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Introduction 
 
Oxfam’s core belief is that poverty in a wealthy world is unjustifiable and unnecessary.  
Oxfam’s UK Poverty Programme focuses on poverty found right here in the UK, where 
more than 13 million people live in poverty.  Our work has five core aims: ensuring 
everyone has a decent living; rights of vulnerable workers; tackling women’s poverty; 
influencing public attitudes to poverty; and building strong and diverse communities.  By 
working with community groups and conducting research and policy analysis, we hope 
to create pressure for change so that the government and other key actors take action 
to eradicate poverty in the UK.   
 

General Comments 
 

It’s never too late, but after the age of two everything is remedial.1 
 
Oxfam welcomes the opportunity to add to the Finance Committee’s inquiry into 
preventative spending.  Our response will focus on the benefits of preventative 
spending with respect to child poverty issues.  This is not to devalue the importance of 
preventative spending in relation to other important policy areas, such as public health 
or criminal justice, but to illustrate through one theme the manner in which prevention is 
more effective, and more efficient, than ex-post responses.    
 
Our recommendations here should also be understood with recognition of the complex 
nature of child poverty, and taken as an illustration only.  Specifically, we do not raise 
child poverty as an isolated issue.  Children are not poor in a vacuum.  Structural issues 
in the economy and labour market (such as employment that does not lift people out of 
poverty) and a welfare system that makes the transition between benefits and work 
difficult, as well as neighbourhood processes and family circumstances, are part of a 
suite of factors contributing to child poverty.  In particular, lone parents, invariably lone 
mothers, are at the greatest risk of poverty – thus understanding the nature and causes 
of poverty cannot be done without appreciation of the gendered nature of poverty in the 
UK. 
 
One in four of Scotland’s children live in poverty2, a simply unacceptable level in any 
affluent society.  For the purpose of this paper, the moral injustice and devastating 
impact this can have on individuals and communities will be put aside, and instead the 
focus will be on the huge financial burden child poverty has on our public sector.  Our 
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response demonstrates that increased preventative spending on early years would help 
reduce the adverse effects of child poverty and, ultimately, save money3.   
 
Oxfam welcomes many of the policies surrounding preventative spending already 
undertaken by the Scottish Government, particularly those with respect to early years 
intervention.  Intervening at a point where there is still a chance to equalise 
opportunities for individuals despite their family background or income level enables 
people to reach their full potential in education and in later employment and can help 
combat many negative social impacts child poverty can have. 
 
However, we urge caution: until the benefits of such early intervention are fully realised, 
existing services addressing the symptoms must be retained, despite their lack of cost-
effectiveness in the long term.  This means that additional resources must be used 
rather than removing funding (for example, for teaching support assistants or school 
behavioural services).  The welfare system must remain open to all who need it.  There 
must also be recognition that even with greater and more effective early intervention, 
the need for crisis management remains – preventative spending in this sense will 
never prevent all need for future spending.  Preventative spending is not a cure-all for 
the raft of socio–economic challenges facing our communities, just a more effective and 
smarter way to deploy scarce public resources.   
 
Child poverty has a huge impact on the individuals it affects in terms of health, 
education, the wider economy and social relations.  As a result of poor maternal health 
and diet, coupled with a propensity for children to be born prematurely, a lower 
likelihood of being breastfed and poor living conditions and diet after birth, children of 
low-income families are more likely to suffer from diabetes, heart disease and obesity.  
This places a burden on the NHS, increases the number of people on sickness benefits 
(thus also reducing productivity in the economy) and results in additional caring costs4.   
 
Children growing up in poverty are also more likely to have communication problems 
and leave school earlier, six times more likely to leave without any qualifications, and 
more likely to be not in employment, education or training (the ‘MC2’ group: More 
Choices, More Chances)5.  With each MC2 individual costing an estimated £56,000 
over their lifetime in public finance costs, plus a further £104,000 in opportunity costs 
(through a welfare loss to individuals and their families and a loss to the economy), this 
is a significant bill to the government6.  Employment prospects are limited as a result for 
all these groups, resulting in high unemployment rates or a tendency to low paid work7 
preventing people reaching their full potential and reducing productivity in the economy.  
Being out of work, employment and training presents an increased likelihood of having 
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depression, a criminal record, being in low paid work8, and dying – with 15% of long-
term MC2s dying in the decade following their ‘fall out’ from the system9.   
 
Hirsch (2008) carried out a study to determine the cost of child poverty in Scotland.  A 
comparison was carried out of the spending in deprived and non-deprived areas in 
Scotland, concentrating in particular on Fife.  He determined that overall the extra cost 
of services associated with child poverty was in the region of £0.5-0.75 billion – with 
further costs of about £1 billion each year for all of Scotland’s NEET individuals.  This 
extra spending on children’s services, education and housing is often insufficient to 
neutralise the effects of child poverty, with further impacts later in life such as 
unemployment and reduced earning potential.  With an estimate of about £4000 to 
£5000 per child spent to remove them from poverty, the equivalent of £1 billion for all 
Scotland’s children living in poverty, Hirsch calculates that if this had the expected effect 
in altering the spending in deprived areas to equal non-deprived settings, this would be 
at zero net cost10, presenting a compelling argument for preventative spending to tackle 
child poverty.     
 
We hope the Committee finds our response useful.  We would be happy to provide 
further input in person if required.  Contact details can be found at the end of this 
document. 
 
Answers to Specific Questions 
 

1. How can public spending best be focused over the longer term in trying to 
prevent, rather than deal with, negative social outcomes? 

 
Evidence shows us that the earlier the intervention, the better the result in terms of child 
poverty and all the associated negative social outcomes.  In fact, the most important 
period for giving poor children the best chance to reach their full potential is before the 
age of three.   At this age, nurses could identify an at-risk group who, by the age of 21 
had committed more crime, were more likely to abuse their partners and have antisocial 
personalities11.  Following a bright child from a poor family background assessed at 22 
months, and less capable child from a higher-income family reveals that by the age of 
six the rich, but less capable child had considerably overtaken the poor bright child who 
had fallen back in comparison12.  By nursery school it seems the damage has already 
been done to a poor child – to the extent that further education assistance only provides 
remedial help13. 
 
Although this means that quick action is required to identify and target vulnerable 
groups, it is also positive news in that it presents tangible evidence of how and where to 
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spend to attain the best value results for the long term best interests of society and the 
economy.  A US version of Sure Start demonstrated that for every $1 dollar spent on 
early years education and support for families, $7 were saved on the costs of the 
criminal justice and the welfare systems later in life14.  It has been shown that reading to 
a child regularly at three years was twice as important than family income for the child’s 
development at age five15.  These highlight simple steps to be taken that could make a 
huge difference and must not be underestimated – but they also highlight the 
importance of early intervention for longer-term socio-economic outcomes.   
 
Action must be taken early so that at-risk children are identified and support is targeted 
effectively.  It is not enough simply to move more money to deprived schools.  Schools 
in low-income areas already have more spent on them per pupil16, but this is not enough 
to remedy the damage done by growing up in poverty.   This failure in reactive reversal 
approaches suggests that: “the only way of avoiding any long-term costs is a 
preventative approach”17.   
 
Moreover, all actions need to take into account the gendered nature of poverty and the 
different ways in which men and women access, use and value services.  Similarly, 
experiences of the labour market and training schemes differ, between men and 
women, between age groups, between ethnic groups and between different 
communities.  This needs to be recognises and incorporated into all policymaking to 
attain the best, most inclusive and most useful results. 
 

2. What evidence can you provide from the UK and abroad to show that promoting 
preventative spending has been effective? 

 
See our evidence presented in the previous question.  
 

3. The Finance Committee has recommended that the Scottish Government 
continue to direct its spend towards preventative programmes.  Which 
programmes should be prioritised? 

 
We strongly support directing spending to preventative programmes, and urge the 
Scottish Government to recognise that these programmes may not show dividends 
within one electoral cycle.  Thus a great deal of political will is required, and we 
recommend that the Scottish Government lead in elevating preventative spending 
programmes. 
 
Taking child poverty as an example, Oxfam is in favour of the Early Years Framework in 
that it signifies the Scottish Government’s commitment to the earliest years of life as 
crucial to a child’s development.  The ‘Getting it right for every child’ approach, with its 
efforts to encourage the sharing of information between service providers, is particularly 
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important as it ensures the quick identification of at-risk children, and the targeting of 
appropriate support from all agencies.   
 
Oxfam commends the entitlement of 475 hours of nursery school for children in 
Scotland that is in place.  However, more must be done to encourage higher take-up, 
currently only 73% of 3 and 4 year olds experiencing the highest level of multiple 
disadvantage receive these free hours or attend school, compared with an average of 
85%18.  We suggest action is taken to heighten awareness of the free pre-school 
education, and its benefits, particularly among low-income families.   
 
The importance of early years education is evident in that children with intensive early 
years family support and childcare are more likely to go on to higher education, own 
their own homes and not require social security benefits19.  Esping-Anderson’s research 
showed that education after the age of 5 had virtually no effect on helping low income 
children into a successful future20, giving a direct nod at where resources should be 
spent.  Looking internationally, Denmark spends six times more on childcare than 
Britain and has very low levels of child poverty, and Sweden has a high level of social 
mobility largely attributed to their universal nurseries, meaning children arrived at school 
already in a more equal position21.  This universality is particularly important, at the 
moment children under 4 years old who are multiply disadvantaged are less likely to 
attend a childminder, nursery or playgroup than those not facing multiple 
disadvantages22 and yet the benefits of good quality childcare can help to remedy the 
effects of child poverty. 
 
We would like to highlight the cost of childcare in Scotland as a significant barrier to 
families across the income spectrum but particularly low-income families23.  Research 
by the Day Care Trust show a week in a Local Authority play scheme during the 
summer holidays is more expensive in Scotland than elsewhere in the UK24, and 
already this has been a target for cuts25. This must be protected or it must be ensured 
there is adequate private provision of a good quality and cost.   
 
With regard to quality, Oxfam appreciates the effort to increase the status of child carers 
by the creation of a new SCQF level 9 award in Childhood Practice, so that lead 
practitioners and early years managers have more leadership and higher status, as 
detailed in the Early Years Framework26.  The influence of child carers in the early years 
must not be underestimated and the more high skilled individuals there are in this field 
the higher the status of such employment that will follow.   
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4. To what extent is preventative spending effective in addressing the financial 
impact of demographic change? 

 
5. What are the main barriers to trying to focus spending on preventing, rather than 

dealing with, negative social outcomes?  Is a focus on preventative spending less 
likely in the current financial climate? 

 
The main barrier to spending on any preventative measure is the lack of immediate, 
tangible and measurable outcomes.  This makes it difficult for politicians to justify and 
encourage their spending.  The short-term nature of the political term can also make it 
difficult to give a policy the time it needs to produce results.  Oxfam therefore welcomes 
the acceptance of the idea of preventative spending into the political forum and 
acknowledges the political problems with such a spending strategy.  What is required is 
brave, long-term visionary leadership, beyond the political cycle. 
 
Oxfam recognises that particularly in the current financial climate, there has been a 
tendency to tighten the belt around public services, with a focus on efficiency and 
removing unnecessary spending on services that cannot deliver adequate results.  We 
urge the government to take on board suggestions for the need for more statistics to 
ensure that the value of preventative spending is recognised.  For example, in 2003 
PriceWaterhouseCooper conducted research showing that the economic costs and 
benefits of providing childcare for all one to four year olds are similar in the first 20-30 
years but after 65 years would have made the U.K. an extra £40 billion in revenue27.   
We argue that although requiring more spending at first, spending on early years 
services fits in with the desire to increase efficient use of public funds.  As Graham Allan 
points out in a 2008 report: “in a period when money is ever tighter, the profligate 
funding of late intervention is neither good value for money nor an effective public 
policy”28.  
 
Oxfam also encourages looking to use innovative methods of service delivery.  For 
example, Action for Children (2010) suggested that early years programmes might best 
be expanded by using local community and voluntary services such as encouraging the 
involvement of grandparents in childcare, and by expanding volunteer reading 
schemes29.   
 

6.  How do we ensure that we monitor the impact of preventative spending over the 
longer term and shape budgets accordingly? 

7. Is the effectiveness of a preventative spending programme influenced by whether 
the relevant services are provided by the public, private or voluntary sector? 
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Contact Details 

Judith Robertson, Head of Oxfam Scotland 

Oxfam Scotland 
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