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Percentage point change in poverty rates in suburban Leeds, 2001-11

Source: Author’s analysis based on data from Office for National Statistics, 2011 census and 2001 census, and DWP data
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What caused the changes? 
Looking across the eight cities, there is a wide variation in changes 
between their suburban and non-suburban areas. The table below 
compares the percentage change by indicator and per head, and 
subtracts the non-suburban score from the suburban. A positive 
number indicates that suburbs are becoming poorer at a faster 
rate than non-suburbs or not improving as fast as non-suburbs. 
A negative number implies the opposite. 

The table shows the change is much more noticeable in the 
eight cities than nationwide. This suggests that change is most 
pronounced in England’s major cities and their surrounding 
suburban areas than for the country as a whole. Comparing each 
of the eight cities with the others in terms of poverty indicators 
shows that:

•	 Birmingham suburbs experienced above-average rises in 
social housing, self-employment and those in the category 
of workless (other).

•	 Birmingham + suburbs saw larger-than-average increases 
in workless (other) individuals, pension credit claimants and 
lone parenthood. 

•	 Manchester suburbs saw above-average rises across a 
wider range of indicators than most cities, most noticeably 
in self-employment, part-time working, pension credit 
claimants and those renting from a social landlord.

•	 Manchester + suburbs experienced above-average rises in 
pension credit recipients and self-employment. Liverpool 
suburbs saw above-average rises in part-time working, 
workless (other) individuals and self-employment. 

•	 Liverpool + suburbs followed a similar trend to Liverpool 
but less pronounced.

•	 Sheffield suburbs experienced above-average rises in self-
employment, unemployment, social renting, those with a 
disability and lone parents.

•	 Sheffield + suburbs saw higher rises in self-employment 
and unemployment. 

•	 Leeds suburbs saw above-average changes in pension 
credit and in self-employment.

•	 Leeds + suburbs experienced a marked change in part-
time working, workless (other) and self-employment.

•	 Newcastle suburbs showed an above-average increase 
in self-employment, pension credit claimants and lone 
parents. 

•	 Newcastle + suburbs experienced a much smaller level 
of change, with the highest rises in self-employment and 
workless (other) individuals.

•	 Bristol suburbs saw above-average rises in disability, lone 
parents, pension credit claimants and unemployment. 

•	 Bristol + suburbs experienced above-average change in 
private renting and unemployment. 

•	 London suburbs saw above-average rises in social housing, 
workless (other) and unemployment. 

Narrowing in poverty indicators between suburbs and non-suburbs, 2001-11
Percentage point change per head (positive numbers denote suburbs becoming relatively worse) 

 Part-time Work-less Dis-abled
Lone 
parent

Over-
crowded

Private 
renting

Social 
housing

Pension 
credit

Un-
employed

No car
Self-
employed

England & 
Wales

-1% 3% 4% 5% -6% 30% 2% 7% 16% -6% 9%

London 0% 18% 10% 10% -4% 2% 39% 11% 30% -14% 14%

Birmingham 3% 27% 15% 20% -58% 8% 29% 18% -11% 9% 24%

Birmingham 
+

3% 20% 11% 16% -53% 21% 16% 18% -18% 3% 18%

Manchester 17% 24% 21% 14% -53% -26% 30% 32% 27% 1% 34%

Manchester 
+

5% 19% 12% 12% -59% -13% 14% 88% 11% -4% 17%

Liverpool 15% 26% 13% 18% -78% -24% 5% 16% 5% -8% 32%

Liverpool + 10% 26% 10% 16% -73% -19% 5% 15% -3% -9% 25%

Sheffield 11% 24% 22% 24% -160% -14% 39% 30% 42% 8% 27%

Sheffield + 9% 20% 14% 16% -127% 4% 21% 20% 27% 4% 25%

Leeds 3% 10% 7% 10% -174% 21% 7% 18% -2% -4% 15%

Leeds + 46% 65% 4% 6% -67% 27% 2% 11% 15% -4% 14%

Newcastle 12% 23% 15% 21% -53% -2% 14% 27% 24% 5% 29%

Newcastle + 8% 22% 8% 13% -33% 14% 5% 15% 7% 0% 22%

Bristol 1% 9% 13% 13% -71% 16% 0% 24% 26% -15% 15%

Bristol + 1% 13% 11% 9% -47% 35% 0% 22% 25% -8% 11%

Source: Author’s analysis based on data from Office for National Statistics, 2011 census and 2001 census, and DWP data
Note: + means including local authorities immediately surrounding the city, see page 16 for full details
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The maps also suggest that the inner suburbs in these cities may 
have fared better, while the outer suburban ring experienced 
higher increases in the rate of poverty. The causes of these changes 
varied widely between places, as did the relative shift of poverty 
to suburbs. 

The following graph summarises the shift in poverty between 
suburban and non-suburban areas for the eight cities during the 
period 2001-11 (negative numbers indicate a narrowing of the 
poverty rate between suburban and non-suburban areas).

The eight cities since 2008
Looking at the four means-tested benefits explored in the 
previous section also adds to our understanding of change 
since the onset of the recession. The eight urban areas tended 
to have a higher starting point than suburbs in general, and in 
most cases higher than non-suburban areas. Furthermore, the 
rate of increase for the suburbs in these cities was usually higher 
than the non-suburban average. There was some variation in the 
starting point for the various benefits, notably the Manchester 
and Liverpool suburbs having higher rates than other areas. The 
following can be observed across the indicators: 

•	 Income support: There was a drop in income support 
across all areas examined in this report averaging around 
50%, which was in line with suburbs across the country.

•	 Jobseeker’s allowance: The increase in the proportion of 
people claiming varied widely, with Manchester, Sheffield, 
Leeds and Bristol seeing far higher rises, but less noticeable 
changes in Liverpool and Birmingham, which already had 
high rates.

•	 Disability living allowance: Rises were below the national 
suburban average in all but Leeds and Bristol.

•	 Pension credit: Birmingham, Sheffield, Leeds and Bristol 
saw above-average increases against the suburb average.

Summary
In summary, suburbs in the eight cities examined produce a mixed 
picture. Poverty levels remained higher than national suburban 
averages, and there was a noticeable worsening in the positions 
relative to the national average in the suburban areas of Sheffield, 
Leeds and Bristol. Compared with the non-suburban average, 
the four major cities of Liverpool, Birmingham, Manchester and 
London saw their relative position improved. 

This chapter has shown that particular types of poverty and 
particular poverty-related issues are more common in suburbs, 
not least lone-parent households and older people. However, as 
the data shows, there are large variations across the indicators in 
the different cities. This implies that a one-size-fits-all approach to 
poverty in suburbia would miss the varied experience of different 
suburbs, not only across the country but also within cities. 

Narrowing in poverty rates between suburbs and non-suburbs, 2001-11
Percentage point change (minus denotes a narrowing in gap between suburbs and urban areas)

Source: Author’s analysis based on data from Office for National Statistics, 2011 census and 2001 census, and DWP data
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Percentage change in benefit claim
ants, 2001-11 
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2008 JSA
1.3%

2.9%
2.4%

2.1%
1.5%

2.8%
2.3%

1.4%
1.4%

1.5%
1.5%

1.8%
1.8%

1.0%
0.8%

1.2%
1.4%

2013 JSA
2.5%

4.3%
3.9%

3.9%
2.9%

3.7%
3.3%

3.0%
3.1%

3.1%
3.2%

3.2%
3.2%

2.4%
2.0%

2.1%
2.4%

2008 IS
3.5%

5.2%
4.4%

7.1%
4.4%

6.7%
5.7%

3.7%
3.8%

3.3%
3.7%

4.7%
4.2%

4.2%
3.3%

3.5%
3.5%

2013 IS
1.8%

2.7%
2.4%

3.3%
2.2%

3.2%
2.8%

2.0%
2.1%

1.9%
2.0%

2.5%
2.2%

2.4%
1.8%

1.7%
1.7%

2008 DLA
5.1%

5.9%
5.8%

6.9%
6.1%

9.5%
8.7%

5.8%
6.4%

4.8%
5.6%

6.0%
6.3%

5.0%
4.5%

3.5%
4.5%

2013 DLA
5.6%

6.3%
6.2%

7.4%
6.5%

9.6%
8.9%

6.2%
6.8%

5.4%
6.0%

6.6%
6.8%

5.9%
5.2%

3.8%
4.8%

2008 PC
3.6%

4.8%
4.8%

4.8%
4.0%

5.9%
5.4%

4.4%
4.4%

3.6%
3.8%

4.5%
4.8%

3.5%
3.2%

2.9%
3.4%

2013 PC
3.2%

4.0%
4.0%

4.2%
3.5%

5.2%
4.9%

3.7%
3.7%

3.3%
3.3%

3.9%
4.2%

3.1%
2.9%

2.5%
2.9%

JSA
1.1%

1.4%
1.5%

1.8%
1.4%

0.9%
1.0%

1.6%
1.7%

1.6%
1.7%

1.4%
1.4%

1.4%
1.2%

0.9%
1.0%

IS
-1.6%

-2.5%
-2.1%

-3.8%
-2.2%

-3.5%
-2.9%

-1.7%
-1.8%

-1.4%
-1.7%

-2.2%
-2.0%

-1.8%
-1.4%

-1.8%
-1.8%

DLA
0.5%

0.4%
0.4%

0.4%
0.4%

0.1%
0.2%

0.5%
0.4%

0.6%
0.4%

0.6%
0.6%

0.9%
0.8%

0.3%
0.3%

PC
-0.4%

-0.8%
-0.7%

-0.6%
-0.5%

-0.7%
-0.6%

-0.7%
-0.7%

-0.4%
-0.5%

-0.6%
-0.6%

-0.4%
-0.3%

-0.3%
-0.4%

JSA
85.3%

46.3%
61.2%

85.3%
98.0%

31.8%
44.5%

117.5%
120.0%

109.6%
112.8%

80.8%
76.9%

145.0%
144.4%

76.3%
73.9%

IS
-47.2%

-47.5%
-47.1%

-54.0%
-50.4%

-52.3%
-50.7%

-46.1%
-45.8%

-43.0%
-45.2%

-47.1%
-47.5%

-43.9%
-44.2%

-51.8%
-51.3%

DLA
8.8%

6.3%
6.9%

6.2%
6.3%

0.9%
2.6%

8.5%
6.9%

12.6%
7.4%

10.0%
8.7%

17.9%
17.1%

8.3%
7.5%

PC
-12.2%

-16.3%
-15.5%

-12.5%
-13.2%

-11.9%
-10.1%

-16.5%
-15.4%

-10.3%
-13.1%

-13.6%
-13.3%

-10.6%
-10.4%

-11.3%
-12.9%

Source: Author’s analysis based on data from
 Offi

ce for N
ational Statistics, 2011 census and 2001 census, and DW

P data
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Conclusion and future trends
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Conclusion and future trends

Summary

•	 Around 6.8 million people in suburban areas were in 
poverty in 2011. With changes to the housing market, 
falling real wages and welfare reforms, this figure could 
now be over 7 million.

•	 Poverty in the suburbs could become worse. Ever-higher 
housing costs and welfare reforms could make inner cities 
unaffordable for some on low incomes and could push 
them out to the (cheaper) suburbs.

•	 Moreover, welfare reforms could disproportionately impact 
on some at-risk groups who already live largely in suburbs. 

•	 Suburbs often face a different set of challenges from urban 
and rural areas. However, differences between suburban 
places mean place-based approaches are necessary.

•	 Poor public transport is often a barrier to accessing jobs 
and services in suburbs.

•	 Ensuring poorer households are not isolated in suburbs 
will be a key challenge for both local housing and 
planning policies, as well as to public-sector and voluntary 
organisations providing much-needed support.

•	 There is a compelling case for a suburban renaissance, 
including much-needed investment in the physical and 
social infrastructure of poorer parts of suburbia.

•	 Most people in poverty live in suburban areas, yet there 
remains a lack of information about how suburbs are 
performing.

Most people in England and Wales live in suburbia. While suburbs 
have traditionally been seen as places of relative wealth and 
comfort, the findings in this report suggest that this stereotype 
misses the large numbers of people in poverty living on the edge 
of many of our towns and cities. Indeed, in absolute numbers 
most people in poverty live in the suburbs. In this sense, poverty 
is becoming much more of a problem for our suburbs. 

The report estimates that in 2011 around 6.8 million people 
in neighbourhoods we define as suburban were in poverty (or 
57% of all those in poverty). With increased popularity of cities 
(evidenced by population changes), higher private rents and lack 
of new urban public housing, higher levels of in-work poverty 
and welfare reforms, it is not unreasonable to think that more 
than 7 million people may suffer poverty in suburbia. 

While the concentration of poverty and deprivation is not as high 
as in urban areas, the picture is changing. Over the decade 2001-
11, there was a big rise in the number of small suburban areas 
with above-average levels of poverty. The number of suburban 
areas that had above-average levels of poverty (but were not 
within the poorest 20% of areas) rose by 90%.

The data maps shows that the gap in concentrations of poverty 
is narrowing between urban cores and suburbs in some of our 
major cities. Increasing numbers of suburban neighbourhoods 
have high levels of poverty, bringing major challenges in how 
we support those on low incomes. As the report observes, there 
are unanswered questions about how fit for purpose is the social

and welfare anti-poverty infrastructure in suburbia, especially in 
places where poverty is a relatively new phenomenon. 

Despite the anecdotal evidence of poverty in suburbia, successive 
governments have often focused their neighbourhood renewal 
programmes exclusively on inner cities. Consequently, there 
is something of an information gap on how the suburbs have 
fared. The lack of research and data on the suburbs themselves is 
further complicated by the fact that there is no fixed and official 
definition of suburbia. We hope that by undertaking this research 
we have helped bridge that information gap, and by doing so at 
least pushed the issue of poverty in suburbia a little higher up the 
political and policy agenda. One major step forward in this regard 
would be for the Office for National Statistics and the DCLG to 
gather and publish regular details on how suburbs compare, and 
how they are coping and performing.

Policy solutions
Although a better understanding of poverty in suburbia is a 
necessity, so too are policy solutions. With more suburban areas 
having above-average levels of poverty in 2011 than in 2001, 
there is a need to review existing policies and programmes and 
consider what new interventions might be better suited to poorer 
suburbs. This could include strengthening support networks 
provided by the state and the voluntary or third sector. One of 
the challenges is that the lower population density of suburbs 
means resources are likely to be more thinly spread.

Furthermore, poverty in suburbia may be much harder to detect 
and thereby prevent. Traditional housing estates may well have 
higher concentrations of poverty, but poverty could arguably go 
more easily undetected when hidden behind the door of a semi-
detached house. Poverty is of course a problem wherever it is 
located. The causes of poverty may well be spatially blind, but 
policy responses will need to be tailored to take into account the 
different characteristics of different suburbs. 

As the report highlights, particular household types are more 
common in the suburbs, and some groups at risk of poverty are 
prevalent in suburban areas. The findings suggest that there 
are a higher proportion of lone parents, older people (and older 
people claiming pension credit) and people with a disability in 
the suburbs. Household types and other poverty indicators 
differ between suburban places too, with suburbs in more urban 
areas for instance having higher levels of overcrowding. Indeed, 
different cities and towns each have their own particular labour 
market, transport and housing challenges. However, the report 
demonstrates that these differences are not as great across 
suburbs generally as the divide between rural and urban areas, 
and suburban issues around access to jobs, availability of public 
transport and provision of housing are not the same as those in 
inner cities. 

The following section picks up on some of the broad policy 
themes that might affect suburbs in general. It makes some policy 
observations but is not intended as a prescriptive programme or 
comprehensive set of solutions. 
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Housing 
There are potentially two major causes of rising levels of poverty 
in some suburban areas: first, that those living in suburbs are 
becoming poorer; and second, that poorer people are moving to 
the suburbs. The second of these is in large part related to the way 
that rising housing costs in inner-city areas are driving people 
out to suburban areas in search of cheaper accommodation.

The report has shown that renting has increased at a faster pace in 
suburbs over the past 10  years than it has in non-suburban areas. 
Without a sustained increase in affordable housing provision, it 
seems unlikely that housing costs in high-demand areas will fall 
– indeed evidence shows lower-quartile rents in inner London 
becoming relatively more expensive compared with outer 
London.34 A consequence of this for low-income households will 
be rising levels of overcrowding, squeezed budgets, more acute 
poverty and more people leaving the inner cities (with further 
impacts on urban suburbs). Most commentators in the housing 
market also forecast further expansion of the private rented 
sector beyond London and the inner-city areas.

These trends suggest that increasing numbers of people on lower 
incomes may have to move out of city centres to afford their rent. 
This is likely to be accelerated following changes to local housing 
allowance and reductions in social housing grant. Moreover, the 
welfare cap means that many larger families on lower incomes 
will find it impossible to live in high-demand housing areas. A 
recent study by the Cambridge Centre for Housing & Planning 
Research estimated that there would be a disproportionate 
increase in inner-city areas in London that would be unaffordable 
by 2016.35  

Despite these changes, the impact of housing pressures should 
not be overstated. Those already in social housing are unlikely to 
move (as their rents are lower than in the private sector); those 
able to stay will possibly do so. Given the high concentration of 
social housing in inner-city areas, a sudden, wholesale movement 
of poorer households to the suburbs seems unlikely. 

This pattern of change in renting may continue into the future, but 
what about poverty among homeowners in the suburbs? It seems 
unlikely that poorer people will be able to access homeownership 
in the future, resulting in higher levels of private renting. 
However, current homeowners could face financial problems 
as interest rates increase36 and as interest-only mortgages are 

34  For London the data between 2011 and 2013 shows that lower-quartile rents (which 
poor households are more likely to pay) in inner London experienced rises of 14% (£169 per 
month), compared with 11% (£100) in outer London. Moreover, in absolute terms the gap in 
rents between inner and outer London increased from £320 to £389 – in short, inner London 
was becoming even more expensive.
35 The study found that only 20% of inner London neighbourhoods would be affordable to 
those on low incomes by 2016 (down from 67%), whereas 44% would be affordable in outer 
London (down from 79%). Outer London will therefore have a much higher proportion of 
affordable neighbourhoods by 2016. While this trend is less extreme in other parts of the 
country, it does seem likely that in the future there will be proportionately more low-income 
people renting in suburban areas.
36 Worryingly, the Bank of England has stated: “A rise in interest rates, without a strengthening 
in income, could significantly increase borrower distress and losses to banks. One indication is 
that households accounting for 9% of mortgage debt would need to take some kind of action 
— such as cut essential spending, earn more income (for example, by working longer hours), or 
change mortgage — in order to afford their debt payments if interest rates were to rise by just 
1 percentage point. This would rise to 20% of mortgage debt if interest rates were to rise by 2 
percentage points.” – Bank of England Financial Stability Report, June 2013, No.33

converted to capital-repayment mortgages (a big wave of such 
mortgages will mature in 2017).37 It is unknown whether this is 
likely to affect suburban areas more than others, but the large 
numbers of homeowners living in suburbs suggests that this 
could be the case. Moreover, those in inner-city areas are less 
likely to be in negative equity (given the resilience in prices), so 
will be in a financially more secure position. In addition, housing 
requires constant investment, and for many poorer homeowners 
improvements and adaptations are beyond their means. 

These changes have serious policy implications. If relatively low-
income people move to suburbs, then more appropriate low-cost 
housing will be required. This could mean that new provision of 
social housing (and low-cost housing more generally) is required 
at a faster rate in suburbs than in non-suburban areas. This might 
be happening already, given how social housing is currently 
funded, with receipts from planning gain and limited housing 
grant being used for cheaper development in places where 
land values are lower (such as suburbs). However, repeating the 
mistakes of mono-tenure developments which blighted urban 
(and suburban) areas in the post-war period should clearly be 
avoided. Mixed communities should arguably be as much a 
part of the suburbs as of the inner cities. Connecting suburban 
housing to employment and increasing business investment in 
suburbia will be key components of any suburban renaissance. 
Moreover, if social and low-cost private housing is placed apart 
from wealthier homes and public transport, then the situation 
could become worse for those living in poverty in the suburbs. 

An ageing suburban housing stock also creates some major 
challenges, especially given the much higher levels of 
homeownership in suburbia. With large numbers of private stock 
needing to be retro-fitted to improve energy efficiency, new 
and continued partnerships between homeowners and energy 
companies will be required (not least because average house 
sizes are larger in the suburbs, meaning that the cost to heat 
an average home is greater). Exploring how the state can enable 
poorer, older homeowners to release and use their housing equity 
for repairs and maintenance could also be part of the solution.38 

More generally, improving the suburban fabric should be part 
of any suburban renaissance. Planning, development and 
regeneration could all play their part (not least because too often 
the public realm in suburban areas has lacked investment).39 The 
suburbs will also need to be fully considered in the development 
of city regions and “city deals”. 

Child poverty
Children living in lone-parent households are at a higher risk of 
being in poverty than those in two-parent families. As the report 
shows, more lone parents are found in suburbs than in other 
areas. Indeed, over the period there was a growth in the total 
number of lone-parent families, which was experienced most in 
the suburbs. Single-parent families are also set to increase over 
the coming decade. By 2021 the DCLG forecasts that there will be

37  FCA Mortgage Market Review (2013)
38  For more details, see: Hackett, P and Hunter, P Selling Off the Family Silver (Hanover, 
2013)
39 See: Falk, N “Sustainable Suburbs – Learning from Europe” in Hackett, op cit
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an additional 400,000 lone-parent households in England. If the 
spatial trend continues, then suburbia will be affected relatively 
more. Moreover, the impact of welfare reforms is forecast to 
reverse the progress made on reducing child poverty over the 
last 15 years.40 This negative trend may be more pronounced in 
suburbia. 

If lone-parent households are at greater risk of poverty and more 
of them live in suburbs, then policies that combat child poverty 
will benefit suburbs more – particularly the poorest areas. As the 
data shows, those out of work are most at risk of being in poverty. 
Supporting lone parents back into work through better childcare 
could be a way of ensuring that fewer children face growing up 
in poverty. Moreover, access to local jobs would help, given the 
difficulty that single parents face if commuting long distances to 
work. Clearly, any changes to welfare that reverse the negative 
impacts on poorer households with children would benefit poorer 
suburban areas.

Older people
While inner cities tend to have younger populations, suburbs 
have a relatively greater number of older people. Poverty rates 
among older people have fallen over the last decade, and recent 
welfare reforms have largely left pensioner benefits intact. 

If there is an increased incidence of poverty among older 
people, however, it could well be a result of declining levels of 
homeownership – meaning more older people having to pay 
private rents.41 There are also an increasing number of retired 
people who have not paid off their mortgages, and this is set 
to increase by the end of the decade. As a consequence, many 
may either have to exit homeownership (mortgages are often 
unavailable to those over 75) or struggle to meet mortgage 
repayments.42 Not only could this push more older people into 
poverty, but also those in more affluent areas might need to move 
to a cheaper area in order to find more affordable accommodation 
– for homeowners, such a move might be driven by a need to 
release housing equity. Their likely destination would be poorer 
suburbs. If austerity measures start to seriously target benefits 
to less wealthy older people, these trends could be exacerbated.

Even if the risk of poverty among pensioners remains static into 
the future, the overall numbers of pensioners in poverty would 
rise. The number of households with people aged 65 or over is 
set to increase by 1.2 million or 20% by 2021.43 This could mean 
rising absolute numbers of older people in poverty in suburbia. 
This will inevitably place extra pressure on already stretched local 
authority budgets. 

If poverty among older people in suburbs does rise, then support

40 Although not just for lone-parent child poverty, the IFS has forecasted the impact 
of reforms on child poverty. The picture is bleak, with increases resulting in a return to 
levels similar to those in the late 1990s.
41 Over the last decade the proportion of those aged 45-64 who rented privately rose 
from 5% to 10% (English Housing Survey and Survey of English Housing).
42 At present around 52% of those claiming support for mortgage interest are retired, 
and over the decade approximately £2.4 billion of mortgage debt will mature for those 
over 65 who do not have a plan for repayment. See: Haggart, K “Debt and Equity 
Release” in German, M (ed) Making the Most of Equity Release (Smith Institute, 2012)
43 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/190229/Stats_Release_2011FINALDRAFTv3.pdf

networks for those in poverty will need to improve. This 
would include public services and support from the voluntary 
sector. However, at present anecdotal evidence suggests local 
government cuts are falling disproportionately on the voluntary 
sector, which may leave those most reliant on them more isolated. 
This means that accessing shops and services is likely to become 
even harder in suburban areas, because they are spatially more 
spread out and people there are more reliant on the car. 

There are big challenges about how we adapt to an ageing 
society, including around integrating health and social care and 
greater investment in prevention. These apply across the country 
but are particularly pertinent to suburban areas with their high 
concentrations of older residents.

Disability
Among the biggest losers from austerity measures have been 
disabled people.44 The cuts not only impact on cash transfers (over 
and above general changes, disabled people could be affected 
by changes to incapacity benefit, abolition of the independent 
living fund, and changes from disability living allowance to 
personal independent payment) but also access to care.45 This 
has consequences not only for the life quality of those with a 
disability but also for their potential to enter and remain active in 
the labour market. These changes could mean a proportionately 
larger increase in poverty rates in the suburbs, where the numbers 
of disabled people (and disability living allowance claimants) are 
higher.

Reversing some of the welfare reforms could help reduce poverty 
among those with a disability living in the suburbs. Ensuring 
accessible transport in suburbia could also help people with a 
disability to enter the labour market. 

Jobs and growth
Over the period 2001-11 unemployment rose more rapidly in 
suburban areas. It is difficult to know whether this is a long-term 
trend or a cyclical one affected by the nature of the recession. 
During the same period those who were workless (other) reduced 
in number more dramatically in the non-suburbs. The numbers 
of self-employed moved in the opposite direction, with a bigger 
rise in non-suburbs. While being on a wage below the living 
wage is not an indicator of poverty as such, and the data is only 
available for inner/outer London, the numbers of those on such 
wages increased more dramatically in outer than inner London. 
In both 2005 (the first year the London living wage was set) and 
2012 outer London had 63% of those paid below the London 
living wage, but the proportion of sub-living-wage employees 
was higher in outer London and has increased most there over 
the period.46  

Related to the labour market is the performance of local 
economies. While individual welfare reforms affect particular 

44 In total 3.7 million people will lose £28 billion by 2018 as a result of the welfare 
changes.
45 A coalition of disabled charities has estimated that 105,000 working-age disabled 
people are set to miss out on care and support as a result of cuts to local authority 
budgets. Their survey showed that a third of disabled adults thought they would be 
unable to work, volunteer or train after losing support services.
46 Author’s calculations based on Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings data
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groups, the overall impact on places may have serious implications 
for some suburbs. According to Christina Beatty and Steve 
Fothergill at Sheffield Hallam University, outer London boroughs 
such as Brent, Haringey, Enfield and Ealing feature among the 20 
local authorities worst affected by the welfare reforms – that is, 
the places with the greatest loss per head in welfare.47 Greater 
numbers of lower-income households are likely to constrain local 
economic activity and reduce the number of local jobs. 

Those seeking work in suburbia may face additional difficulties 
accessing the labour market compared with job seekers in inner 
cities. A primary problem is being physically able to attend job 
interviews. The poor transport networks or expensive public 
transport in some suburbs may mean those in poverty struggle to 
find employment. Moreover, when they do find work it could be 
expensive and time-consuming to commute. 

Transport could also be a growing factor in increasing the cost 
of living for those in work living in suburbs. Those in less urban 
areas are less likely to use public transport; and whereas bus fares 
have risen by 30%48 between 2001 and 2013, petrol prices have 
risen by 70%.49 This obviously has a disproportionate effect on 
low-income households in suburbia who are reliant on the car 
because bus services are too infrequent and unreliable (often the 
case in areas in the outer suburbs).

Conclusion
For too long, suburbs – and in particular poverty in suburbia – has 
been overlooked. The findings in the report show that this should 
no longer be the case. The number of suburban areas with above-

47 Beatty, C and Fothergill, S Hitting the Poorest Places Hardest: The Local and 
Regional Impact of Welfare Reform (Sheffield Hallam University, 2013)
48 Department for Transport, Table BUS0405
49 AA Fuel Price Report, January 2001 and October 2013

average levels of poverty looks set to continue rising, as inner 
cities and town centres continue to be popular places for 
wealthier people to live and work.

The image of suburbia as a place of relative affluence may continue 
to hold true in particular parts of the country, yet it is increasingly 
inaccurate. Among other things, scarcity of land for low-cost 
housing in inner cities, along with welfare reforms, appear50 in some 
places to be pushing poverty out from the city centres towards the 
suburbs. In addition, household composition suggests that suburbs 
could become poorer, with rising numbers of lone parents and less-
wealthy older people living in suburban areas. 

These trends are likely to test public services in suburban areas 
and demand new, “localist” policy responses. Before this happens, 
a shift is needed in the way we view both suburbia and how city 
centres connect to their suburbs. 

Suburbs may not be looked upon with great affection by some, 
yet they remain places where people want to live. It is important 
to ensure that what attracted people to suburbia in the first place 
is not eroded. This is not to say suburbs should be only for the 
relatively wealthy, but rather that particular suburbs most in 
need of support should not be overlooked. This requires not only 
renewal and investment in the built environment but also greater 
understanding and focus on other aspects of suburbia, not least 
the resilience of their local economies and social infrastructure. 
In short, we need to reimagine how we view suburbia and rethink 
how we support poorer suburbs. Failure to do so risks overlooking 
the majority of people in poverty. 

50 Indeed, many of the welfare reforms implicitly are in favour of it. David Cameron 
has justified reforms on the grounds that those on middle incomes are not in favour of 
“working hard to give benefits so people can live in homes they couldn’t even dream 
of”.
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Tracking and measuring poverty by place is a difficult task. Official 
measures of poverty, largely conducted by the DWP and reported 
in its Households Below Average Income (HBAI) publications, 
are undertaken using survey results that are then extrapolated 
to give figures for the country. The data is therefore too narrow 
to present the information for areas smaller than the regions. 
The way suburbia is categorised in this report means that data 
is required at LSOA level. As mentioned in the report, census 
questions also do not ask about income. 

One means of tracking poverty could be to use information 
from the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD). The government 
since the 2000s has used this to compile data on deprivation at 
LSOA level. However, there are several problems using this data 
for the task of identifying and tracking poverty in the suburbs. 
As the name suggests, the IMD is an indicator of deprivation 
rather than poverty per se. The measure was originally used for 
resource allocation, and as such is tailored to identifying the 
most deprived communities in order to allocate funding or, more 
recently, to set local priorities. It is also ordinal, which means that 
small increases could result in big changes in ranking – because 
some communities’ scores might be bunched together, especially 
in the middle of the distribution. Having just a handful more 
people out of work could result in an area rising rapidly in the 
IMD table without the area declining very much. 

The challenge is therefore to find ways of measuring poverty 
at the lowest possible level, not least because (as has been 
demonstrated) the “scaling” effects mean that using larger areas 
masks differences in deprivation within the larger unit.51 Bearing 
this in mind, the method adopted in this report is twofold, with 
both aspects using indicators to examine the changes. The 
first looks at the individual indicators associated with poverty. 
However, while indicators are useful in understanding the 
changes, they do not in themselves give a picture of overall 
change. As the geographer Danny Dorling notes, “more simplistic, 
individually focused indicators of poverty can be more headline 
grabbing but are not good measures of poverty or the impacts 
of social policy”.52 Therefore a second approach is adopted that 
bundles together and weights some indicators to create an 
estimate of poverty rates. These indicators have to be available 
at LSOA level in 2001 and 2011 in order to be matched to areas 
categorised as suburban. 

This report uses both information from the census and data from 
the DWP on means-tested benefits. It also draws on approaches 
employed in two studies: Small-area Measures of Income 
Poverty53 and Poverty and Wealth and Place in Britain, 1968 to 
2005.54 The first assesses an indicator’s coverage, validity and 
stability. Coverage refers to the number of people in poverty 
who have a particular characteristic – for example, how many 
households or people in poverty are in receipt of job seeker’s

51 Fenton, A Small-area Measures of Income Poverty and Poverty (LSE, 2013)
52 Dorling, D et al Poverty and Wealth and Place in Britain, 1968 to 2005 (JRF/
University of Sheffield, 2007)
53 Fenton, op cit
54 Dorling, op cit

allowance. Validity means how many who have a particular 
characteristic are in poverty – for example, the number of 
households in overcrowded housing who are poor. And stability 
means whether the definition or eligibility has changed over time 
– for example, whether eligibility for receiving income support 
has changed or if what we mean by overcrowding has altered. 
Much of the data on the validity and coverage of the indicators 
used in this report is available in the government’s HBAI reports. 

The Small-area Measures of Income Poverty study uses means-
tested benefits for which figures are available at LSOA level. It has 
the advantage of tracking poverty on a yearly basis to assess the 
impact of policy and economic changes. As the study makes clear, 
however, it does ignore particular groups, not least those in work. 
Moreover, some of the datasets used, such as employment and 
support allowance, were not available in 2001. 

The second study, Poverty and Wealth and Place in Britain, 1968 
to 2005, uses a range of indicators to assess poverty at a lower 
level. This is then compared against a study of poverty to see 
which characteristics best match poverty rates by place. The 
indicators and weightings used are:

•	 overcrowded households; 
•	 households renting socially;
•	 lone-parent households;
•	 households with an unemployed household reference 

person (HRP);
•	 households with no car;
•	 households renting privately;
•	 households with a member who has a limiting long-term 

illness
•	 households with no central heating or without sole use of 

amenities; and
•	 households with HRP in a low social class (ONS 

socioeconomic classification 6, 7 or 8).55 

Given the changing nature of poverty as outlined above (in 
particular regarding in-work poverty), and to capture poverty 
among older people, this range of indicators is supplemented. The 
following indicators therefore are also used to capture the range 
of household types and economic activity/inactivity:

•	 lone parenthood;
•	 tenure;
•	 overcrowding; 
•	 workless other households (unemployed HRP);
•	 pension credit (the guarantee element);
•	 disability;
•	 car ownership;
•	 part-time work; and
•	 self-employment.

The official data presents information on poverty by household, 
but the unit used is individuals. In other words, X% of people in 
poverty live in households where no one is working. The combined 
indicator method adopted here therefore aims to measure the 

Appendix 1: Understanding poverty by place – the methodological challenge
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number and proportion of people in poverty and compares the 
results with regional data over time.

The indicators listed above are a combination of household and 
individual characteristics. Where possible, data by household or 
household representative person is used. However, this is not 
always possible because of the lack of data. For example, data 
on self-employment and part-time working in the 2001 census is 
available only by individual. 

These combined indicators were weighted to best fit overall 
poverty levels by region in 2001, and in the case of London, for 
inner and outer London. These regions are different in nature so 
are characterised by different types and causes of poverty. Some 
regions are more rural or urban than others, while some have 
higher levels of economic prosperity. The following graphs show 
the close match attained using combined weighted indicators of 
poverty. 

As the above section has shown, the risk of being in poverty has 
changed for particular groups. To incorporate the changing risk 
profile of poverty, weightings are (slightly) adjusted. This has 
been done using official data and reducing or increasing 2001 
weightings accordingly. So for example, the risk of being in 
poverty for a lone-parent household dropped from 54% in 2001 
to 43% in 2011, and therefore the weighting in 2011 is 80% of the 
2001 figure. The weightings and risk of poverty for the indicators 
are presented in the table below.

Using regional data might not be the best guide to poverty in 
much smaller areas. However, in 2008 the government used data 
on incomes based in part on benefits to create a map of poverty 
in the UK. Comparing the results from this map to 2011 data 
shows a close match between those findings (based on medium 
super output areas) and the results using the method adopted in 
this report (based on lower super output areas). See page 24 for 
the maps.
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Weightings for combined indicators of poverty

 2001 2011

Overcrowding 0.55 0.55

Lone parenthood 0.4 0.33

Unemployment 1.8 1.776

Social housing 0.35 0.33

Private renting 0.1 0.095

Part-time working 0.3 0.38

Workless (other) 0.4 0.34

Income support/
pension credit

0.9 0.74

Not owning a car 0.17 0.17

Limiting disability 0.055 0.044

Self-employed 0.2 0.21
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Appendix 2: Non-suburbs and datasets

The identifies suburbs at an LSOA level, which splits the country 
into areas of around 1,000 to 3,000 people. Given the rapidly 
shifting demographic nature of some places, LSOAs change. 
Consequently, there is no comparative data for some places 
between 2001 and 2011. This is largely the case in urban areas, 
which are most likely to experience rapid changes in population. 
For this reason, it is difficult to assess poverty just in urban 
centres. The report therefore just compares suburbs with the rest 
of the country, which is referred to as “non-suburbs”. The “non-
suburbs” category includes both urban and rural areas as well as 
the small number of suburbs for which there is no comparative 
data (around 4% of those classified as suburban).

This suburban/non-suburban divide enables a comparison 

between places by subtracting data from suburbs in a particular 
locality from the location’s overall data for which statistics 
are available. So for example, information from Birmingham 
suburbs can be subtracted from Birmingham’s data to give the 
non-suburban total, be it population or a particular indicator of 
poverty. 

The particular eight city areas examined in section three are based 
on data for local authorities rather than travel-to-work areas or 
“urban units”. Although not ideal, this does enable comparisons 
because information is available at a local authority level for both 
2001 and 2011. It is noteworthy that, given the nature of many 
of the metropolitan authorities examined, the divide between 
suburbs and non-suburbs is largely between suburban and urban. 
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