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INTRODUCTION

Chwarae Teg’s vision is a fairer Wales where 
women achieve and prosper. This vision is 
not achievable unless all women are able to 
thrive, and poverty represents a significant 
barrier to making this a reality. 

Poverty rates in Wales have remained largely 
static for the past decade, hovering around 
24%. It has become such a permanent feature 
of our society that perhaps we’ve become 
numb to how unacceptable this situation is. 

We commissioned this research in recognition 
that the risk, experience and impact of poverty 
is different for women than men. As a result, 
policy interventions will only be effective if 
they are designed with these differences in 
mind. 

Women’s risk of poverty is closely linked to 
their position in the labour market and within 
households. As second earners, or primary 
carers, many women have limited independent 
income, leaving them especially vulnerable to 
falling into poverty in the event of relationship 
breakdown. They are more likely to be 
working in part-time, low-paid roles and often 
have to make difficult decisions about whether 
to work or take on the main responsibility for 
caring for their children. 

Currently, the picture of women’s poverty 
in Wales is largely hidden by flawed 
household measures of poverty. This report 
brings together the available evidence 
to demonstrate the stark reality; which is 
often precarious, on a knife edge, carefully 
navigating systems of employment, childcare 
and infrastructure that seem to contradict each 
other.  It is clear that poverty is not only the 
result of deep-rooted structural issues in our 
economy but also the result of policy failure. 
We have a social security system that no 
longer offers an adequate safety net, public 
transport that is too expensive for most low-
income women to utilise and a childcare 
system that is complex and inaccessible for 
many families. 

We can no longer afford to make excuses; we 
need an effective cross-government strategy to 
tackle the causes of poverty, not only mitigate 
its impact. This report offers an invaluable 
evidence-base that can ensure this cross-
government approach responds to the needs 
of the many women in Wales who remain 
trapped in poverty. 
 



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Too many people in Wales are trapped 
in poverty. Women have a slightly 
greater risk of relative income poverty 
than men, with the risk being especially 
high for lone parents. The number of 
women in poverty is unchanged in 
the last ten years.  Other measures of 
poverty such as material deprivation, 
homelessness, assets and food insecurity 
confirm that women are affected by 
poverty more than men.

We want to see a fair Wales where 
women achieve and prosper, with their 
specific circumstances recognised and 
reflected in policies and action. Despite 
solving poverty being a priority of 
the Welsh Government there is as yet 
no strategy in place nor measures to 
address the specific challenges women 
face.

We aimed to find out more about the 
experiences of women on low incomes. 
We found that women’s experiences 
are often different to men’s, with women 
being held back by limited work 
opportunities, low pay and lack of 
childcare.  These findings, together with 
evidence from other research, point to 
ambitious action that needs to be taken 
by the Welsh Government and other 
public bodies.

An effective cross-government 
strategy
An effective strategy, focused on the root 
causes not disparate initiatives, is needed 
to achieve change at scale. Given its 
commitment to tackling poverty there is 
much more that the Welsh Government 
can and should do to help lift people out 
of poverty.

More women into work 
Work remains a key route out of poverty. 
It not only increases household income 
but it also gives women money of their 
own and helps them to build up skills and 
experience for the future. We call for:
 Support for women to enter and 
progress at work that understands and 
addresses the wider socio-economic 
barriers that women face;
 Better pay and conditions through 
active promotion of the real Living Wage, 
which is of significant benefit to low paid 
women;
 Encouragement of flexible working 
patterns to enable women to combine 
working and caring. 

Reforming social security
Social security is a vital public service 
that supports women’s and families’ 
incomes. There is much more that the 
Welsh Government could do to ensure 
that social security unlocks the grip of 
poverty:
 Urgently request the UK 
government for administrative powers 
over Universal Credit to give women 
choice and flexibility in managing their 
finances;
 Reform its own benefit schemes so 
that they help to solve poverty and allow 
households to choose who claims. 

A new childcare offer
Lack of good quality and affordable 
childcare is a major factor that holds 
women in poverty back.  The Welsh 
Government should replace its current 
mixture of provision with seamless, 
universal free provision:
 Free, part time childcare and early 
years education from age 9 months to 
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Support women’s financial 
independence 
Public bodies could do more to enable 
women to have a choice about their 
household financial arrangements and 
reduce the risk of financial abuse. We 
propose two important steps:
 Offering short courses on personal 
finance in the community and for women 
participating in learning, volunteering and 
employment programmes;  
 Helping women in receipt of public 
funds who do not have a bank account to 
open one. 

school age for 48 weeks a year with 
additional hours available on a sliding 
scale of fees.
 Free, before-school, after-school 
and holiday care from school age to 
14 years, for 48 weeks a year, with 
additional hours available on a sliding 
scale of fees.
 A place guaranteed for every child 
whose parents want one, irrespective of 
their parents’ work status or decisions of 
schools to participate.

Access to essential services
Women have been hard hit by cuts to 
essential services. While recognising 
the constraints in public spending we 
nevertheless call for:
 investment in community-based 
learning for adults, with clear pathways 
into further learning and employment.  
 consideration of the transport 
needs of women and their families in the 
development of public transport services 
and infrastructure.  
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