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Beyond 2015: Shaping the future of equality, human rights and 

social justice (12 and 13 February 2015) 

Session 4: The cumulative impact 

Comments from Fran Bennett, University of Oxford 

I'm here in my university role in which I have been doing some work on 

gender and poverty with Professor Mary Daly for the Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation; but I'm also a member of the Women's Budget Group, which 

does gender analysis, and whose work is incredibly valuable to all of us, 

and is particularly important to those of us interested in individual income 

by gender. 

John [Hills] has given us a comprehensive and nuanced picture and I am 

not giving a critique of that. But I want to draw out instead some of the 

issues - such as what we should be trying to do to reverse the 

developments described by him - and I will particularly concentrate on 

gender, because that is what I have been working on. 

First, what John has demonstrated is what we know about different 

impacts for different groups in terms of recent developments. But what I 

wanted to look at is what we don't know – ‘known unknowns’, if you like.  

Something we may want to talk about, for example, is the breakdown by 

different countries of the UK, which which will become increasingly 

important in future years. There has of course been some analysis by 

local area of benefits and tax credits, particularly by academics in 

Sheffield, which has shown that the impact is much greater for more 

disadvantaged areas. Localisation means that some relevant policies 

have been devolved, not just to different countries but also to local 

authorities. This includes parts of the Social Fund which are not usually 

included in distributional analysis, because they are one-off payments - 

but they are nonetheless a crucial last resort and safety net for people. It 

also includes Council Tax Benefit, which has been cut by 10% (with 

pensioners being protected - so the change for those people of working 

age who have to pay a contribution towards council tax is even greater). 

This is one of the worst of all the changes, I believe, because there has 

been no compensation in benefit levels at all.  
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That brings me to a more general point about analysis of income 

inequality and poverty. Like most analyses, including our official annual 

poverty figures, John's was based on disposable household income. As 

he said, quite rightly, that means that the impact of indirect tax is not 

included, which means that the regressive impact of the VAT increase 

by the current government is excluded. It also means that the differential 

inflation - which he discusses in the report - which has been experienced 

by those on low incomes is not necessarily included in terms of its 

impact. Also the impact of different costs is not included, apart from 

looking at income before housing costs and after. This is not a criticism – 

everyone does this. What he talks about in terms of assessing the 

impact on services was taking differential need into account; but we 

don't take differential need into account in terms of looking at disposable 

income – apart from looking at after housing costs as well as before, and 

this changes the composition of people in poverty as well as the volume 

in terms of the numbers of people in poverty. In particular, it means that 

there are more lone parents in poverty and fewer old age pensioners. 

But we have never included disability costs in our portrayal of disposable 

income – whereas we do include the impact of the extra benefit that 

people get for those disability costs. The same is true for childcare costs, 

which I think is increasingly important. So we count the income given to 

help you with child care costs; but we don't count the childcare costs 

having to be paid by people.  

There are two more things I wanted to talk about which can only be 

revealed by analysis additional to the kind that has been done here. One 

is the reality of the cumulative impact of policies - and that can't really be 

fully revealed by just looking at average income across groups. For 

some groups the impact of changes is completely devastating - and 

those may be very small groups. Just to give you an example, as Declan 

Gaffney says, some of the harshest measures, like the Bedroom Tax or 

indeed the Benefits Cap, are the least effective in terms of deficit 

reduction because they only hurt small groups. But they do have a huge 

impact on those groups.  

The other thing I wanted to say about cumulative impact is that it isn't 

just additive, it is compounding. You have a family with children affected 

by the Bedroom Tax in social housing and they have to move to private 
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rented housing, that may mean the child has to move school. As Danny 

Dorling from the University of Oxford pointed out, on the basis of a report 

from the Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission, we can see the 

number of children in private rented housing going up. That means that 

they have a less secure life, because the average tenancy in private 

rented housing is shorter than in social housing. The second thing which 

we can't do in terms of analysis like this, but which John himself has 

done work on, is the hardening attitudes towards those people in poverty 

and those on benefits, which compounds the kind of experience that you 

have if you are affected by austerity measures.  

But I want to focus on gender, whilst of course recognising the existence 

of intersectionality and other groups’ experiences. The first thing I want 

to say is that our usual analysis of income and deprivation is done at 

household level. Of course we break that down to individuals; but we 

assume that the income is actually shared equally across the household. 

That is actually the wider household - so it could include other adults 

living with a single person or couples in the household; and I think I'm 

right in saying that wider households are increasing, and may now 

constitute up to 16% or so of those households in which we assume that 

income is equally shared. 

We then analyse the correlations of income with family type and 

economic status by family, by benefit unit, which means a single person 

or a couple with (or without) any dependent children. But then in our 

equalities analysis we want to look at individuals, because those are the 

people who have the protected characteristics that we want to consider. 

So those are some of the difficulties we have in trying to put our 

perspectives together when we look at equality, human rights and social 

justice. As John mentioned, the Equality and Human Rights Commission 

has produced a useful scoping document which he cited to help the 

government try to do cumulative impact assessment by equality groups. 

The original impetus for that was from the Fawcett Society’s Section 31 

judicial review of the government, because the Treasury had not done 

an impact assessment by gender of the 2010 spending plans set out in 

the government’s emergency Budget. The report is a very helpful steer 

for the government - both this one and others in the future - and shows 
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to some extent how it can be done in terms of cumulative impact 

assessment. 

When this report includes services, which it describes as the more 

experimental approach – and which it was noted is highly contested - it 

shows that single women pensioners and lone parents have 

experienced disproportionately high losses (single women pensioners in 

particular because of the social care cuts).  

So what have we learned about gender impact analysis both from the 

Women's Budget Group’s work and from the review of the links between 

gender and poverty that I worked on for the Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation? Both in terms of analysis and pointers for future policy, 

what is important?  

When we look at the impact of policies, the first thing I would say is that 

we don't just look at the household at one point in time, we should also 

look at individuals. And the time span is important - and that is partly 

because the family is a system of distribution, and needs to be 

recognised as such alongside the labour market and the fiscal (tax and 

benefits) system. So if you are concerned with the welfare of all 

individuals in the household, you have to look within the household as 

well. 

That is not just because of hidden poverty within the household, which is 

the (by now well-known) problem of unequal sharing of income and 

other resources within the household. But it is also because financial 

dependence within the household can mean a risk of future poverty, and 

that risk is gendered. It is also because what individual income and other 

resources within the household someone gets can affect both how 

income is spent and the power resources in the household that may 

have an impact on the future poverty of all the individuals living within it.  

I think space is also important. I was very struck by research on gender, 

employment and the local labour market (GELLM) a few years ago, 

which showed that the relative importance of spatial issues may be 

different for men and women because of different responsibilities -  

which are also something that is distributed by the family, as well as 

resources. 
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If you have got care responsibilities, for example, employment 

opportunities locally, transport opportunities locally, and care services to 

help you locally, are all absolutely crucial, because you are not 

necessarily so mobile if you have care responsibilities which take up 

quite a lot of your time. I think it was John and/or his colleagues a few 

years ago who talked about the importance of facilities and services 

being available within a buggy-ride distance from home - and I think that 

is a really important point. Mary-Ann Stevenson, who is here today, has 

done pioneering work in terms of producing a toolkit for analysing the 

gender impact of changes in local services. 

I think we ought to look at the life course as well and its importance to 

gender analysis. One example is the research by the Resolution 

Foundation that showed how women tend to get stuck in low-paid work 

for a long time; and the GELLM research I mentioned earlier also 

showed the same thing. People can get stuck in low-paid, low-status, 

part-time work, and often even after children have grown up they stay in 

the same kind of jobs. 

What we can see now - and particularly since 2013, which is when a lot 

of John's analysis of what is actually happening stops - is that public 

sector jobs are being cut back. And public sector jobs being cut back 

means jobs for women in particular being cut back. Not only that, it 

means that one of the most important places for in work progression for 

women in terms of training for promotion, and so on, is also being cut 

back. Yet in work progression is increasingly seen as an important issue 

by the government and others.  

Another example from the wider Social Policy in a Cold Climate report 

that John was talking about shows not just the 17% cut in funded adult 

learners but also a decline of 40% in part-time and mature student 

participation at university -  which I would argue is also very important for 

women who may only be able to study part time because of caring 

responsibilities, and for whom second chances are particularly important 

if they missed out early on because they were pregnant as a teenager, 

or if they waited until their children had grown up to get back into the 

labour market and learning. 
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In terms of principles for gender impact assessment, as well as looking 

at the individual over the life courses, what else? If we want to develop 

policy measures or analysis of policy which could be more gender 

sensitive, we need to not only think about the amount of resources 

distributed between women and men - as John shows in his analysis - 

but also their impact on the financial security and autonomy of women 

and men, and the make-up, meaning and labelling of those resources. 

That is important in terms of the financial security and autonomy of 

women and men and the impact on their gender roles and relationships.  

Lastly, gender analysis of policies also has implications for macro-

economic strategy. For example, economists such as Sue Himmelweit, 

of the Open University, would argue for a ‘care economy’, and that 

investment in care infrastructure is as important as economic investment 

in the more traditional infrastructure - road rail and construction and so 

on. This has implications for gender employment patterns and also has 

an impact on human outcomes. I would hope to see a gender 

perspective becoming recognised as more important both for analysis of 

the impact of the policies we have been discussing and also as guidance 

for better policies for all.  

Thank you very much 

 


