32 7

Other Loans 1 7 19 5

Base NI = 1195

9Northern Ireland Electricity state that it has a ‘no disconnection’ policy for homes in Northern Ireland

payment and 21 per cent late with telephone bill) 
and behind with hire purchase payments (20 per 
cent), catalogue payments (32 per cent), and other 
loans (20 per cent). Debt was more likely to be 
experienced by the parents of severely poor children 
than non-severely poor children, and the parents of 
non-severely poor children were in turn more likely 
to experience debt than those of non-poor children 
across all indicators apart from rent payments. In the 
case of rent payments, 12 per cent of non-severely 
poor children and 11 per cent of non-poor children 
had parents who were late with rent payments, 
compared to 7 per cent of severely poor children. 
This difference may be accounted for by the receipt 
of housing benefits and their payment directly to 
landlords in many cases.

5.3.4  Disconnection from Utilities

In addition to being behind with payments for utilities, 
respondents were also asked if they had ever been 
disconnected from main utilities. Severe financial 
difficulties may have led to non-payment of bills and 
as a result being cut off from their supply. Children 
living in severe poverty (41 per cent) were three times 
more likely to live in households which had been 
disconnected from utilities compared to 

non-severely poor children (14 per cent) and almost 
fifteen times as likely as children who were not poor 
(3 per cent).

The majority of disconnections from utilities involved the 
telephone with 38% of severely poor children living in 
households which had been disconnected from the 
telephone while 2% lived in households which had 
been disconnected from electricity9 and 1% lived in 
households which had been disconnected from gas.
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6.1   Poverty Measurement and   
    Poverty Targets

This analysis found that a substantial group of 
children were living in severe child poverty (8 per 
cent of all children in Northern Ireland in 2002/3). 
Reducing poverty among these children and their 
families will not be a simple process. It is however 
a matter of urgency. Their childhood is slipping 
away with every day of inaction that passes. It can 
never be recovered. General measures, focused 
on families with children, will help to reduce child 
poverty. However, such measures tend to be most 
helpful to those already closest to the poverty 
line; that is, the least poor. The obverse, highly-
targeted measures which focus on particular 
social groups, risk missing their target because 
of stigmatisation and under-funding. Measures 
which target on the basis of area of residence are 
further limited by the ecological fallacy problem 
(see Dignan and McLaughlin, 2002 for further 
discussion). Such targeting dilemmas are well-
recognised and long-standing policy problems 
(Deacon and Bradshaw, 1983). In recognition of 
such targeting dilemmas the Department of Work 
and Pensions Select Committee recommended 
that the national strategy for child poverty develops 
immediate policy initiatives to assist children in 
severe and persistent poverty, in addition to the 
pursuit of general measures to assist families with 
children (2004). Save the Children fully supports the 
Committee’s emphasis on severe and persistent 
poverty and indeed contributed evidence to the 
inquiry. The most judicious and effective blend 
of universal and targeted measures should be 
identified and applied through European Union, 
national, and devolved countries’ child poverty 
planning and development processes and 
strategies as soon as possible.

For example, among the general measures worth 
consideration at national level are increases in 
income maintenance for families with children, such 
as child benefit and child tax credit. In the Northern 
Ireland context, measures to reduce or constrain the 
costs of basic food stuffs and utility prices would be 
particularly effective in redressing the worst effects 
of severe child poverty. Further measures which 
could be included in a Northern Ireland child and 
anti-poverty strategy are identified below at 6.2 
and 6.3. Policy development depends crucially 
on effective monitoring, evaluation and research 
and therefore we examine these matters first (at 
6.1.1 and 6.1.2 below) before returning to possible 
measures to reduce severe child poverty (at 6.2), 
issues of nutrition and child poverty (6.3) and tackling 
financial hardship (6.4), all important issues for the 
development of Northern Ireland’s Children’s Strategy 
and Anti-Poverty Strategy (section 6.5).  

6.1.1   Child Poverty Measures

This analysis used a combined measurement 
methodology utilising measures of child and 
parental deprivation, as well as an income measure. 
Combined or overlapping measures of child poverty 
are more reliable than single dimensions (Bradshaw 
and Finch, 2003) and future measurement of severe 
child poverty should adopt a combined measure 
approach in addition to individual poverty measures 
such as consensual, subjective and income line 
poverty. Surveys such as the Family Resources Survey 
(NI) and the Northern Ireland Household Panel Survey 
could be expanded to include consensual poverty 
measurement as developed by the Poverty and 
Social Exclusion Survey (NI). This would enable a 
yearly analysis of severe child poverty trends using a 
combined measurement approach. Children who 
are poor on all measures in a method such as that 

Chapter 6
Poverty Implications



43 the bottom line Children and Severe Poverty in Northern Ireland Chapter 6  Policy Implications

used in this analysis (as adopted from Adelman et 
al, 2003) are considered the poorest of the poor. The 
Select Committee’s Second Report on Child Poverty 
(House of Commons, 2004) recommended that 
an explicit indicator should be created to measure 
progress in tackling severe and persistent   
child poverty.

6.1.2   ‘After Housing Costs’ Measurement of  
      Child Poverty

This study adopted a ‘before housing costs’ 
measurement of household income to replicate the 
work of Adelman et al, in order to compare severe 
child poverty in Northern Ireland with that in Great 
Britain. It is important that any future monitoring of 
child poverty in Northern Ireland uses ‘after housing 
costs’ in measuring household income. This would 
mean that income is more directly comparable 
after housing costs have been allowed for, negating 
any differential in housing costs between countries 
or, indeed, different geographical areas of Northern 
Ireland. The Select Committee report recommended 
that child poverty targets should be derived using 
the 60 per cent of household median income ‘after 
housing costs’ measure, as it was believed that the 
‘before housing costs’ figures would mask the true 
extent of child poverty. 

6.2    Targeting Child Poverty

This report found that those children who were living 
in severe poverty in Northern Ireland were most 
likely to be living in households where no-one was 
working (70 per cent), living in public sector rented 
accommodation (57 per cent), living in lone parent 
households (51 per cent), living in large families (48 
per cent of children in severe poverty were living 
in families with three or more children), living with 
disabled parents (27 per cent), or were disabled 
children  (14 per cent).

Joblessness and unemployment is a major factor 
in severe child poverty but it is not the only factor. 
Increasing employment levels will reduce severe 
child poverty to some extent but with this goes the 
need for increased levels of affordable childcare. 
Since children’s services are reported by parents to 
be particularly scarce in the areas in which severely 
poor children live, this is a particular challenge. 

Enhancing the provision of accessible, affordable 
and good quality childcare should be a major goal 
of both the Children’s Strategy and the Anti-Poverty 
Strategy for Northern Ireland. Targets for ‘n’ child care 
places per 100 child population should be set for 
the medium and long term planning timescale. The 
Anti-Poverty Strategy must look further than increasing 
employment levels to successfully tackle severe child 
poverty. In addition, a geographical study of child 
poverty is needed, analysing not only the spatial 
distribution of child poverty within Northern Ireland 
but examining the labour market and availability 
of employment and affordable child care. Policies 
to increase employment can only work to tackle 
severe child poverty if there is potential for increased 
employment opportunities for parents of children 
living in severe poverty, alongside adequate family 
support and child care mechanisms. The particular 
needs and difficulties experienced by lone parents 
should be addressed within these policies, as many 
severely poor children live in lone parent families 
where the parent may be unable to work, often 
because of the lack of affordable quality childcare. 
If an environment of job opportunities supported by 
adequate child care facilities does not currently exist 
or if it is unlikely that serious progress can be made in 
five to ten years, then efforts to address severe child 
poverty need to focus on other support mechanisms 
such as child benefits and tax credits, or child 
development grants (as recommended by the 
House of Commons Select Committee on Work and 
Pensions’ Second Report on Child Poverty regarding 
the use of the Social Fund) until such infrastructure 
is developed. Sure Start expenditure per capita has 
been lower in Northern Ireland than Great Britain but 
this report shows that this is not justified by a lower 
proportionate level of need in Northern Ireland.

The provision of adequate financial support to those 
who are unable to work, whether through ill health, 
lack of available job opportunities or inadequate 
child care provision, is essential to lift many families 
out of poverty. For these families, employment-
related policies alone will not reduce child poverty. 
Increased maintenance is needed for children of 
parents whose sole income is based on benefits, 
and in particular, improved financial support is 
required for large families who are more at risk of 
experiencing severe child poverty.
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The Select Committee’s Second Report on Child 
Poverty recommended that while undertaking 
work-search activities disabled parents should 
receive free registered child care in the same way 
as lone parents, and where a person has found a 
job through New Deal for Disabled People, it was 
recommended that free childcare be paid for up to 
one week before they begin work (2004, paragraph 
158). The Select Committee also recommended 
that Children’s Centres should be extended to reach 
beyond the 20 per cent most disadvantaged areas. 
This recommendation is particularly important for 
the children of disabled parents who experience 
poverty and social exclusion but do not necessarily 
live in one of the most deprived wards. It is essential 
that children of disabled parents have adequate 
access to Children’s Centres and family support 
provision and that these are not limited to the most 
severely deprived local areas. The Sure Start scheme 
in Northern Ireland needs to be reviewed to ensure 
that targeting of deprived areas is expanded to 
include all groups of children who experience severe 
poverty. It is particularly important that both Sure Start 
and mainstream services begin to target parents 
with disabilities and chronic health problems and 
families with disabled children. Monteith, McLaughlin, 
Milner and Hamilton (2002) showed that services 
for disabled children and their families remain at 
unacceptably low levels across all policy domains 
in Northern Ireland. Evidence in this analysis suggests 
that disabled children are over-represented in severe 
poverty. It is therefore likely that these children and 
their families who are in need of essential support 
services may not be receiving them.

6.3   Nutrition and Child Poverty

This analysis found that children in Northern Ireland 
who were living in severe poverty were going without 
essential nutritional items such as meat, fish or a 
vegetarian equivalent at least twice a day (22 per 
cent), fresh fruit and vegetables (20 per cent) and 
three meals a day (14 per cent). The Children’s 
Strategy and the Anti-Poverty Strategy for Northern 
Ireland need to address nutritional issues for children 
in their child poverty strategies and targets. Healthy 
nutritional meals should be universal for all children 
and measures need to be developed to address the 
problem of children going without essential nutrition. 

The Select Committee’s Second Report on Child 
Poverty (House of Commons, 2004) recommended 
that the national child strategy on child poverty 
should ‘ensure nutritionally balanced school meals 
are available to all low income families in a stigma-
free way’ (2004, paragraph 102). The education 
system in Northern Ireland could expand the current 
school meals and school uniform system to address 
nutritional issues for severely poor children through 
a programme of breakfast, lunch and after school 
meals. After school clubs could provide ‘afternoon 
tea’ such as sandwiches for children to ensure a 
nutritional meal late afternoon, while school catering 
facilities could provide breakfast prior to the start 
of the school day. In addition the current support 
system, which includes help with paying for school 
uniforms, could be expanded to further support 
severely poor children through the provision of 
bursaries to cover the cost of school outings. This 
needs to be addressed in Northern Ireland by the 
Children’s Strategy and the Anti-Poverty Strategy and 
implemented in the short to medium term to reduce 
the impact of severe poverty on the diets of children 
in Northern Ireland. Further research is needed to 
explore how families living in poverty cope, and 
could be helped to cope even better, with the 
nutritional needs and demands of their children.

6.4   Tackling Financial Hardship for   
    Households with Children

Children living in severe poverty were three times 
more likely to live in households which had been 
disconnected from utilities (41 per cent) compared 
to non-severely poor children (14 per cent) and 
almost fifteen times as likely as children who were 
not poor (3 per cent). Almost nine out of ten severely 
poor children in Northern Ireland live in households 
where parents worry all the time about household 
finances. Severely poor children lived in households 
which had difficulties keeping up payments such as 
mortgages, utilities, catalogue payments and loans. 
The introduction of water charges in Northern Ireland 
will be another pressure for these families in the 
near future. 

Policy makers need to consider how best to help 
children whose parents experience extreme financial 
pressures and debt. The Select Committee Second 
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Report on Child Poverty (House of Commons, 2004) 
recommended the development of the role of the 
Social Fund to help tackle severe and persistent 
child poverty and indicated that the national child 
poverty strategy should consider paying child 
development grants at key stages during the lives 
of children living in severe and persistent poverty. 
Such developments should be taken forward to 
tackle the number of children living in households 
experiencing financial hardship. 

The Select Committee also recommended that 
the national strategy on child poverty should 
give a commitment to retain universal child 
benefit, uprated to enhance its real value, as the 
foundation of all future support for children. The 
findings of this report, which established that a 
substantial number of children are living in severe 
poverty and many more in poverty, would support 
the need for enhanced child benefits. Large 
families are of particular concern and the current 
child benefit system favours smaller families. The 
universal child benefit system should consider 
increasing support to large families to tackle severe 
child poverty experienced by children in large 
families. In addition, severe poverty experienced 
by young people aged 16 and 17 needs to be 
addressed, particularly for those young people 
who are not in higher or further education and 
who do not participate in training programmes, 
where families may experience particular financial 
problems through lack of benefits and non-receipt 
of any income regarding these young people. It 
is important that further research on child poverty 
examines the circumstances of young people in 
this age group who are often omitted from analysis, 
and yet are still considered children under the terms 
of the Children (Northern Ireland) Order 1995.
 
Further research is required to consider the impact 
of increasing child benefit support for large families 
(through raising payments for additional children in 
the family) and to examine the impact of the Child 
Tax Credit and Working Tax Credit on severe child 
poverty.  There is also no information available in 
Northern Ireland to examine the extent to which 
lone parents receive support from absent fathers 
and whether this is higher or lower than in 
Great Britain.

6.5   Developing Northern Ireland’s Anti-  
        Poverty Strategy and Children’s Strategy

6.5.1  Social Inclusion Group

The Anti-Poverty Strategy consultation document 
recommends the setting up of a Social Inclusion 
Group to focus on Lone Parents. The results of this 
study would suggest the need for a Social Inclusion 
Group which focuses on children living in poverty 
including the needs of children who live in lone parent 
households, children who live in households where 
no-one is working, children of disabled parent(s), 
disabled children, and children who live in 
large families Monteith et al (2002) previously 
recommended a Social Inclusion initiative focusing 
on disabled children and this recommendation is 
reinforced here. These children are most at risk of 
severe child poverty, living in households with an 
income of less than 40 per cent of the median 
household income in Northern Ireland, lacking at 
least one item on the child deprivation list, lacking 
at least three items on the parental deprivation list, 
and are the most likely to be socially excluded. In 
addition, a Social Inclusion Group focusing on child 
poverty could take forward, with key government 
departments, environmental issues such as the 
provision and maintenance of safe play areas, and 
access to free or affordable leisure activities for 
children. This group could also assess whether 
schools in deprived areas are treated equitably 
and could consider the evidence on whether 
severely poor children have access to the health 
care services they need.

6.5.2  Links between the Northern Ireland    
     Children’s Strategy and Anti-Poverty Strategy
 
Child poverty has been identified as a particular 
focus of the ten-year Children’s Strategy for Northern 
Ireland. This strategy will need to have clear links to the 
Northern Ireland Anti-Poverty Strategy to ensure a co-
ordinated approach to tackling child poverty, which 
should include sharing the development of official 
poverty measurement methods, setting of child 
poverty targets, the use of child poverty indicators and 
undertaking the regular monitoring of the extent of 
child poverty including severe child poverty.
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Appendix A
Technical Report

1.   PSE NI Dataset

The analysis provided within this report used data 
from the Poverty and Social Exclusion Survey, 
Northern Ireland (PSE NI), which was based on 
the methodology used in the Poverty and Social 
Exclusion Survey, Great Britain (PSE GB). The aims of 
the PSE NI survey were: 

1.  to provide a baseline, early 21st century  
 measurement of poverty and social exclusion  
 which can be updated periodically in   
 the future.

2.  to provide data on the extent to which   
 poverty and social exclusion vary across the  
 nine dimensions of equality specified in the  
 Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1988; and

3.  to compare poverty levels in Northern Ireland  
 with the results of research on low incomes,  
 poverty and social exclusion in Great Britain and  
 poverty levels in the Republic of Ireland. 
 (Hillyard et al, 2003: 13).

The PSE NI included two surveys carried out between 
June 2002 and January 2003. A random sample 
of the Northern Ireland adult population was asked 
in the first survey to say which material items and 
social activities they regarded as necessities of life 
and these responses were used to establish a ‘social 
consensus’ of items and activities in Northern Ireland 
which people should be able to afford and not have 
to do without. The second survey used the list of 
items and activities defined as necessities by more 
than 50 per cent of respondents from the first survey 
to identify the numbers of households lacking these 
necessities. The survey evidence on deprivation was 
then combined with household income to establish 
a measure of poverty. Ensuring comparability 
between the PSE GB and PSE NI involved a process 
of trade-offs between ‘pure’ replication and minor 

modification to customise PSE GB for the different 
social, cultural and linguistic context of Northern 
Ireland. The result was the addition of 19 potential 
new necessities, the omission of 10 necessities 
and some minor modifications to use of English in 
question wording. The method devised by Gordon 
et al (2000) removes all elements of researcher 
judgment in the selection of either the number or 
type of necessities and the income threshold, which 
should together form the poverty measure. These 
are replaced by majority public opinion on the one 
hand and statistical tests of difference and similarity 
on the other. For a more complete explanation of 
the method see Gordon (2000).

The resulting poverty threshold calculated using a 
‘range of sequential statistical procedures to relate 
the number of necessities lacking in a household to 
the incomes of households’ (Hillyard et al, 2003: 21) 
was defined for Great Britain as a household on low 
income and lacking two or more adult necessities, 
whereas in Northern Ireland the poverty threshold 
was three or more adult necessities. For detailed 
information about the PSE NI survey refer to Hillyard 
et al (2003).

2.   The Analysis of Severe Child Poverty  
  in Northern Ireland

The PSE NI dataset was used to analyse severe 
child poverty in Northern Ireland for this study. The 
methodology used adopted that of Adelman et al 
in Britain’s Poorest Children and their analysis of the 
PSE GB dataset. Severe child poverty was defined as 
being poor on the following three measures 

1.  child deprivation – the child goes without one  
 or more items which the majority of parents  
 viewed as necessities for children, because the  
 parents cannot to afford to provide the item(s).
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2.  parental deprivation – the parent goes without  
 two or more items that the majority of adults  
 viewed as necessities for adults because the  
 parent cannot afford to provide themselves 
 with the items.

3.  household income poverty – the child lives in  
 a household that has less than 40 per cent of  
 median income.

This methodology was adopted for use with the PSE 
NI survey. As the Northern Ireland poverty threshold 
was calculated as the absence of three or more 
adult necessities, this was used as the definition of 
parental deprivation rather than the Great Britain 
poverty threshold of two or more adult necessities. 

The PSE NI dataset differed from the PSE GB dataset 
in that in Northern Ireland the survey included all 
adult members of a household where possible, 
whereas the GB study chose one adult respondent 
per household. This presented some difficulties in 
building the child-oriented dataset as this needed 

to be compiled using household level cases. The 
child-oriented dataset was therefore compiled by 
selecting the household member who completed 
the questions on child necessities (all respondents 
had key household information as part of their case 
record) and this case (one per household) was used 
to build records for each child in the household. 
The resultant database had one record for each 
child in each household resulting in 1,195 child 
records. Further information on the compilation of 
the child orientated database can be obtained 
by contacting Marina Monteith (email address: 
rockridge@ntlworld.com). 

The representativeness of the sample was assessed 
by comparing the resultant database with the 
characteristics of the Northern Ireland child 
population using the 2001 Census of Population. As 
Table A1 below shows, the survey sample compares 
favourably to the Northern Ireland child population 
with regards to age distribution and therefore no 
survey weights were applied.

Age of Child   PSE NI child database (%)  2001 CENSUS NI (%) 

Table A1:   Comparison of Age Groups, PSE NI and 2001 Census NI

1 year and under 11  11

2-4 years 16  18

5-10 years 38  37

11-15 years 35  34

N  1,195  398,056


