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‘Is Britain a Nation of Lazy Scroungers?’ (Randeep Ramesh, Wednesday, 24 April 2013, - The Guardian online). Critically discuss this statement and explore this in light of current statistics, policy and theory. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The article written by Rameesh was published online by the Guardian in 2013 and seeks to revaluate previous statements by government and by other media sources that claim there are millions of people abusing the welfare system. Rameesh suggests that these government and media reinforced statements are unreliable and inaccurate, as they fail to recognise particular groups of claimants who are unable to pursue employment, such as lone parents or those being assessed for employment and support allowance. Therefore, Rameesh’s article proposes that the government and the media reinforce the idea of the ‘lazy’ benefit claimant through false and negative representations, and thus portraying an inaccurate understanding of these individuals to the rest of society. This assignment aims to further discuss societal attitudes to the welfare system, seeking to explore why government, the media and society appears to promote such negative depictions. These portals will be discussed in relation to theory, and how different perspectives aim to explain the stigma surrounding those in poverty, this will include discussion around ‘deservingness’ and how individuals are classified to be either deserving or undeserving of welfare. The welfare model in the UK will also be discussed in relation to deservingness and how the selectivity of the current system highlights the segregation of those who should be ‘pitied’ and those who should be ignored. Thus, this assignment aims to collectively examine why society and the media appears to misrepresent the lives of individuals on welfare. 
In 1942, Beveridge set out a strategy for a social security system that was free from the stigma associated with more historical forms of public welfare, however over 70 years later, many would argue that such stigma remains apparent in society. Furthermore, offensive slurs that highlight resentment and suspicion toward benefit claimants have gradually become accepted as a normal part of political and social life (Baumberg, 2012). In a study by Baumberg, Bell and Gaffney (2012), an unemployed claimant supports this in a focus group, suggesting that the British public predominantly perceives claimants to be ‘skivers, lazy, stupid and feckless’ (p.28).  Others in the focus group emphasised issues that come with being stigmatised and judged by society; ‘there’s that awful feeling that people are watching you…even just your neighbours…this feeling of unpleasantness’ (Baumberg, Bell and Gaffney, 2012, p.17). Quantative methods used within the study were able to measure large amounts of public responses regarding benefit claimants, and the results suggest there has been a significant change to social perceptions of which has subsequently resulted in the ‘normalisation’ of negative connotations to the benefit system (Baumberg, Bell and Gaffney, 2012).
The research by Baumberg, Bell and Gaffney (2012) also highlights the importance of ‘deservingness’ and what defines it, recognising it as a multifaceted concept that needs addressing. The concept was first defined in relation to welfare by Oorschot (2000, cited in Baumberg, 2012), who referred to it as the understanding of ‘who should get what, and why’ (p.151). Oorschot then presented five separate principles that aimed to represent how others assessed the ‘deservingness’ of others; through recognising their need, their control, their identity, their attitude and their reciprocity. These separate categories, according to Oorschot, are used by society to define whether or not a person is ‘deserving’ of their benefits (2000, cited in Baumberg, 2012).  Baumberg, Bell and Gaffney (2012) propose that Oorschot’s understanding of ‘deservingness’ should be acknowledged when analysing the results of their research. Their results conclude that although the British public appear to have increased disapproval over benefit claimants, they are also aware of the societal need for benefits, with the vast majority of survey respondents agreeing that there should be a welfare system. This suggests that it is not benefit receipt in itself that is attracting social stigma, but rather the understanding of how ‘deserving’ the claimants are. Therefore, when survey respondents are given accurate information about individual circumstances and payment amounts, negative attitudes appear to decline substantially. This suggests that public perceptions of deservingness, and who is recognised as ‘deserving’ of welfare, may be shaped and altered by secondary sources (Bell and Gaffney, 2012). 
Secondary sources of information, such as the media, can be a driving factor to shaping and withstanding public perceptions of deservingness for benefit claimants (Baumbreg, 2012). The medias representation of the poor can link to the theory of social representation, of which seeks to explore how knowledge is shared within society and how this knowledge then constitutes people’s understanding of reality. Therefore, the theory argues against realist, positivist understanding of knowledge being objective , and instead suggests knowledge is reproduced through interactions and communication in society. Several studies have been conducted regarding the correlation between societal understanding of the poor and media stereotyping. These studies highlight how the media appears to portray the poor as ‘criminals, alcoholics and drug addicts (Gans, 1979, cited in Chauhan and Foster 2014). Single mothers living in poverty in particular are often branded as irresponsible and neglectful, thus attributing blame to those in poverty as appose to seeking understanding of their circumstances.  
Media representations thereby impact upon, and reinforce social stigma towards benefits claimants. Research by Baumberg, Bell and Gaffney (2012) conducted a further study into the range of information represented by the media, of which analysed the frequency of stigmatising language. The results found a disproportionate emphasis on benefit fraud, with a significant number of articles originating from statements made by MP’s or ministers in government. Thus, the British media’s ‘obsession’ with benefit fraudulency may also be a reflection of parliamentary values (Baumberg, Bell and Gaffney, 2012). These inaccurate portrayals throughout the media thereby promote stigmatising attitudes towards benefits claimants, of which consequently alter society’s understanding of ‘deservingness’ by branding particular groups as ‘undeserving’ (Baumberg, Bell and Gaffney, 2012). This is also supported by the research’s analysis into the legitimacy of the media, of which found there a consistent relationship between the level of media coverage of welfare stereotypes and public perceptions of claimants (Baumberg, Bell and Gaffney, 2012). 
Chauhan and Foster (2014) examined the range of literature and studies conducted in relation to poverty and the media, and found that there were two consistent themes emerging: the portrayal of the ‘deserving poor’, and the ‘un-deserving poor’. The frame of media that portrays the ‘deserving poor’ promotes the sympathetic pity of the poor, however also highlights those who do not fit into this group of individuals. Therefore, the deserving and undeserving poor or placed on an exclusive binary. 
The selectivity of the current welfare system also opens the discussion regarding the ‘deservingness’ of others by highlighting difference between the perceived ‘needy’ and the rest (Baymberg, 2012). Therefore, according to Baumberg (2012), perceived ‘deservingness’ is also substantially altered by ‘institutional design’ (p.151).  Unlike universal welfare systems, as seen in Sweden that emphasise equality and the redistribution of wealth, the current selectivist system seeks to maintain the differences between the social classes (Baumberg, 2012). Despite evidence to suggest that rates of child poverty are considerably lower in countries that adopt universal welfare, the UK withstands the current means-tested system by highlighting the difference between the ‘deserving’ and the ‘undeserving’ poor (Adamson, 2012). Baumberg (2012) suggests that in order to combat the current welfare system of which abides by government values and judgments, there needs to be a shift in existing perceptions of what equates to a ‘deserving’ benefit claimant. 
This understanding of the ‘undeserving poor’ can also be referred to as Britain’s ‘under-class’; a group of individuals that have created their own culture, value-set and attitudes different to the rest of society. Lewis (1959) first linked this to his theory of ‘poverty culture’, and suggests that living in poor conditions for prolonged periods has lead to the formation of a culture of poverty. Lewis suggests that individuals living within this culture are seen as completely separate from society, with the urban poor making little use of institutions. Lewis goes further to state that the poor segregate themselves from society, through the cycle of poverty and deprivation that perpetuates through the generations. This cycle of poverty is reinforced by learned behaviour and social stigma that prevents individuals from accessing aspects of society.  However, Lewis’s theory has been criticised for  assuming that culture is a fixed concept that cannot be altered, and therefore the welfare state can never truly eliminate poverty as poverty itself is inherent in the culture (Lister, et al, 1996) Therefore, criticism argues that Lewis’s theory shifts the blame from government, policy and economic conditions to the individuals living in poverty themselves. This is also representative throughout Murray’s theory of the ‘under-class, who suggests that individuals who sit within this group are known to be ‘undeserving’ as they do not wish to help nor support themselves, and thus these individuals remain in poverty as the current welfare state encourages them to be dependant (Murray, 1995, cited in Lister, et al, 1996). Murray, therefore argues that the current state is valued by generosity as appose to providing incentive to the ‘feckless poor’ for providing for themselves (p.24).  Similar to Lewis’s theory of segregation, Murray appears to shift the blame from society itself onto the individuals in poverty, however further states that the underclass is not a ‘culture’ as such, but rather a lifestyle choice. Many sociologists would argue that these perspectives to poverty encourage the blaming of individuals for their misfortunes, and thereby does not account for the variety of external issues individuals may be suffering from (Lister, 1996; Walker, 1990). Walker (1990) suggests that blaming victims of poverty leads to social exclusion, and therefore the problem should be examined as a societal issue, in particular an issue imposed by the powerful. Walker further suggests, following Murray’s understanding, that if society consists of a ‘under-class’ then society must also consist of an ‘over-class’. Lasch (1995) further identifies this ‘elite’ class as excluding themselves from the rest of society, from the citizen responsibilities associated with having membership This synthesis has developed the concept of social polarisation, of which aims to examine each extreme, analysing how they impact upon each other to create and compliment social exclusion in society. 
Lister (et al, 1996) suggests that the very concept of the ‘under-class’ is infact reinforcing the stigma, and therefore poverty should be examined as a whole in relation to the elite and powerful as appose to singling out a particular group of poor. He suggests that the strong connotations of blame linked with the ‘under-class’ will not support sociologists in understanding poverty and thus will not create agency is eliminating the issue. These theories also appear to support the functionalist understanding of society, and thereby does not view poverty as an important aspect to improved, but rather a personal issue for people that must be tackled individually. This attribution of blame onto benefit claimants can thus be used to explain why current stigma and societal misconceptions perpetuate so negatively towards those in poverty. 
The current functionalist perspective on poverty, is also believed to overlook the severity of the issue, suggesting that poverty is purely a facet to a much larger ‘machine’ (Anderson and Taylor, 2007). Therefore, according to this perspective, poverty is required to maintain a working economy, by motivating the rest of society through visually portraying the class stratification system. Thus, by visually acknowledging the poor exists, through the media or within society itself, individuals are reminded to maintain and improve their own individual contributions to the ‘machine’ that is society. Poverty also serves use to the functionalist system by creating a hierarchy of skills and knowledge to ensure individuals are appropriately placed in their occupations and societal roles. However, many would argue that poverty in itself is excluded from this system altogether, as often the social stigma associated with being poor or in receipt of benefits is enough to segregate a person from society, thus preventing them from seeking employment. Therefore, regardless of skill-set, knowledge or intelligence, individuals in poverty face several barriers preventing them from seeking employment (Anderson and Taylor, 2007). 
Relating the research and conclusions made within this assignment to the article written by Rameesh for the Guardian in 2013, there appears to be a consistent trend within the media that seeks to enforce the idea that particular benefit claimants are ‘undeserving’ of their support from the welfare. False and negative representations appear to promote stigma and discrimination towards claimants, of which is supported by Baumberg, Bell and Gaffney’s study (2012). These stigmas and false understandings of individuals on benefits appear to have been ‘normalised’ in society, of which may be linked to society’s knowledge of the who appears to be ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ of welfare. Therefore, often portrayals of deservingness may not accurately reflect the individual circumstances of an individual, and thus individuals may be ‘branded’ undeserving despite recognition of their issues and hardship. However, as Lister et al, (1996) suggests, in separating the poor into two binary categories, society is undermining the privileges of those in power, and ignoring the issues that come with being on welfare. 
The assignment also concludes that the British public appear to have increased disapproval over individuals on welfare, more so than those in poverty in general. Despite this, the British public are also aware for the societal need for benefits, of which also highlights their binary understanding of the deserving and undeserving poor. These binary understandings are often promoted throughout the media, with trends and correlations suggesting those in power want to maintain the class stratification system. 
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