
The Real Face of Child 
Poverty in the UK in 2017

A Buttle UK report looking at the 
economic impact of poverty on  
UK families, and highlighting the  
turning points for children in crisis.



<02>

Executive Summary

This report sets out to investigate the current reality of living on low incomes in the 
UK today. It highlights the changing profile of those that are disadvantaged and the 
level of insecurity and uncertainty that they face, backed up by data and analysis 
collected by Buttle UK. 

As the country’s largest grant-giving charity that gives funds directly to children, 
young people and families, we have been able to analyse 125,000 grant applications 
made in the last 10 years, creating a unique dataset of the demographics and 
experiences some of the most vulnerable in our society. 

With over 60 years of experience in providing direct grant support, we also seek 
to demonstrate how as little as £1,500, when carefully targeted, can help a family 
overcome a crisis and create a genuine turning point in their lives. 

We look at survey data from our grant recipients and compare this to 
published data on what is happening to low-income families currently, and 
what the challenges they face are.  This provides a description of what life 
is really like on a day-to-day basis for some of the most vulnerable children 
and young people in the UK.

Analysis of 10 years of data from our grant giving, by public information 
statistical experts nkm, reveals the geographical distribution of the most 
vulnerable families in the UK, thereby highlighting regions that may have 
previously gone unnoticed as areas where children, young people and their 
families are facing hidden deprivation. 

Finally, we set out to highlight a potential solution to alleviating the effects 
of this deprivation and the complex social issues that often go alongside it. 
Working with Development Economics, we have conducted an analysis to 
show how giving timely, intelligent interventions to families and children 
living in difficult conditions, through direct grants that carry a relatively 
small cost could, over the medium-to long-term, make a huge impact on 
vulnerable children’s lives, as well as significant savings to the State. 

The report is split into three sections:
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Benefits have been frozen but prices are rising, adding increasing pressure to weekly 
budgets. Child benefit will have risen by just 2 per cent between 2010 and 2020, 
compared with projected price rises of 35 per cent. At the same time they are subject 
to the ‘poverty premium’, where they are paying proportionately more for basic goods 
and services because of their lack of access to cheaper credit, better energy tariffs or 
deals that otherwise penalise low usage, or the inability to buy in bulk. Their insurance 
premiums are higher because of where they live, and these places are often ‘ATM 
deserts’ where the only access to a cash machine will mean a fee. A calculation by 
the End Child Poverty Coalition found that the costs added to the annual budget for a 
typical low-income family could be as much as £1,700 per year. 

These combined pressures make the reality of everyday life incredibly challenging. 
Children themselves are isolated and lack forms of engagement and stimulation 
beyond the home. Their diets are poor. When money is so tight, the ability to meet 
basic material needs is an ongoing battle: a cooker or washing machine breaking 
down – or moving into a new unfurnished property - can create a crisis.

Low-income families are the hardest hit by recent economic  
changes and are subject to a ‘poverty premium’. 

Parents have to make choices between spending money  
on food, bills or their children. 

The key findings are:

There have been some positive aspects the economic recovery - more people are in 
work than ever before. However, at the same time there has been a big shift in those 
classed as experiencing ‘in-work poverty’, a rise of 1.1 million people since 2010/11.  
As a result, two thirds of those children classified as poor are so despite the fact that  
at least one of their parents is in work. More people are living in private rented housing, 
where the costs are high and the tenancies lack stability. The changing pattern of 
housing tenure, and the increasing insecurity in the housing market, is illustrated by  
a staggering 60 per cent rise in the number of evictions by private landlords, between 
2010/11 and 2015/16.

The profile of those families that are struggling most is changing. 
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Lone parents account for nearly two thirds (63 per cent) of crisis cases.

Almost half (44 per cent) of families in crisis lack basic material items 
such as beds, washing machines and children’s clothing.

Buttle UK made the highest number of grants to cities in the North 
of England, Midlands and Scotland, including Sheffield, Birmingham, 
Leeds, Glasgow and Bradford, indicating these areas as home to the 
most vulnerable children and families in the UK.

However, by controlling for the level of need across the UK the data also 
indicated risks of ‘hidden poverty’, where levels of grant giving has not 
reflected the projected demand. These are largely based in unexpected 
areas such as Southern counties including Berkshire and Hampshire, as 
well as coastal areas.

Requests for support spike during summer months as families feel 
pressure of not having school support and free meals.

18,885 washing machines

16,564 cookers

13,311 children’s beds 

9,954 fridge freezers

5,023 grants towards children’s clothing

Over the last 10 years Buttle UK has supplied families with:

Analysis of Buttle UK own grant giving by nkm, a research consultancy specialising in 
administrative data, creates its own revealing picture of the patterns of deprivation in 
the UK. By taking 125,000 grant applications made to us from 10,000 referral agencies 
between 2006 and 2016, and extrapolating on nearly 10 years of our data, we have 
produced information that has never been collected or collated before – data that 
normally sits in siloes within official records.  Our findings reveal the location and nature 
of the highest levels of families in crisis - defined by as being on very low income and 
dealing with complex social issues:

Northern cities are among the UK’s most crisis-stricken  
while southern and coastal areas face hidden poverty. 



A £1,500 grant could result in over £8,000 in savings on education, health, 
policing and social welfare spending. Our analysis shows how a grant to a 
family or young person can reduce absence and exclusion from school, create 
safer homes where there are less accidents and reduce the likelihood of crime 
and anti-social behaviour. The level of savings in these areas over time has 
therefore been calculated from publically available government data.

If the Chances for Children campaign achieves its ultimate goal of raising 
£20 million (equating to a further 13,700 grants) then £133 million of public 
expenditure could be saved over the next 15 years.

However, critically, savings are not just confined to public expenditure. Our 
analysis showed that our goal to raise £20 million, if invested in targeted, 
timely intervention grants, would increase the likelihood of gainful 
employment. Therefore families, children and young people receiving these 
grants would, as a result, have an increased spending power of £37 million.

£1 invested in a Chances for Children grant creates a benefit  
of £6 to the Treasury. This means:

This report demonstrates the huge challenges facing the most disadvantaged families. 
With their limited incomes under increasing pressure they are being forced to make 
impossible choices for their children – between meals, warm clothes and heating their 
homes.  Buttle UK joins the End Child Poverty Coalition’s call to recognise the pressure 
that families are currently under, and in particular reduce the dual impact of changes to 
the welfare system with rising prices by:

Ending the freeze on Child Benefit and Child Tax credits, and reinstating 
the link between annual increases and inflation

Ensure that support with housing costs for families renting privately 
rise in line with increases in local rents.

Our analysis shows that small, targeted investment directly to families – delivered in 
partnership with local support services – can address some of key challenges families 
are facing, creating a genuine chance for change in their lives.  Furthermore, it is a 
cheap, cost effective intervention.  At a time of increasing pressure on public sector 
budgets Buttle UK calls on the government and the social care sector to:

Take the learning from direct grant giving, and how the integration  
of this approach can improve the impact of a range of local services.

Work with us to achieve our ultimate goal of making an additional £20 
million available for these families through the Chances for Children grants.
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