BRIEFING PAPER – NORTHERN IRELAND

From poverty to flourishing
– Bringing psychology into
action on poverty
Poverty is a systemic crisis in the UK. An estimated 14.3 million people are living
in poverty. Of these, 8.5 million are working-age adults, 4.5 million are children,
and 1.3 million are of pension age.1
Across Northern Ireland, an estimated 400,000 people are living in poverty. Of these,
an estimated, 250,000 are working-age adults, 115,000 are children, and 38,000
are of pension age.2,3
In total 21% of the Northern Ireland’s population are living in poverty.

These statistics present the stark reality of poverty in Northern Ireland over the last
year, however the coronavirus crisis will undoubtedly exacerbate this situation. The
full effects will not be known for some time, but they are likely to be lasting. Despite
government action to try to protect workers and businesses, inevitably there have been
thousands of job losses and many more people are struggling to make ends meet.
Already, we are seeing rises in the number of people turning to the state and third
sector for help. For example, the unemployment claimant count for Northern Ireland as
of June stands at 65,200; this is double the figure of 29,800 for February, the month
before the coronavirus crisis.4 During the first week after lockdown, the Trussell Trust
said it experienced its busiest ever period, issuing 50,000 food parcels in the space
of a week, almost double its usual volume.5 Data from the Trussell Trust shows that all
four nations of the UK have seen significant increases in need for food bank support
this April when compared to April 2019, with Northern Ireland seeing an 142%
increase in the number of all people fed, and an 128% increase in the number of
children fed. This is compared to 89% and 107% respectively for the UK as a whole.
It is imperative that Westminster and the devolved Assemblies/Parliament take swift
action and that policy interventions are quickly developed, to address the challenge of
poverty in the longer term.
This is an issue that many different campaign groups have been leading on for some
time. The BPS is seeking to complement this critical work by providing insight into the
psychological impact of poverty and the ways in which psychological research can help
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to effectively reduce it. Effective solutions exist, so the interventions we recommend are unlikely to
be unique. By helping to deepen policy-makers’ understanding of the psychological underpinnings of
why they work, we hope to strengthen the case for implementing these interventions.
This briefing sets out our intended approach to our campaign and the way in which psychology can
help inform a more effective approach to developing policy that will tackle poverty. Our discipline’s
research base on poverty is expanding and we will incorporate the latest evidence into our
recommendations to government and to refine our approach in light of the pandemic.
The UK government and regional Assemblies need to tackle poverty and begin a process to
understand the evidence and develop a full strategy to achieve this. In light of the current
circumstances, this has never been more important. To some extent this is already happening at a
devolved level, but the government in Westminster must lead by example to ensure that poverty and
deprivation is addressed right across the UK.
The BPS calls on the Northern Ireland Assembly to introduce a comprehensive
cross-departmental Anti-Poverty Strategy that aims to move people from being in
poverty to flourishing.

PSYCHOLOGY AND POVERT Y
Poverty and social inequality are persistent, systemic, multifaceted problems with wide-ranging
consequences for individuals, families and communities. Once started, the cycle of poverty is hard
to break, and this can be hugely damaging to people’s lives, their prosperity, their dignity, and
their physical and mental health.
Psychological evidence enables us to identify and understand some of the barriers that
policy approaches to addressing poverty can create, which can be detrimental to efforts to
improve people’s life chances. Using psychological approaches when designing and delivering
policy is vital.
‘Psychological research has shown that the experience of poverty significantly influences the
way we think, feel and act. Understanding the psychological (and neurophysiological) effects
of poverty is a crucial step in ensuring the effectiveness of poverty-reduction initiatives.’
								Joseph Rowntree Foundation

There has been a prevailing perception in our society that people who experience poverty are to
blame for their situation and an attitude from many that they just need to ‘pull themselves up
by the bootstraps’. This discourse is inaccurate and unhelpful and ignores the evidence of core
psychological approaches, such as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs6 and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological
systems theory.7 This clearly demonstrates that until the ‘basics’ in someone’s life are right, such
as a safe place to live, access to sufficient food and water, and clothing, they are unlikely to have
good mental wellbeing and be in a position to achieve their potential.
This casting of blame creates a negative psychological impact on those experiencing poverty and
can impact how policymakers view those in poverty, and therefore the approaches they take to
helping them. It can create confirmation bias that pushes decision making into areas that feel
comfortable for those making policy decisions, enabling them to confirm rather than challenge
their world view.
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• Those in poverty are stereotyped as ‘lacking warmth and competence’, which creates ‘contempt,
harmful behaviours towards this group and belief that poverty results from personal failings’.
• This acts as an ‘impediment to policy-makers seeking to tackle poverty’.
• Those experiencing poverty have low levels of confidence in their ability to succeed which has
a negative impact on physical and psychological health as well as reduced educational and
professional attainment.8
There is a vital need to challenge these assumptions about those experiencing poverty and ensure
a shift in the mindset of policy-makers. This could shift in the aftermath of the coronavirus,
given the number of people that have turned to Universal Credit and food banks that had never
previously sought this type of support before. Broader public perceptions of those living in poverty
may shift, and this must be reflected in the approach from policy-makers.
Psychology has a crucial role to play in ensuring that policy on poverty is developed in the right
way and the BPS will be calling for a psychologically informed approach to a new Anti-Poverty
Strategy and all related policy development. This will be increasingly important as we move out
of the current crisis and the country has to deal with the socio-economic ramifications of the
measures introduced to save lives and protect the NHS.
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The Joseph Rowntree Foundation has found that:

M E N TA L H E A LT H N E E D S
As well as helping to shape the way society and the UK governments approach poverty, psychology
also has an important role to play in supporting the psychological wellbeing of those experiencing
it. Mental ill-health can be both a cause of, and a result of, experiencing poverty.9
It is crucial not only that support is provided for those struggling with mental health difficulties,
but also that the right interventions are provided to help improve resilience. It should be noted,
resilience is not an individual characteristic but an interaction between the child/person and
their environment. Policy-makers need to consider ways of building resilient communities in
which individuals can develop. This underpins much of the BPS’s campaign work and we will
be continuing to champion the need for psychological provision for babies, toddlers and young
children, as well as support for school-age children.

GOVERNMENT APPROACH TO POVERTY
The UK government’s position on poverty has varied over the past decade. From David Cameron’s
abolition of poverty targets and his reforms to the welfare state, to Theresa May’s desire to tackle
‘burning injustices’, to Boris Johnson’s belief that ‘the best route out of poverty is not benefits
but work’, every successive Prime Minister over the last ten years has had a different approach to
tackling poverty.
However, at a time when 22% of the UK population live in poverty, there is clearly more to be
done. This will be even more pressing given the impact of the coronavirus crisis.
With the restoration of the Northern Ireland Assembly in January 2020, the ‘New Decade
New Approach’10 agreement stated that the NI Executive aims to ‘improve wellbeing for all by
tackling disadvantage and driving economic growth on the basis of objective need’. The Covid-19
pandemic put a hold on the work of the implementation of ‘New Decade New Approach’, however,
the NI Executive have stated that they will be informed by a detailed stakeholder engagement
process, and afterwards the Executive will publish a new strategic level outcomes-based
Programme for government.
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This approach will build on the existing draft framework of 12 outcomes as stated in the previous
draft Programme for government and will be underpinned by an Anti-Poverty and Child Poverty
Strategy. A co-design, co-production approach will be taken to the development of an Anti-Poverty
and Child Poverty Strategy by the Department for Communities.
It is also worth noting that there is a statutory obligation in section 28E11 of the Northern Ireland
Act 1998 for the Executive to ‘adopt a strategy setting out how it proposes to tackle poverty, social
exclusion and patterns of deprivation based on objective need’.
Reducing poverty and social inequality is a long-term goal that requires a coordinated approach
and central leadership to be achieved. The Society welcomes the NI Executive’s commitment
through the ‘New Decade New Approach’ Agreement to tackle poverty and disadvantage. In
particular, we would like to welcome the recent statements from Communities Minister, Deirdre
Hargey MLA, ‘Poverty is experienced right across our community, in towns and cities and in rural
and border communities. In 2017/18 approximately 292,000 people – 85,000 of them children
- were living in poverty. That is unacceptable. It demonstrates the scale of the challenge and the
unacceptable experience of those suffering poverty.’ 12
Though some of the measures noted above had begun to be taken forward, until the coronavirus
pandemic required government intervention, poverty reduction did not appear to be high up on the
national policy agenda.
While the immediate actions taken in response to the crisis to protect people’s jobs and financial
security are welcome, the pandemic will not last forever. However, its impact on the livelihoods and
financial situation of many people will be significant in the longer term. The need for the government
to take longer term action to alleviate the evident increase in poverty will be even more urgent.
From a devolved perspective, the Northern Ireland Executive’s 2016 ‘Child Poverty Strategy’13
sets out the measures it is taking to ensure, as far as possible, that children in Northern Ireland
do not experience socio-economic disadvantage. The strategy, which will be incorporated into
the Communities Ministers commitment for a new anti-poverty strategy, focuses on tackling the
causes and consequences of child poverty – to ensure families have the incomes to support their
households’ needs and that children who grow up in low-income families thrive and look forward
with confidence to the future.
The Northern Ireland Executive must follow through on its commitment of developing a
comprehensive, cross-departmental Anti-Poverty Strategy. In doing so, the Executive should
take a systemic and psychological approach to addressing poverty that seeks to increase
access to societal and community resources to create flourishing families and communities.

The BPS is working with our members to explore the evidence-base to understand which policy
interventions would have the most tangible impact on lifting people out of poverty. This will feed
into the development of a more detailed approach from the BPS, which will focus on the following
priority groups.
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In order to flourish, some families need support across the board. Family Hubs and children’s
centres have played an important role in bringing together support for families in need, but their
funding is limited and the support is not evenly accessible across the UK.
More broadly, issues regarding the welfare system also impact families living in poverty. In recent
times, the UK government has introduced benefit reforms that have reduced overall welfare
expenditure. These benefits cuts have added huge pressures to families managing increasing costs
of living, and in many cases have made childcare, paying bills and buying food unaffordable.
Though in the case of Northern Ireland these cuts have been somewhat offset by the provision
of supplementary payments to protect claimants. At a time when increasing numbers of people
are applying for Universal Credit, a de-stigmatised and accessible welfare system is essential.
Psychology can play an important role in redefining Westminster’s approach to this, particularly in
relation to issues like the use of sanctions.
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FAMILIES

CHILDREN’S DEVELOPMENT
Children’s development, and their educational performance, can be adversely affected by
experience of poverty. The attainment gap between disadvantaged children and their more
advantaged peers is already evident when starting school at age five, with the gap between them
the equivalent of 4.3 months of learning.14
Educational development, psychological resilience and emotional and social development are
equally important aspects of school readiness and success. Much greater emphasis must be
placed on supporting these aspects of development, which are important to a child flourishing and
thriving at school. This is a core recommendation of the BPS’ campaign for the development of an
under-fives health and wellbeing strategy.
Schools also play a very important role in supporting children’s development and countering the
impact of poverty on their academic success. The BPS is already campaigning on ways to improve
mental health and wellbeing support in schools, but there are other measures that must be
developed to provide better support for vulnerable young people. For example, as part of work on an
Anti-Poverty Strategy, the government could consider reviewing the application and effectiveness
of the pupil premium to explore how it could better support children living in poverty. This must be
psychologically informed to ensure the most effective interventions are prioritised.

COMMUNITY RESILIENCE
Community resilience has an important part to play in protecting local areas from the worst
impacts of economic adversity and experience of poverty. There are many examples of community
programmes across Northern Ireland that have achieved positive outcomes for disadvantaged
communities. This includes the Storehouse Belfast15 which has prioritised Provision – Providing
good quality essentials to all in need, Community – Creating opportunities for anyone to step out
of isolation into a positive, supportive community and Growth – Encouraging individuals to develop
a healthy view of self and overcome hurdles to flourishing.
Small amounts of investment can make a big difference to communities. The NI Executive should
continue working closely with local councils, the voluntary and community sectors to understand
the value of these types of programmes, and the most psychologically informed approach
to providing support, particularly to help ‘level up’ those areas most impacted by economic
downturns in relation to coronavirus.
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NEXT STEPS
We are in the early stages of our campaign and the details set out above are underpinning our
approach to this work. However, we would welcome the opportunity to collaborate with partners
on the shared goal of putting flourishing at the heart of government policymaking, to ensure
meaningful action is taken to tackle poverty and better support communities, families and
individuals.
We will shortly be publishing briefing notes setting out more detail about how psychology can help
inform this debate with respect to the following areas:
• Tackling the foundations of poverty: How a psychological approach to policy can help get the
basics right.
• Empowerment and agency.
• Community resilience.
In the meantime, we urge the government to place action on tackling poverty at the heart of their
longer term approach to domestic policy. The current crisis facing the country means this has
never been more important.

ABOUT THE BPS
The British Psychological Society is the representative body for Psychology and Psychologists in
the UK. We are responsible for the promotion of excellence and ethical practice in the science,
education, and practical applications of Psychology. We have over 60,000 members and
subscribers across the UK, ranging from students to qualified Psychologists.
For further information, please contact policy@bps.org.uk
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