
“Feckless Families and Workshy Skivers”  
What role does ‘Poverty Porn’ play in Welfare 
Reform (and Workfare Programmes)? 
 
 

These slides from a combination of  Imogen Tyler, Kim Allen and  Tracey  Jensen’s work on ‘poverty porn and welfare reform 



• Since global financial banking crisis (2008) austerity measures 
introduced 

• Blame for financial crisis shifted from Bankers to Benefits Claimants 

• How? Why? 

• The richest segment of the population has continued to get richer-
rise in wages at the top 

• Increasing poverty at the bottom 

 

• public consent for punishing welfare reforms  



Escalating inequalities –the elites profit from 
‘crisis’ and from ‘austerity’ 

incomes of those under 30 have fallen 13%, more than anyone 
else’s  



Employment but also underemployed 

Why is it that unemployment is falling, but 

wages and income tax revenues aren't 
growing?  

http://www.blog.rippedoffbritons.com/2014/10/graphs-at-glance-why-is-it-that.html
http://www.blog.rippedoffbritons.com/2014/10/graphs-at-glance-why-is-it-that.html
http://www.blog.rippedoffbritons.com/2014/10/graphs-at-glance-why-is-it-that.html


When you work hard and still sometimes have to go without the things you want because times are tough it is 
maddening to know that there are some people who could work but just don’t want to. You know the people I 
mean. You walk down the road on your way to work and you see the curtains drawn in their house. You know they 
could work and they chose not to. And just as maddening is the fact that they seem to get away with it. (David 
Cameron, 2011, The Sun) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0YBumQHPAeU&feature=youtu.be


Office of National Statistics infograph  



Office of National Statistics infograph  

 

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation's report "Coping 
with the cuts? Local government and poorer 
communities" shows that spending cuts in more 
deprived local authority areas are systematically 
greater than in affluent local authority areas. The 
difference between most affluent and most 
deprived being about £100 per head 

http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/coping-with-cuts
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/coping-with-cuts
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/coping-with-cuts


Gendered Austerity: growth in child poverty, 
increase in gender pay gap, women effected most 

• Women’s Budget Group 
• Fawcet Society  
• Institute for Fiscal Studies 
• Women’s Resource Network 
• North East Women’s Service 
• Money Advice Service 
• TUC 
• European Women’s Lobby 
• House  of Commons Library 
 And many  more… 



Sum up so far 
The global banking crisis has been used 
as an opportunity to escalate an existing 
process of growing wealth at the top, 
and ‘punishing’ those in the middle and 
at the bottom 





A 101 deconstruction of “postwelfare” ideology 
@rustyrockets:  
 
"Is It Your Fault You're Poor?“ 
http://youtu.be/4Hj8pTdpxQI 

https://twitter.com/rustyrockets
https://twitter.com/rustyrockets
http://youtu.be/4Hj8pTdpxQI
http://youtu.be/4Hj8pTdpxQI
http://youtu.be/4Hj8pTdpxQI


British Social Attitudes,2012 

Question for 
today- why do 
we consent to 
these incredible 
inequalities?  







The rise of ‘Poverty porn’ 

‘Benefits Street’ (Channel 4); ‘People Like Us’ (BBC3); ‘How to get a council house’ 

(Channel 4); ‘Nick and Margaret: we all pay your benefits’ (BBC); ‘On Benefits and 

Proud’ (Channel 5); ‘Skint’ (Channel 4) 

‘Poverty Porn’: a new genre of lifestyle television about “real people’s” 

experiences of poverty, employment and welfare. 

Re-animates contemporary anxieties and concerns around so-called ‘problems’ of 

'welfare dependency', 'cultures of entitlement' and 'irresponsibility’ (Tracey 

Jensen, 2013) 

‘The objectification of the poor for other’s enjoyment’ (Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation) 



WHY DOES IT MATTER? MEDIA AS 

CONSENSUS APPARATUS   

‘There is a collusion between media and political elite in producing particular 
common-sense ideas about poverty’ (Tom Slater and Steve Crossley, 2014) 

 

The welfare ‘scrounger’ can be seen to operate like ‘the mugger’ of Hall et al’s 
Policing the Crisis (1978) – repeated ‘figure’ across media, policy, etc 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this way, the media is seen to operate as a ‘Consensus Apparatus’ that help 
generate consent for welfare reform.  They incite feelings of anger and resentment 
towards ‘the poor’. 

 

 

 
‘These ideological conductors are symbolic and material scapegoats, the mediating 
agencies through which the social decomposition effected by market deregulation and 
welfare retrenchment are legitimated. Through these figures, existing historical beliefs 
and prejudices about particular populations coalesce with the current fears and 
anxieties of precarious populations’ (Imogen Tyler, 2013: 73) 
 



 

 

[Ev]ery time people look at White Dee … it will 

serve as a reminder to people of the mess the 

benefits system is in and how badly Iain Duncan 

Smith’s reforms are needed. White Dee is bone idle 

and doesn’t want to work another day in her life 

and has no intention of finding a job. She expects 

the taxpayer to fund her life on benefits – 

Conservative MP Philip Davies, 2014  

 

White Dee sums up everything that is wrong with 

this country today. With her two children by two 

different but absent fathers, her fags and her 

telly, her long-term unemployment (she last worked 

in 2007) and indolent ways, some see her as the 

ultimate poster girl for Benefits Britain. – Jan Moir 

2014, Daily Mail   



Benefits street: ‘exposing the 

realities of welfare ghettos?  

‘Benefits Street exposed… the series is the latest evidence of the way work-shy 

Britons have milked a system that continues to pay out like a limitless cash 

machine (The Express, January 2014) 
 

‘I defend our right – and the necessity – to tell the stories of some of the 

distressed parts of our society.’ (Howard Lee, Channel 4) 
 

‘The truth is getting out…. Don't pretend benefits street is fiction…Far from a 

one-off, clusters of social breakdown blight thousands of similar streets across 

Britain’  (Christian Guy, Centre for Social Justice) 
 

‘We let these problems be ghettoised as though they were a different country. 

Even now, for the most part they remain out of sight – meaning people are 

shocked when they are confronted with a TV programme such as Benefits 

Street…The reality is that our welfare system has become distorted’  (Iain 

Duncan Smith, Secretary of State for Work and Pensions) 

 



 

White Dee and the ‘benefits mum’  

‘Across the media we find the figure of 

the single mother with several children 

fathered by different men, reliant on 

benefits, living in a council house, and 

with an appearance which suggests lack 

of attention to body image, all of which 

within today’s moral universe imply 

fecklessness, promiscuity and inadequate 

parenting’ (McRobbie 2013: 122) 

 

 

 



 

Behind the myths: What stories of poverty 

are missing? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are generations of families who 

have never worked 

Only 0.3% of  households have more than 2 

generations that have not worked  

Public spending is high because of 

benefits cheats and fraudsters 

Just 0.7% of  the benefits bill is spent on benefit 

fraud. This equals £1 billion, compared to £70 

billion lost because of  illegal tax evasion 

Most public spending goes on the 

unemployed  

The largest chunk of  social security spending goes 

to pensioners 

We are spending too much money on 

large families or ‘benefits broods’ 

Families with 5+ children make up just 1% of  

benefit claims. There are only 180 families with 

10+ kids. 

Work is the best way out of poverty Low paid work is a significant cause of  poverty. 

There has been a big increase in in-work poverty 

and most people classed as ‘in poverty’ have a job; 

58% of  children in poverty have at least one 

parent in paid work 

Sources: Baumberg et al (2013) ‘Exposing the myths of welfare’ for Class and Red 

Pepper; and the CPAG  



Debunking myths of work-shy Britons 

Professors Tracy Shildrick and Rob Macdonald: debunking myth of generations 

of worklessness  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JmENKyKeeAU


AN ALTERNATIVE? 

 

“The media have been criticized…. for creating or 

reinforcing negative stereotypes and labelling people in 

poverty as ‘scroungers’, ‘feckless’ or ‘lazy’.  Journalists can 

play a valuable role in challenging the groundswell of 

belief that people are in poverty because of their own  

behaviour and inadequacies and could get out of it if they 

pulled themselves together…. The media can tackle these 

prejudices as it has helped to tackle other forms of  

discrimination, such as racism”   

 

(Joseph Rowntree Foundation, ‘Reporting poverty in the UK: 

A practical guide for journalists’, 2009) 

 



GRASS ROOTS RESISTANCE 

TO POVERTY PORN 

 

 

 



‘SHAFTING SHADSWORTH:  

A FILM-MAKERS GUIDE’ 

 

 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sMxje7jJ-7g


Two days ago- MP’s cannot be bothered to debate 
living wage despite 5 million on poverty wages—
wages are not enough to survive on fuel, food, 
housing costs escalating  




