
Can IDS cure poverty in Scotland? 
 
Iain Duncan Smith is on a mission to fix Broken Britain. But will his ideas work in 
Scotland? 
 
by Tom Miers 
 
Iain Duncan Smith may seem an unlikely Scottish hero. Yet the former Tory leader 
claims to hold the key to solving Scotland’s most serious and intractable problem – the 
mass poverty and social deprivation that blights our towns and cities. 
 
The scale of this crisis is breathtaking. Almost a quarter of the workforce is jobless. 
Nearly a fifth of Scottish adults are illiterate. In parts of Glasgow more than a third of 
adults have no educational qualifications at all, and in the same areas male life 
expectancy is just sixty-six years.  
 
But many of us turn a blind eye to this awkward truth. The poor in Scotland inhabit a 
kind of mental ghetto where their problems are, if not ignored, then tolerated as an 
inevitable part of life. 
 
Certainly the issue of poverty is barely discussed by the political élite in Scotland. At the 
Holyrood election in May there was almost no mention of the social catastrophe that is 
Scotland’s real shame. The Scottish Parliament seems fixated by what powers it should 
have, rather than what to do with them. 
 
Alex Salmond reinforced this impression with his extraordinarily complacent remarks on 
the riots that swept across parts of England in August. He claimed that “we have a 
different society in Scotland” with a “social fabric” that made such disorder much less 
likely, implying that the conditions that lead to the riots were a purely English 
phenomenon.  
 
This ignored the fact that several major English cities were also riot-free. The idea that 
Glasgow shares some kind of special social cohesion with Leeds and Newcastle is 
ludicrous. 
 
Iain Duncan Smith first visited Easterhouse in Glasgow in 2002 to highlight the nature of 
British social deprivation. He wanted to draw attention to the crucial question that lies 
behind poverty in this country. Why is it that our financially generous welfare state has 
entrenched poverty rather than curing it? 
 
This has been the focus of the Centre for Social Justice, the think tank he established in 
2004 after being deposed as Tory leader. Its purpose is to research how state welfare fails 
the poor, and how to reform it so that its fits with the best of human nature instead of 
bringing out the worst. Its analysis of the interlocking problems of poverty has been very 
influential in framing David Cameron’s priorities in Government.  
 



Iain Duncan Smith was appointed Work and Pensions Secretary after the 2010 general 
election with a remit to put his ideas into practice. In a lecture to the Robert Owen 
Institute in Edinburgh last week, he set out an ambitious agenda to intervene at every 
stage in the ‘lifecycle’ of poverty, from infancy to the world of work. 
 
The central problem is that the welfare system currently creates incentives for behaviour 
that makes social breakdown more likely. For example, if you are on benefits and you 
find a job, you lose those benefits. So in many cases work only generates 4p of additional 
income for every £1 earned. Which of us would bother going to the office if we were 
taxed at 96%? 
 
Meanwhile couples on benefits are better off if they live apart, leading to too many 
family homes with no father figure. 23% of Scottish children live in a single parent 
household. Gangs proliferate as an alternative source of authority and structure. 
 
The result is workless households and broken families where nobody has had a job for 
years, even generations. Too often the side-effects are criminality, drug and alcohol 
abuse, ill health and an early grave. 
 
The main plank of the government’s reforms is to simplify the benefits system into a 
‘universal credit’ designed to make work pay at every level of income and eliminate the 
‘couple penalty’. Allied to this are stricter conditions for receiving benefits in the first 
place.  
 
Critics say such an approach will be disastrous in a recession. The reforms will see more 
people coming off benefits and seeking work. But where are the jobs coming from? We 
are in the middle of the worst economic crisis since the 1930’s. Unemployment is high. 
While some jobs are still being created in Scotland (unemployment fell by 3,000 in the 
last quarter), up to 65,000 people might be forced off benefits under these plans. 
 
Duncan Smith’s response is that there can be no excuses for delay. The social crisis in 
Britain is ruining lives. And if we attack the causes and consequences of poverty at every 
stage, we’ll end up with a workforce that is better equipped and more ready to work. That 
in itself will help the economy. 
 
All very well in theory, but such an approach will require co-ordinated, long term 
intervention wherever the state interacts with the problems of poverty. This is where the 
Scottish Government comes in. For of course responsibility for the welfare state is 
divided between Westminster and Holyrood. 
 
Take schooling, for example. The effects of social breakdown begin very early and 
develop throughout childhood. Kids that find it hard to learn because of their home 
circumstances can be identified almost as soon as they enter primary school. Early 
intervention is critical. 
 



Or crime, which is as much a symptom of social breakdown as a cause. Violence and 
gang culture provide an unwholesome alternative to the cultural framework of work and 
family. So the Scottish Government has a big role to play in areas such as education and 
law and order, as well as training, social work, housing and economic development. 
 
As well as these conventional areas of policy, the government is exploring radical ideas 
to harness the expertise of business and charities. Specialists will be paid to get people off 
benefits and into long-term, meaningful work. 
 
Perhaps most intriguing are ‘Social Impact Bonds’, whereby private investors finance 
projects to achieve certain social objectives – getting people off drugs, say, or stopping 
them from re-offending. Government pays a return based on the results achieved and the 
money saved by the taxpayer. Potentially, everyone’s a winner: the government’s welfare 
bill goes down. Investors make a profit. And of course the life chances of the people 
involved could be transformed. 
 
The potential for this is enormous. Engaging private capital could unlock almost limitless 
resources to tackle Britain’s social problems. And the process could help re-integrate the 
different elements of society, so that business and the private sector regain a stake in the 
lives of the poorest. The walls of the ghetto are to be knocked down. 
 
Iain Duncan Smith’s audience in Edinburgh included representatives of banks and 
investment funds. They saw this as a chance to use their skills to fulfil their social 
obligations. Far more worthwhile than ticking the Corporate Social Responsibility box by 
doling out money to the local sports club. 
 
The devil, though, is in the detail. How can we be certain that the people who did not re-
offend on leaving jail, or stopped taking drugs, or found gainful employment, did so as a 
result of a social impact scheme? And did they really improve their behaviour, or did they 
simply slip through the statistical net by shifting from one welfare scheme to another? 
How much should government pay to achieve results delivered by private sector 
organisations? After all, the record of private / public contracts being exploited at 
taxpayer expense is not good. 
 
Again, this is where the UK and Scottish Governments need to work together. A charity 
that wants to stop re-offending, for example, needs to be able to restructure the lives of 
individuals so that they can find employment, housing and security. That means working 
flexibly with a wide range of government programmes and organisations in different 
jurisdictions – the prison service, apprenticeship schemes, the police, housing 
associations, the benefits office and even private companies. But at the moment, charities 
in Scotland complain of stifling bureaucracy hampering their efforts to work with 
government.  
 
Iain Duncan Smith is anxious to stress the importance of cross party consensus. As he 
puts it, “governments come and go, but these programmes must go on to tackle a whole 
generation of social breakdown”. In his lecture he quotes extensively from Robert Owen, 



the 19th Century social reformer and hero of the left. And in truth his ideas dovetail with 
the work of Labour figures like Graham Allen who grappled with these issues under the 
last government and have been co-opted as advisors by the Coalition. 
 
Indeed, tackling social breakdown is tailor-made as an issue for Scottish Labour, who 
would do well to seize this agenda and make it its own. Not only does it fit with Labour’s 
philosophical roots, but it would help to drag political debate away from divisive politics 
of nationalism that so suit their SNP opponents. 
 
But it’s going to be very tempting for Labour to shout ‘Tory cuts’ at this programme, just 
as it will be for Salmond to play the nationalist card – ‘if we could just devolve more of 
these powers, everything would be alright...’ 
 
So the question is whether Scotland’s politicians can rise to the challenge. Social justice 
is an agenda fraught with difficulty. But the opportunity is surely too big to turn down – a 
chance to solve once and for all the entrenched problems of deprivation that have 
blighted this country since the War.  
 
 


