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Abstract

Field social workers are in daily working contact with the poor and
deprived. In Britain as many as nine out of ten users of social work
services are claimants of social security; over half are dependent on

means tested social assistance. Most referrals to social workers

are for benefit and housing problems.

Social work trainers, managers, and agencies expect social workers to
have positive attitudes to clients. Professional training is
increasingly confronting racist and sexist attitudes amongst student
social workers; but very little is known about social workers'
attitudes to poor people or how these attitudes affect the nature and
delivery of social work services to claimants - the main user group

of social services.

This study explores the attitudes to poverty of over 450 field social
workers. As a group these social workers have relatively ''positive"
attitudes to the poor and feel very strongly - 1in a supportive
direction - about a number of issues confronting social security
claimants. Poverty itself is defined in relative terms, as a lack of

opportunities for choice and participation in custamns and practices

accepted by the non poor population. The poor are viewed very much as

victims of injustice and structural inequalities.



But most social workers employ individualising methods of work aimed
at helping clients adapt to their financial status and
circumstances. ILess individually focused approaches are generally
unpopular. Organisational structures, priorities, and daminant
methods of working are powerful constraints on alternative

approaches., Current methods reinforce definitions of acceptable

practice.

The study raises important issues for the operation, practice,

management and organisation of social work; in addition there are a
number of implications for the research i;f* attitudes to poverty.
gocial workers' attitudes to poverty and the poor are characterised
by contradiction and paradox, as is social work itself. The study of

these attitudes requires a number of canplementary  research

methodologies.

XX



Introduction

This thesis examines social workers' attitudes to poverty and the
poor. Recent evidence suggests that as many as nine out of ten users
of British social work services are claimants of social security and
that over half are claimants of means tested social assistance. In
the context of this incidence of financial poverty, among both
short and long term clients, the study examines social workers'

attitudes to the majority of those using social work  services,

social security claimants.

Traditionally, social work users are categorised and distinguished
by client groups; issues of common significance are rarely recognised
or acted upon. Consequently there is little systematic collection or
interpretation of data on social work and poverty. One of the first
priorities of this study was to bring together as much of the
available data as possible. With the assistance of a number of local
authorities, academics and researchers it was possible to create a
picture of the impact that poverty has upon the operation and

practice of social work. This data i1s reported in chapter five.
Despite the extent and nature of poverty amongst users there are very

few studies which examine social workers' attitudes to poverty and

the poor. Fuller and Stevenson (1983) have argued that there 1s a

XxX1i




need for "substantial and detailed" studies of this kind. However,
most of these studies come from the United States where social work
roles can be, and often are, quite different to those in Britain. The
findings of these past studies are reviewed: their implications for
the practice of social work and for the theoretical and technical

study of attitudes to poverty are examined.

Social workers' attitudes to poverty cannot, and should not, be

divorced from the historical, social and cultural processes which

generate and maintain hostile images of the poor. There is a powerful
and persistent climate of contempt that judges and labels many of the

poor as lazy, responsible for their poverty and even criminal.
Social workers' perceptions of poor people, their views and opinions
about poverty related issues, must be placed in the context of these
processes and traditions. But so too must the perceptions of poor
people themselves: evidence suggests that many of the poor blame
themselves and each other for their poverty. As central agents in
the provision and administration of social welfare, social workers
can dilute or reinforce these self 1mages and anti-welfare
ideologies. Social work practice, however, is predominantly case
orientated: poor clients are helped to adapt or cope with their

personal and financial circumstances.
This study explores the attitudes to poverty of over 450 field social

workers: first by use of a mailed questionnaire survey; second

through individual and group discussions with more than 50 of this

Xx1ii




number. The study is concerned to generate data on social workers'
attitude positions and strength of feelings, to interpret and explain
a number of associations with these attitudes, and to explore social
workers' perceptions of appropriate social work roles with poor
people. The issues have important implications for the operation,
practice, management and organisation of social work, the selection
and training of prospective social workers, and for further research
of attitudes to poverty: the study of these attitudes requires a
number of complementary research methodologies, rather than, as

most previous studies have been quilty of, an exclusive reliance

on the mailed questionnaire.

Organisation of the study
Chapter one reviews research findings on attitudes to poverty and the
poor. It traces the developing sophistication in explanations for

the variance in attitudes, from early interpretations based solely on

demographic characteristics such as age or sex, through to analyses

which interpret attitudes in the context of political ideologies and

'images' of

other value and belief systems. A number of persistent
the poor are discussed, as are distinctions based upon notions of
'deservingness' and 'non deservingness'. The role that public
opinion has in informing or defining policies and programmes for the
poor 1s also examined. It is suggested that attitudes to the poor
are very often hostile, moralising and judgemental. These attitudes

have persisted for centuries, across continents and have been

reflected in much social security legislation and regulations, often

XX1Vv



designed to regulate and police the poor and those dependent on

welfare.

Studies of social workers' attitudes to poverty are reviewed 1in
chapter two. Most of this literature comes fram the United States.

Social workers appear to have more 'positive' attitudes to the poor

than the general public, but the findings on this are sanetimes
contradictory and far from conclusive. The influence that social
work training and practice have on attitude formation and change is
also examined. The need for research on social workers' attitudes to
poverty 1s discussed, especially in the light of evidence that
suggests that social workers' perceptions of their clients' problems
may be class related, and the way social workers view clients will
affect the way clients view themselves. This is important in the
context of poor clients' experience of stigma. The chapter goes on to

classify the range of factors that researchers have associated with

social workers' 'positive' and 'negative' attitudes to poverty and

the poor.

Attitudes are inferred from a matrix of beliefs, opinions and values,
many of which are contradictory. The conceptual distinctions between
the terms attitude, opinion, belief and values are examined 1n
chapter three. Most often these terms are used synonymously in
'attitudes to poverty' research. But, it is arqued, there are

important differences which have implications for the way in which

attitudes to poverty are investigated and interpreted. The value,



and limitations, of attitudes to poverty studies are assessed in
Chapter four. Same technical and conceptual difficulties of existing
research are outlined: attitudes are far more complex, varied, subtle
and contradictory than many studies have hitherto suggested.
Attitudes to poverty studies are perhaps most revealing at the
general level of indicators of broad '"climates of opinion". These
climates of opinion have political consequences: they may sustain or
give Credence to existing policies and programmes for the poor.
Focus on climates of opinion, however, can disguise the great

diversity, variety and depth of attitudes to poverty and the poor.

There are a number of publics and a range of opinions: neat
campartmentalisation of social workers attitudes disguises the

inherent contradictions contained within individual social workers

attitudes.

Many social work clients are poor. The extent and nature of financial
poverty amongst users of social work services is examined in chapter
five. This brings together published, unpublished and specially
produced data on the client-claimant population: the extent to which
clients are claimants and claimants are clients, the impact that

poverty has upon referrals to social workers and the use that poor

clients make of particular types of social work service.
Chapters six, seven and eight report the results of a questionnaire

survey of 451 Manchester and Nottinghamshire social workers. The

survey explores social workers' attitudes and strength of feelings

XXVvi



towards a number of related issues concerned with poverty and the
poor, claimants, supplementary benefit, the place of financial help
in social work, the social fund. The characteristics of the sample
are examined in chapter six. This discusses social workers basic
socio-demographic characteristics (age, sex, marital status,
religious participation), political values and membership of groups,
employment situation, qualifications, prior work and voluntary
experiences, class and financial backgrounds, housing tenure and

characteristics of their area of residence, experience of claiming

benefit, what journals and newspapers they read.

Views and opinions about poverty and the poor are reported in chapter
seven., This provides data on, and discusses, social workers general
reading of poverty related literature, the @qualities and

characteristics they associate with rich and poor people, their

beliefs about the poor in general, strength of feelings towards
claimants of supplementary benefit, beliefs about the adequacy of
the scale rates, perceptions of what items should be considered as
necessities, perceptions of the extent of poverty amongst clients,
beliefs about the differences between poor claimants and poor

clients, and beliefs about 'cash' , 'care' and the social fund.

Chapter eight examines a range of possible influences on attitudes to

poverty. It assesses whether past background, work situation,

personal characteristics (such as age, sex, religious participation
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etc), educational qualifications, professional training, experience
of claiming benefit, housing (past and present), political values and
group membership are  associated with attitudes to poverty. The
direction of association, 'positive' or ‘'negative', is also

discussed.

The findings of interviews with over 50 social workers are reported

in chapter nine. This uses social workers' own words to complement
and develop the data presented in chapters six to eight. The
interview data illustrate the complexity of attitudes towards a
number of important poverty related issues. Definitions of poverty,
perceptions of the adegquacy and purpose of supplementary benefit,
perceptions of poor clients and opinions about the role and purpose
of social work practice with poor people are discussed. Camnplex,
diverse, subtle and contradictory opinions and beliefs are

illustrated.

Chapter ten contains the Conclusions to the study. It identifies the
factors which are associated with social workers' attitudes to
poverty and contrasts the survey results with findings from previous
studies. The implications for both social work and for the study of
attitudes to poverty are discussed. Future areas of research are
identified. It is suggested that social workers have a wide range of
attitudes, opinions and beliefs, some of which are positive whilst
others are negative to the poor. These contradictions are inherent in

the operation and practice of social work.
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CHAPTER 1

ATTTTUDES TO POVERTY AND THE POOR

Introduction
Chapter One examines a number of research surveys and findings on

attitudes to poverty and the poor. The chapter is divided into a

number of sections:

Section one presents American, Australian and Indian material on

attitudes to the cause of poverty. A number of explanations for
attitudes are discussed, as 1s the developing complexity of the

analysis.

Section two examines British research findings on attitudes and

discusses the similarities with findings from other countries.

Section three outlines the range of contradictory attitudes to the
poor and distinctions based upon ''deserving', '"nmon deserving" and

"scroungers''.

Section four examines the influence that political ideology and

other value systems have on attitudes to poverty and the poor.

Section five discusses the role that public opinion plays 1in

informing or defining policies and programmes for the poor.



Before these issues are examined, however, it is first necessary to

briefly comment on definitions of poverty.

A note on definitions of poverty

This study is about attitudes to poverty and the poor. It is not
concerned to enter into the 1longstanding and continuing debate about
the meaning of poverty or its measurement. This debate is at its
most fervent amongst academics in the social administration
community; the most recent ESRC social security workshop, in
September 1986, focussed entirely on problems of definition and
measurement, as did the most recent edition of the Journal of Social
Policy (Bradshaw, 1986; Desai, 1986; Piachaud, 1986; Townsend, 1986;

Veit-Wilson, 1986A; Journal of Social Policy, 1987).

There 1s no shortage, either, of recent publications that contain

definitions or reviews of approaches to the measurement of poverty

and deprivation (Holman, 1978; Townsend, 1979; Piachaud, 1980; Brown
and Madge, 1982; Cooke and Baldwin, 1984; Mack and Lansley, 1985;

Bradshaw and Morgan, 1987). Neither is there a shortage of studies

mapping the extent and nature of poverty, or those identifying who

the poor are at any one mament in time, or those describing the life

styles and 1life chances of the poor and deprived (Burghes, 1980;

Coffield et al, 19803 Piachaud, 1980; Berthoud and Brown, 1981;

MacGregor, 1981; Brown and Madge, 1982; Fuller and Stevenson, 1983;

Bradshaw and Morgan, 1987).



Attitude to poverty studies have rarely, if ever, laboured over
definitions of poverty and issues of measurement. They are more
concerned to discover what these attitudes are and interpret why they
exist. Tightly prescribed areas of study or definitions of poverty
can confine and manipulate a survey respondent's frame of reference;
the danger is that what is researched is not in fact the subject's
attitude to poverty, but rather their attitudes to the researcher's

meanings and perceptions of poverty.

The approach that this study takes (and those reviewed in the rest of
this chapter) is to allow respondents the opportunity to define
poverty themselves, through their own meanings, experiences and
prejudices. By asking a number of questions about a range of issues
it 1is possible to interpret and give meaning to respondents'
perceptions of poverty. Poverty 1s best defined by respondents

through the course of the research, rather than at the outset by the

researcher.

This approach to the study of attitudes to poverty has something in
common with the social consensus approach to the measurement and
.definition of poverty (Mack and Lansley, 1985; Veit-Wilson, 19864,
1986B, 1987). h%he social consensus approach constructs a ''poverty
line" from what the public believe should be provided at the mimimum
level, or is prepared to pay for 1in taxes as a minimum 1ncame

(Piachaud, 1986, 1987). Similarly, the subjective meanings and



perceptions that respondents have of poverty and the poor can be
inferred from the range of beliefs and opinions that they have on a
number of related issues; the personal characteristics they associate
with the poor (and rich); thoughts on the adequacy of supplementary
benefits; attitudes toward redistribution; identification of items
they consider necessary for everyone to be able to afford, and so on.
These findings on attitudes to poverty, of course, have important
implications for the debate concerning definitions and measurement of

poverty.

The studies reviewed later (and the survey of social workers'
attitudes to poverty discussed in chapters 6 to 8) do not pre-define
"poverty' or "the poor''. Of course, the questions asked do reflect

the concerns of researchers and limit to some extent the range of

attitude responses that can be observed. But this is inevitable in

attitude measurement. The advantage of the approach lies in allowing

social workers to define what they mean and understand by poverty

rather than defining it for them.



Same early surveys and interpretations

Most attitude to poverty surveys (and in particular studies of social
workers' attitudes to poverty) originate from the United States. It
will be of value to consider some of these studies before going on to
examine those undertaken in Britain. This is of especial importance
1f 1nternational similarities in attitudes towards the poor are to be

discussed.

In the United States Lauer (1971) and Alston and Dean (1972) found
that 43% and 34% of respondents thought that poverty was caused by
"lack of motivation". The poor often share this belief. A 1969
American Gallup poll showed that up to 84% of poor people thought
that their poverty was due to lack of effort, or a caombination of
lack of effort and unfortunate circumstances (see Wohlenberg, 1976;

Tropman, 1977).

Feagin (1972A, 1972B) asked over a thousand Americans to rate three
categories of explanations for poverty in order of importance:
individualistic explanations placed responsibility for poverty on
the behaviour of poor people; structural explanations placed
responsibility on external societal and economic  forces;
fatalistic explanations placed most emphasis on the role of luck

and fate.



Feagin found that American adults, from a wide range of racial,
educational, income, religious and age groups explained poverty
primarily in individualistic terms and emphasised the part that loose
morals, lack of thrift, and bad financial management played in the
causation of poverty. And the wealthier the respondent, Feagin
found, the more likely that poverty would be explained in such terms.
Poorer respondents, those of Black or Jewish origin, and younger
respondents were the most likely to view the cause of poverty in
structural terms. Feagin also found that, generally, there was

widespread disapproval of social security payments ('welfare') and
that a range of myths and misconceptions about poverty and social
security existed. He argued that, in America especially, 'we still

believe that God helps those who help themselves'". The poor, he

concluded, were most often seen as ''shiftless'" and responsible for

their own poverty (Feagin, 1972A and 1972B).

Lauer's survey of 1400 middle class Americans found that the poor
were viewed as a culpable father than a victimised group. The poor
were perceived to lack motivation, to be lazy, have no ambition.
Forty three per cent of Lauer's respondents answered in these terms
(1971, 8). This disparagement of the poor, Lauer argued, is rooted
in the belief that success is available to all those who are willing

to achieve it by hard work.

The second most cited cause of poverty was lack of education; 35% of

Lauer's respondents answered in this way. Lauer has suggested that



the attitudes of his middle class respondents towards the poor did

not reflect the "reality of the poor", who were in fact strongly
motivated towards work. He argued that the problem of poverty in

America was not simply a problem of poor people, but a problem of the

"total" society. In particular, it was a problem of "society's

perception of its poverty-stricken people'" (Lauer, 1971, 8). Herzog

(1970) also arqued that the '"non poor" should be studied as

rigorously as the poor; changes will be necessary in the attitudes

of the "non poor" if the poor are to be helped.

Denigration of the poor is not a peculiarly American characteristic.
In Australia, Feather (1974) replicated both Lauer and Feagin's work.
Whilst the overall pattern of explanation for poverty was similar to
that observed in America, Feather's respondents were somewhat less
likely to explain poverty in individualistic terms. Younger
respondents were the least likely to explain poverty in this way and
also showed the least support for the protestant work ethic. But
age alone 1s not a sufficient predictor of attitudes to poverty.
Feather arqgued that other wvalues and |beliefs, not just

socio-demographic factors, should be considered when attempting to

interpret or predict explanations for poverty.

Alston and Dean (1972) attempted to explain attitudes to the causes

of poverty in socio-demographic terms only. Their re-analysis of
1964 Gallup figures fram a representative sample of white Americans

simply concentrated on four social and occupational characteristics



of the sample - age, sex, occupation and education - to explain
attitudes to poverty and towards support for welfare programmes.

Their's was one of the first attitude to poverty surveys. They found:

(1) Sex: Males were slightly more 1likely to explain the cause of

poverty in terms of 'lack of effort'.

(11) Age: The young were the most unsympathetic towards the poor
(compare with Feather who found the reverse). Those aged 50 or over
tended to emphasise "structural" causes of poverty. Surprisingly
though, it was the younger respondents who, when it came to

attitudes to welfare programmes, were more likely to believe that

not enough was being spent on welfare., Alston and Dean asked,
"could it be that younger adults do not vyet realise that costs of

welfare form burdens on their own income?'" (Alston and Dean, 1972,

18).

(111) Education: Higher education was associated with greater
intolerance toward the poor. Forty per cent of those who had

finished high school or who went to college talked about the poor

"lacking effort'". Ieast educated respondents had the most

sympathetic attitudes towards both the poor and welfare programmes.

(iv) Age amd education: Older and 1less educated respondents
tended to explain the cause of poverty as a result of circumstances

rather than personality.



(v) Occupation: Iower status white collar workers and farmers had
the most negative attitudes, whilst skilled workers had the most
liberal attitudes towards both the causes of poverty and welfare
spending. Professional workers were as opposed to welfare spending
as lower white collar workers and farmers, even though they had the
most liberal attitudes towards the causes of poverty. Alston and
Dean concluded that those who explained poverty in individualistic
terms, such as "'lack of effort'" also tended to feel that too much was
being spent on welfare payments. In their opinion there was a clear

and direct 1link between attitudes to the cause of poverty and

attitudes to welfare programmes for the poor. Later research suggests

that this analysis was far too simplistic.



Criminal

Many authors - fram the early 1970s through to those writing today -
have found the existence of widespread misconceptions about the poor.
Alston and Dean's (1972) respondents often thought that welfare
recipients were "dishonest". This belief was held by the majority,

even those who explained the cause of poverty in "structural" terms.

The belief that welfare recipients were somehow involved in criminal

(as distinct from morally) wrongful acts was examined in some detail
by Goodwin. His survey (1972) of American middle class suburbanites

found that many respondents believed welfare recipients also to be in
receipt of income from "quasi illegal sources'. This belief - which
Goodwin argued was an 'inaccurate misperception' - enabled the middle
class to distance themselves fram lower class welfare recipients.
Respondents perceived themselves as being fundamentally different
from the poor, especially in terms of orientations towards work.

Laver (1971) found the existence of similar beliefs amongst his

middle class sample. Respondents often thought that the poor lacked
motivation to work, were lazy, indulged in sexual excess and misspent
their money. The poor were seen as morally degenerate. The belief

that they were also a criminal sub class was never far below the

surface. Indeed very often this belief was expressed openly.
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Lazy

Rytina, Form and Pease (1970) found a strong relationship between

beliefs about the motivation of the poor and the incame level of the
respondent; those with high incomes were most likely to believe that
the poor were lazy, did not care about getting ahead and did not work

as hard as everyone else. Miller's (1978) analysis of the attitudes

of 2,248 Americans found that between 1972 and 1976 the proportion of

American's expressing negative attitudes to the poor and welfare

programmes increased from 30% to 37%. As with Rytina et al, it

was the most privileged members of society - white, upper incame,

college educated, with managerial Jjobs - who had the most

unsympathetic attitudes toward the poor during this period. Over
half (58%) believed that the poor lacked drive and ambition. Miller

suggests that "those for whom welfare looms as a potential necessity
clearly look more kindly on welfare recipients than do those who are
very unlikely to need the benefits of social program(me)s" (1978, 51;

see also Goodwin, 1972).

Responsible
In India, Sinha and colleagues (1980) surveyed the beliefs about the
cause of poverty of 120 residents of a North Indian city. The

authors categorised explanations under the headings of self, fate,

government and econamniC daminance:

Self: The ability or personal dispositions of the poor are

11



pelieved to cause poverty.

Fate: Chance or the unfortunate luck of the poor are believed to

cause poverty.

Govermment:  Government organisation and policies are believed to

cause poverty.

Econamic daminance: The economic system and the exploitation by a

few are believed to cause poverty.

Sinha et al use a categorisation very similar to that employed by
Feagin (19727, 1972B) nearly a decade earlier. The category of
"self" ocorresponds to Feagin's ‘'individualistic' explanation.
"Fate" corresponds exactly with Feagin's 'fatalistic' explanation.

The categories ""government" and "economic dominance'" - correspond, in

different degrees, with Feagin's 'structural' explanation.

Sinha et al found that the most wealthy respondents were also most
likely to believe that the poor were responsible for their poverty -
emphasising 'personal dispositions' and ‘'abilities'. Poorer
respondents were most 1likely to blame the econamic dominance of a
few. Least causality was attributed to fate - by those on both high
and low incames - but low income respondents tended to stress this

more than the wealthy.



Low income respondents - a group considered by the authors to be poor
- often shared the belief that they were responsible for their own
poverty., The poorest respondents were especially likely to blame
themselves. Sinha and colleagues argued that "self blaming" and low
self image is widespread amongst the poor. The authors concluded that
respondents’ class perspective affects their perceptions of the cause
of poverty. Wealthy respondents defend themselves (presumably
psychologically but also physically) by "blaming" the poor for their
poverty. Poorer respondents generally blame the econaomic dominance

of a few rich people, but with same notable and important exceptions.

Explaining attitudes to poverty and the poor - broadening the analysis

Maltivariate analysis

As in Sinha's Indian survey, Flint's working class and poorer
respondents from the 1972 American National Election Survey were less
likely than the middle class to talk about poverty being caused by
laziness. Working class respondents displayed a firm commitment to
the work ethic whilst recognising the strong influence of inequality
in the causation of poverty (Flint, 1981, 179). But Flint has

criticised the single variate interpretation of influences on
attitudes to poverty. He suggests that class alone 1s not a
particularly helpful predictor of attitudes. Flint's multivariate
approach to the explanation of attitudes focusses on the interaction

of race, sex and class. When combined these variables may be more

significant predictors than when taken separately. Considering the
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influence of race, Flint found that black and white respondents had
substantially different attitudes towards the poor. Seventy three
percent of the white sample believed that people were poor in America
"because they didn't work hard". In sharp contrast 72% of black
respondents blamed the unequal structure of American society. But
when he considered the influence of sex, Flint found no significant

difference between men and wamen in their attitudes to the poor.

Multivariate analysis provides a picture of the interaction between
the wvariables. Flint found that race was correlated much more
significantly and consistently than class or sex with attitudes about
inequality. Class was seen to be a significant variable with regard
to certain attitudes in one population but not in another. Flint's
exploratory study was very much concerned with inequalities in sex

and race. The findings put some doubt on the usefulness of

univariate interpretations of attitudes to poverty and the poor.

Cammmity of residence
Some American authors have suggested that where people live - the

community of residence - may affect attitudes to poverty. Same

evidence exists to suggest that rural communities are less likely to
support welfare programmes and are generally more hostile to the poor
(Buttel and Flinn, 1976; Osgood, 1977). Sargent and colleagues found
widespread antipathy in attitudes towards family services in a rural
American state in their 1976 survey of 582 respondents. But they

suggest that rural based respondents do not have significantly more
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hostile views towards the poor than those 1living in wurban
surroundings. Political orientation was the major causal factor in

nearly all the attitudes assessed (Sargent, McDermott and Carlson,
1982).

Bogart and Hutchison (1978) have suggested, however , that the

community of residence is a crucial variable influencing opinions

about the causes of poverty. They suggest that a respondent's social
background (race, income, etc.) has quite different consequences for
attitudes depending upon the nature of the community of residence.
Their 1976 survey of 356 residents of Satellite City near Chicago
looked at four communities: white segregated, transitional

neighbourhood, area of rapid change, black neighbourhood.

They found that black respondents, blue collar and middle income
respondents were more ''structural' in their evaluation of the causes
of poverty than white respondents and white collar workers.,

Political ideology exerted a strong influence on the attitudes of

white respondents but less so for Dblacks. Highly educated black
respondents generally responded in terms of the individual causation
of poverty. The responses of high income blacks were more congruent

with the responses of high incame white members of the camunity than

with the rest of the black comunity.

However, in general, structural explanations for poverty were more

frequent in neighbourhoods with a larger proportion of black
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residents.

Bogart and Hutchison suggest that this was not a factor

of race alone. Whites living close to black respondents also showed
a stronger orientation towards structural explanations. Prolonged
contact with minority groups in the community of residence may lead,

the authors believed, to more liberal and structural attitudes toward

the cause of poverty, a finding consistent with others (see Stetler ’

1957; Stouffer, 1958).

Like Flint, Williamson's (1974A, 1974B) study of 300 white women in

Boston found a consistent trend for respondents at the upper end of

the i1ncome and class scales to perceive the poor to be lower in their
motivation towards work than did respondents with lower
soclo-econamic  status. But Williamson has suggested that

soclo-economic status actually explains very little of the variation

between these attitudes to the poor. Of far more significance, he

believes, are the ideological wvalues held by respondents. This
analysis contrasts sharply with that of Alston and Dean and many
others, whose explanation for the variations in attitudes to poverty
centred around soclo-econamic varilables such as age, education or
income. Ideological explanations of attitudes to poverty have became
more prominent as researchers have turned away from a simplistic and
narrow focus on socio-economic variables and considered attitudes in

the context of the wider significance of values, beliefs and power.

sSummary

Farly American, Australian and Indian attitudes to poverty studies



show the existence of a 'core' of hostile beliefs about the poor.
The poor were very often seen to cause their own poverty through
laziness, lack of effort, bad financial management or 1lack of

education. Respondents in different oountries emphasise different
aspects, but generally within a framework of widespread moralising
and hostility. The poor were also thought to be often involved in
criminal acts. To same extent the poor themselves have accepted as
true these beliefs. Many of the poor blame themselves and each other

for their poverty.

Analysis by researchers has rested upon attempts to explain hostile
attitudes by reference to a set of discrete socio-economic

characteristics of survey respondents. Age, 1income,

occupation,
educational level and others have all been associated with a
particular attitude position. However, later analysis has became
more intricate, focusing on the interaction of a number of
variables; for example race, class and comunity of residence.
Something of a "breakthrough' occurred when researchers turned their
attention away from the narrow focus on socio-econamic variables and

considered the influence that ideology and political values may have

upon the formation and maintenance of attitudes to poverty.

17




SECTION TWO: RBELIEFS ABOUT THE CAUSES OF POVERTY

— RESEARCH FINDINGS FROM BRITAIN

Sane persistent themes
Research in Britain has uncovered the existence and persistence of ‘

similar attitudes towards poverty and the poor. A 1971 Gallup poll

found that a third of all respondents thought poverty was due to lack

of effort (Gallup, 1976, 1456). A 1976 survey on perceptions of
poverty in Europe found that there was far greater hostility to the
poor in the United Kingdom than in any of its FEuropean neighbours
(EEC, 1977). One year later, however, Barbara Wootton summarised

what she thought was the mood of the nation:

"Attitudes to poverty are changing. Years ago the well
heeled middle classes tended to accept poverty as a normal
social phenanenon to be lightly dismissed as largely the

fault of the shiftlessness of the poor themselves. But
now that social investigators have thrust the facts under

our noses, we have become ashamed and guilt conscious ...

critics of today are ... less disposed to blame the poor
... than to pretend no one is still poor" (Wootton, 1978,

554).
Certainly 49% of United Kingdaom respondents in the FEuropean
Communities survey of the perceptions of poverty believed poverty did
not exist. But since Wootton made her ocaomments the extent of
poverty has increased significantly 1in the United Kingdom. The
number of people dependent on supplementary benefit was 4.6 million \
in 1979. 1In 1983, the latest year for which figures are available,
the figure stood at 7.1 million; an increase of more than 50 per
cent. During that period the numbers living below supplementary

benefit levels increased from 2.1 million to 3.3 million. Nearly 16
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million people live on, below, or in the margins of poverty (Pond and
Burghes, 1986; Becker and MacPherson, 1986: DHSS, 1986; Guardian,

1986; Field, 1986; CPAG/LPU 1986; Walker and Walker, 1987).

Researchers are again '"thrusting the facts under our noses'.
Despite this, however, attitudes and beliefs about the causes of
poverty follow recurring themes. The 1984 British Social Attitudes
Survey found that, in that vyear, only 55% of the British public
believed that there is such a thing as '"real poverty in Britain
today” (Jowell and Airey, 1984, 92-94). Respondents who were most
likely to believe this were the unemployed, the young (under 35),
those 1living in cities, those in households with children under 5,
those with higher incomes, those currently in a Union and ILabour
party or Alliance identifiers (p.93). Despite the increase in

reporting of issues concerned with social deprivation and poverty,
many people still deny 1its existence. And where it is acknowledged

that poverty does exist, the explanations for it are often moralistic
or "hostile'. The authors of the EEC survey report that:

"the striking thing about these results is not of course
that same people rather than others tend to perceive
poverty and attribute i1t to social causes ... properly
speaking, the added value of these analyses 1s that they
show the predominance of subjective factors over

objective factors" (EEC, 1977, 19; my emphasis).

People tend to make judgements about the poor based upon beliefs and

opinions rather than facts. 1In their survey of the influence of
the media on perceptions of poverty Golding and Middleton (1982)

found that the largest category of answers concerning the cause of
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poverty made reference to the financial ineptitude of the poor.
Poverty, the authors argued, was seen to result from the failure of
the poor to control money going out of the hame rather than fram
society's failure to get a decent income into it (p.195).
Explanations stressing 'structural injustices' were only accepted by
26% of respondents. A significant proportion of respondents thought

that the poor "have only themselves to blame so there's no reason why

society should support them" (p.167), a finding wholly consistent

with an earlier study by Peter Townsend. Townsend found widespread

hostility towards the poor; poverty was very often seen in terms of
individual failure. But Townsend also found, as have many other
authors, that the poor often blamed themselves for their condition.

One-third of those feeling poor all the time blamed their poverty on

themselves. Townsend comments,

"Some of the poor have come to conclude that poverty does

not exist. Many of those who recognise that it exists
have come to conclude that it is individually caused,
attributed to a mixture of 1ll-luck, indolence and

mismanagement, and i1s not a collective condition determined
principally by institutionalised forces, particular
governments and industry'" (Townsend, 1979, 429).

This 1s a recurring and persistent theme. The poor often share the

perceptions of the better off, explaining poverty in terms of

individual characteristics, personal failure or blameworthiness.

Perhaps surprisingly in view of these findings, Mack and Lansley
(1985) have argued that there has been a reaemarkable shift in public
opinion, towards greater sympathy for the poor. The authors believe

that, by 1983, the public were more inclined to blame wider social
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factors. For example, they cite the 1976 EEC survey finding that
43% of U.K. respondents blamed laziness and lack of willpower; by
1983 the corresponding proportion had nearly halved to 22%.
Similarly, in 1976 only 16 percent of respondents cited "injustice"
as the cause of poverty. By 1983 the proportion was 32 percent. By
tracing the pattern of results fraom a number of surveys over the
years, Mack and Lansley suggest that the strength of the "blaming the

victim" thesis is weakening. Increases in actual unemployment and

the widely perceived prospects of beconing unemployed through no
fault of one's own have, they argue, contributed to this "softening"

in attitudes (Mack and Lansley, 1985, Chapter 7).

But at the same time the authors found that 13% of poor respondents
still attributed their own poverty to laziness, and 26% of

respondents who thought they were never poor cited laziness as the

cause of other people's poverty. Many poor people still explained
poverty in terms of personal inadequacy. A recent survey conducted
by Gallup for New Society made similar claims that a "wave of concern
about poverty 1is sweeping through Britain ... most people believe
that poverty results from misfortune, not indolence"” (Lipsey, 1986,
18). Perhaps, but significant proportions of respondents, however,

still explained poverty in terms of lack of effort.

The belief in the moral or physical failure of the poor is never far
below the surface. Mack and Lansley conclude that "throughout the

post-war period attitudes to the poor have tended to fluctuate
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according to both the prevailing econamic and social climate and the
public's moral stance" (1985, 231). MacGregor, too, finds strength

in this argument. She comments that "the contradictory treatment of

people on low incomes from work and those on social security, who

often live close together, encourages disfavourable attitudes towards

the poor, who are seen as scroungers' (1981, 32).

Summary
British attitude to poverty studies have shown a similar pattern of

hostility towards the poor, despite Wootton's optimism that attitudes

are changing as a result of increased awareness of the extent and

nature of poverty. Some other authors have also suggested that the

British "public" is 1less hostile and judgemental towards the poor

than they used to be, but the evidence for this is inconsistent. A

substantial proportion still believe that the poor are responsible

for their poverty.
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On welfare spending
Tropman (1981) has arqued that American society is essentially

contradictory in its attitude towards those in need. '"Blaming the
victim" - explaining the causes of poverty by reference to the
individual attributes of the poor themselves - coexists with the
often generous giving to people in need. Schiltz too concluded that
despite widespread hostility to the poor and welfare programmes
amongst American citizens, they nonetheless had '"persistently

supported expenditure for public welfare programmes' (1970, 150).

Hendrickson and Axelson (1985) in their 1983 study of over 200
computer scientists, public defenders and social workers found the
picture to be far fram simple. Whilst their respondents endorsed

the work ethic and individualistic explanations of the cause of

poverty, they also agreed with structurally orientated welfare

programmes to alleviate poverty. Seventy eight percent thought the
poor should work for welfare payments; 75% thought the Federal
Government was not helping the poor enough; 61% thought that the
rich should pay higher taxes to support the poor; and 87% thought
that day care should be provided to every mother on welfare who would
like to work but who had a pre-school child at hame. This high
correlation between a camnitment to the work ethic and structurally

orientated welfare programmes was wholly unanticipated by the
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authors. They explained the findings by reference to the large-scale
InCrease in American unemployment which affected all social groups:
a situation that many acknowledged had no relationship with personal
blameworthiness. The prevalence of so many well educated
respondents - trained to think critically about contemporary social
problems - with access to and exposure fram sophisticated news
magazines and training courses also affected the findings. The
authors discovered that respondents with the 1least knowledge, the
most prejudice, or the lowest evaluation of the poor were also the
strongest endorsers of the work ethic. 1In particular those who did
not work with the poor had a stronger cammitment to the work ethic
than those who did. Accurate knowlege of the poor - perhaps through
working contact - reduced hostility to them as a group and tended to

be reflected 1n a weaker cammitment to the work ethic,

In Britain, attitudes have also appeared to be inconsistent towards
the need for and the role of welfare. The British Election Survey
of 1974 found that 86.9% of respondents thought it very or fairly

important to increase government spending in order to get rid of

poverty. The figure for 1979 was 83.5% (see Mack and Lansley, 1985,
Chapter 7). But the 1976 EEC survey of perceptions of poverty found
that 29% of British respondents - compared to 7% of European -
thought the authorities were doing too much for people in poverty;
35% of British respondents thought the level about right; 36% too
little. In Europe well over 50% thought too 1little was being done

(EEC, 1977; Mack and Lansley, 1985, 213-215). In 1983, when Mack
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and Lansley conducted their survey, 57% thought the government was

doing too little to help those lacking 'necessities"; only 6%

thought too much (1985, 213). The authors have suggested this showed

a 'softening" in public attitudes to the poor and welfare. But it
was the rich who were least 1likely to support such redistribution

through welfare. Working class households had a greater commitment

to equality as did supporters of the Labour party or Alliance.

Eighty one percent of the 1986 British Social Attitudes survey
respondents thought that it was the government's responsibility to

provide a decent standard of 1living for the unemployed, and 77%

thought the gap between high and low incames was too large (Mann,

1986, 27-28). The New Society poll conducted by Gallup in 1986 found
86% of those questioned thought that the government should spend more
money to get rid of poverty. When asked to decide about the
appropriateness of cutting taxes or increasing benefits only 27% of
the New Society respondents preferred to cut taxes: 61% thought that
income tax reductions should have been spent on benefits. Even among
Tory voters there is only a 48:42 majority in favour of tax cuts

(Lipsey, 1986, 18-19). Table 1.1 shows the question used in the New

Society poll, and the results.
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Table 1.1: New Society Poll : Attitudes towards redistribution
Question : The budget decreased income tax by 1p in the pound. Same

people say that income tax should not have been cut, and the money
should have been used instead to 1ncrease benefits to the poor. How

would you choose to use the money - to cut income tax or to increase
benefits to the poor?

Total Cons Lab Alliance 18-34 35-44 45-64 65+ ABC1 C2 DE

Cut income
tax 277 48 15 22 24 30 29 29 31 29 20

Increase

benefits

to the

POOX 61 42 74 67 61 66 62 55 59 59 66

Not stated/
don't know 12 11 12 12 15 5 > 17 10 13 13

Source: Lipsey, 1986, p.18.

Similarly, Golding and Middleton found the greatest antipathy to
increased welfare spending amongst older respondents, those 1n the

lowest occupational groups, and the least educated. It was these
groups who felt they 'had more to lose as the payers than to gain as
beneficiaries' (Golding and Middleton, 1982, 165). Such a view,
that the welfare state i'edistributes according to need ard

consequently will help the poor most, is consistent with the analysis
by O'Higgins (1984). But Ie Grand (1982) has argued earlier that the

reverse actually occurs. Redistribution has been  perverse,
benefitting middle class groups of suppliers and consumers far more

than those in need (see also Field, 1981 on the '"hidden" welfare

states).

The data suggest that there is a confused commitment to welfare
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spending. A 1983 BBC Election Survey found that 77% of the public
were 1in favour of maintaining welfare services rather than cutting
taxes (Taylor-Gooby, 1985B). But at the same time a MORT poll in

October found that 34% favoured cuts in taxes even if 1t meant a cut

in spending on public services (see for example Mack and Lansley,
Chapter 9). In the MORI poll 58% approved of maintaining spending
even 1f it required an increase in taxes. Taylor-Gooby (1985A and
1985B), reviewing a range of surveys, has suggested that there is a
strong commitment for maintaining and increasing spending on welfare,
even i1f taxes rise. But Mack and ILansley have shown that whilst
this comitment may go as far as an agreement to pay 1 pence more in
the pound on tax, the commitment drops if the tax rise would need to
be 1increased to five pence per pound, or beyond. Lipsey (1979) has
suggested that the public simultaneously want tax reductions but no
cuts to services. Certainly this endorses Taylor-Gooby's comments

that the wider social policy aims of redistribution over the family

life cycle, or between "wallet and handbag', were not echoed in what

men and women said (Taylor-Gooby, 1983, 51).

The deserving/non deserving distinction

The poor are not necessarily seen as a single group and attitudes to
them are themselves not necessarily uniform. Respondents have been
shown to make judgements and distinctions between different groups of
poor people. Tropman's 1972 Kansas City survey found the persistence
of negative attitudes to the poorest "lower class'. Eighteen

percent of his respondents thought that the lowest class "does not
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try". Dependency on welfare benefits was explained in a number of

ways: 44% of respondents thought that lack of education was the main
cause oOf poverty and dependency on welfare benefits. Only 3%
mentioned race, gender and ethnicity, and 2% mentioned age. In
addition Tropman explored attitudes to the second lowest class -
those not wholly dependent on welfare but nonetheless poor - the
"working poor'. Much greater support and sympathy was expressed for
this group; two thirds of respondents believed that the poverty of
this group was caused by low and inadequate pay as opposed to
characteristics associated with their individual make-up. This

distinction, between the worthy and unworthy poor, Tropman argqued,

was based upon the extent to which the poor were seen to be "copping
out" or "chipping into society'. Those who appeared to be trying
were held in far greater esteem than those who failed to make a

"contribution" (Tropman, 1977 and 1981).

The distinction between worthy and unworthy claimants, or deserving
and non deserving, 1is a qconsistent and persistent theme. Redpath
defines the deserving as ''those who by virtue of helplessness, are
exempted from the requirements of reciprocation inspired by the
market ethic" (1979, 48). It is this need for reciprocity and
exchange which is at the heart of the distinction. Only the

"deserving poor" are exempted from the need to participate in this

manner; the "undeserving" are samehow seen as not willing or wishing
to reciprocate. Pinker has argued that the concept of reciprocity

(and stigma) whilst central to the discussion of welfare is very much
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under utilised in the analysis of welfare. The least stigmatising
services are those which involve reciprocity, depth, distance and
time. He argues that the propensity for reciprocity in the future is
given more importance by the public when making Jjudgements of
deservingness. Past contribution is given less weight (Pinker , 1971,
170-2). In addition, the greater the distance between the providers
and those in need, the less campassion there will be in the exchange.,
Time is also important. Those who have been dependent on welfare for

a long time (and have adapted to the status it involves) are regarded
with less sympathy than those who have only recently been made
dependent on benefits, and are striving to break out of that

dependency (Pinker, 1971, 174).

Tropman (1977) has shown how the principle of "chipping in" is so
important. He has argued that the making of a contribution enhances
both the individual and the collective elements within American
society. Americans praise people who "make it" against all odds -
who contribute despite oﬁerwhelming pressures. Tropman 1llustrates
his oonclusions by reference to the Nicholas plan during the
depression, which gave food garbage from restaurants to the poor in
return for chopped wood. This degree of '"chipping in" was considered
to make them worthy of support. In Britain, the principle of less
eligibility originally implemented by means of the workhouse test
ensured that the poor dependent on state help were never 'better off"

than the lowest paid worker - the "working poor'. The working poor

were seen as deserving, toiling to Kkeep their independence.
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Entwined with this developed the notion of the "cycle of
deprivation': that sane of the poor had distinct family life styles
and child rearing practices which distinguished them from the rest.

Jordan (1973 and 1974) illustrates how these distinctions between the

deserving and non deserving poor have historically been justified by
"theories" aiming to explain the different treatment between poor
groups, and the "punishment" of others. In the United Kingdam the
cohabitation rule; 6 week rule; 40% rule: wage stop; board and
lodging regulations and a host of other social security regulations,

contemporary guidelines and controlling mechanisms have been aimed

not at encouraging the deserving to apply for help, but at policing
the undeserving or "scrounger" - ensuring that they should be kept

out of the system as far as possible and that '"life on the dole"
should be far fram canfortable.

These distinctions and the treatment of the poor arising fram them
are not new. Betten (1973) has traced their existence back to the
14th century and even ‘earlier. American legislation, similar to
that in Britain, punished the poor or unemployed - labelling them as
"idle", '"workshy'", '"pauper" or '"'feckless'. Betten 1links the
hardening of attitudes to the poor in the first instance with the
Black Death in the mid 14th century; shortages in the able bodied
workforce led to those unable to work being seen as anti-society;
their ensuing poverty became a crime linked to vagrancy.
Distinctions between these able bodied wvagrants and the deserving

poor - those poor through disability or illness - developed alongside
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the mid 18th century religious revival. While attitudes remained
generally hostile and moralising, a perspective emphasising
structural explanations became more prominent, coinciding with a
growing awareness, exploration and analysis of the extent and nature
of poverty. But beliefs in the moral failure of the poor, that they
were lazy, participated in sexual excess, misused their assistance or
penefits, were involved in criminal acts have persisted throughout
history and across continents (see Betten, 1973;: Jordan, 1974;
Heise, 1977; Golding and Middleton, 1982; Mack and Lansley, 1985).
Golding and Middleton have suggested that this "recurrent
refurbishing of a series of images of welfare'" is modified by the
media. "The notion of social security as a policing mechanism
Creates the complementary image of the claimant as criminal, to be
policed, checked, investigated, suspected and controlled" (1982, 97;
see also Dedinsky, 1977). More recently Golding has argued that the
poor live "beyond the lens', and are excluded from participation in
a number of fields (Golding, 1982, 1985, 1986A, 1986B). Poverty

remalns invisible, often hidden.
"On the one hand it is widely believed that 1little or no
poverty persists, other than an unavoidable degree ot
hardship in old age. On the other hand, while poverty is
recognised, it 1s explained in terns of the individual

culpability of its victims.'" (Golding and Middleton, 1982,
199)

Undeserving scroungers
Redpath, and later Deakon have examined the historical similarities
of attitudes to ''scroungers', a shorthand term for claimants who it

is inferred have a greedy ability to claim '"everything going', or are
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b
undeserving for other reasons. Scroungers, Dea),lon argued are

defined a "moral panic", threatening societal values and interests,
and presented in a stylised and stereotypical fashion by the mass

media (Deakon, 1980; see also Handler and Hollingsworth, 1971; Hill,

1972B; Meacher, 1974; Popay, 1977; Deakon, 1977 ard 1978; Field,
1979; Luckhaus, 1980).

Golding and Middleton's research, carried out in the late 1970s,
suggests that many attitudes to claimants are based upon a "culture

of contempt”. The old and sick, however, were nominated as the group

most deserving income maintenance support. Only 5.9% of respondents

thought the unemployed were most deserving and three out of 10

respondents believed that more than a quarter of claimants were

scroungers (Golding and Middleton, 1982, 172). This belief was

common, as the Schlackman Organisation survey of attitudes towards

supplementary benefit has reported:

"Tt was the almost  universally declared belief of
informants of all types that those who were in least need
would be the most likely to claim and the most successful
in obtaining supplementary benefit, while those who were
in most need, and most deserved to receive help, would be
the most reticent in claiming, and the least likely to
receive help. This belief 1s the lynchpin of attitudes

towards the supplementary benefit scheme' (Schlackman,
1978, 34).

But Norris, caommenting on a postal survey carried out in South East
England in 1972 and 1976, found an increase in negative attitudes
towards most poor groups, including the elderly and handicapped.

His random sample of 3,000 people on each occasion were asked whether

they agreed or disagreed with helping particular groups, whether they
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would be pleased or displeased if they became neighbours, and which
needed help the most or least. Respondents who had working contact
with the poor were more likely to be unsympathetic. Social contact

with the poor increased respondents sympathy towards them. Over one
quarter of the 1976 respondents thought that assistance should be

pased on the recipients needs, whether they were deserving or not.
Thirty percent were prepared to give limited help only - based

entirely on an estimation of the recipients worthiness, not on their

relative need. Hostile and restrictive attitudes in 1976 made up

43% of all comments (Norris, 1978).

Conflicting attitudes to the poor abound in the distinctions between

the deserving and non deserving; between support or otherwise for

welfare programmes, social security benefits or redistribution

through welfare. Beliefs about the cause of poverty affect

perceptions of the whole need for human or welfare services; both

income maintenance and personal social services. An ORC poll in
1968 found that 89% of respondents thought that too many people would

not work because of the high level of benefits; 78% believed that we
have so many social services that people work less hard than they
used to (Klein, 1974, 412). Similarly Mack and Lansley found that
57% of their respondents agreed that "Britain's welfare system
removes the incentive for people to help themselves" - only 35%
disagreed (1985, 217). This fear of the "nanny state" has expressed
itself in other ways. Sixty three percent of respondents in a survey

for the 1985 Green Paper on the Reform of Social Security agreed or
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