
by Katherine Hill and Ruth Webber.

Seeking an anchor in 
an unstable world: 

experiences of 
low-income families 

over time

This report draws on the experiences of 14 low-income families over a five-year period ending on 
the eve of the pandemic. It identifies what helped families to keep afloat and what 

threatened to pull them under as they navigated through choppy waters.
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What you need to know 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

We can solve UK poverty 

 
  

https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/we-can-solve-poverty-uk
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Executive summary 
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The impact on families’ lives 

 
 

Conclusion: what would help low-income families? 
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1 Introduction 

 
 

 
 

Background context  

 
 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

Research aims and method  
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Interviews  



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

Sample composition across the three waves of interviews  

 
 

Table 1: Participant household composition 

 
Wave 1 (30 interviews, 
2015)  

Wave 2 (18 interviews, 
2017) 

Wave 3 (14 interviews, 
early 2020) 

Family composition  
 

 

 

  

 

Employment 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Tenure 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Age of children (living at 
home) 

   

Number of children 
(living at home) 

 
  

Number in receipt of 
means-tested benefits  
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The report structure  

  



   
 
 

 
   
 

2 Changes in economic well-being 
over five years: overview of families’ 
experiences 
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Figure 1: Participants’ financial situations over three interviews (2015–2020) 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

‘Getting on’ – finances improving over time and ‘clawing’ 
your way up  



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

 

‘Getting by’ – with pitfalls and tough times along the way 

 
 

 
 

 

 
  
 

 
 

 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

Struggling to make ends meet – the precarious path between 
‘finding it hard to keep afloat’ and increased financial 
pressure 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
  



   
 
 

 
   
 

3 Driving forces: factors that influence 
families’ income and costs 

 
 

Employment and transitions around work 

 
 

The impact of stable or precarious work over time  

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

  
 

 

Balancing work, family and caring responsibilities over time: constraining or 
enabling factors 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Social security – an essential yet sometimes unstable lifeline 

 
 

Transitions onto UC 
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Variations in tax credits 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Disability-related benefits 

 
 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

Impact of ongoing health problems and changes in health 
over time 

 
 

Impact on income – reducing earnings opportunities, increasing benefit 
entitlements 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

Impact on outgoings – additional needs and costs 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 

 
 

The overall impact of health  

 
 

Housing – costs and security over time 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

  
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Formal and informal support 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

Formal support 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

  
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 

 
 

Access to what is around 

 
 

 
 

Informal support through social support networks 

 
 

 

 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

Changes in household composition 

 
 

Changes in family set-ups 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 

 
 

Children’s changing needs, costs and roles over time 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

  



   
 
 

 
   
 

4 Managing over time: the impact on 
everyday life 

 
 

Managing the household budget over time: working hard to 
maintain control 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

Prioritising and difficult decisions 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Playing catch up and juggling: ‘robbing Peter to pay Paul’  

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Credit and debt – from spreading costs to budget-draining 
repayments 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 

 
 

  
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 

  
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Changes in attitude or ‘getting used to it’ 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 

 
 

Living with insecurity 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Life in the toughest times 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 

 
 

Life in improved times 

 
 

Eased pressures: not having to budget so tightly, being able to ‘treat’ the 
family 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Relieving the pressure to borrow   



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
  

 
 

 

Reducing stress and improving well-being  

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

  



   
 
 

 
   
 

5 Conclusion and discussion: what 
would help low-income families? 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

What would help: participants’ views 
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Tackling insecure work  

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Supporting families in and out of work 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

More information and easier access to support services 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



   
 
 

 
   
 

 
 

 

 
  

 
 

  

 
 

 

Secure and affordable housing 

 
  

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Implications for COVID-19 
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