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1. Introduction
The WEN Wales Women and Multiple Disadvantage Survey aimed to gather data
from organisations about the causes and impacts of the multiple disadvantages
experienced by the women they work with.
We used the term “multiple disadvantage” to refer to the issues that arise “when
individuals or areas suffer from a combination of linked problems, such as
unemployment, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime environments,
bad health and family breakdown”.1
The survey included fourteen questions which asked respondents about the work
they do, the kinds of multiple disadvantage experienced by the women they work
with, and whether they think the situation is getting better or worse. The final
question asked for their views on the main effects that multiple disadvantage has on
their service users and members. Most of the questions included quantitative and
qualitative elements, using predefined multiple choice questions to capture
quantitative data and open-ended questions to allow respondents to elaborate on
their answers in more depth.
The resulting data should not be interpreted as a measure of multiple disadvantage
in Wales, but rather as a useful snapshot which captures the views and concerns of
organisations that work closely with women and encounter the problems caused by
multiple disadvantage.

2. The Respondents
The survey received 47 responses from 35 organisations in Wales2. The
organisational data can be broken down as follows:
81% third sector organisations
11% public sector organisations
4% private businesses
2% social enterprises
2% registered social landlords.
The data should therefore be understood as heavily weighted towards the issues
and concerns of the third sector in Wales. However, this group of responses included
a wide range of organisations working on diverse issues. These organisations also

1

Social Inclusion Unit (SEU) 1997. For a literature review and in-depth discussion about terminology, see Mark
Duncan and Judith Corner, Severe and Multiple Disadvantage: A Review of Key Texts, Lankelly Chase
Foundation http://www.lankellychase.org.uk/assets/0000/1402/CHF_Lit_Review.pdf
2
We have included all the data because where multiple responses were received from organisations, it was
usually the case that they came from different offices and/or projects within the same organisation.

work with some of the most disadvantaged women in Wales and can therefore be
considered to have a high level of knowledge and experience in this area.
The top five issues which organisations reported working on were “Education and/or
training” (76.6%), “Signposting and access to services” (57.4% each), “Benefits and
welfare” (53.1%) and “Health related issues” (48.9%).

Table 1: What are the main issues your organisation works on?

The majority of respondents (almost 60%) said that their organisation had an allWales geographical remit. The survey captured responses from organisations
working in most of the regions listed on the predefined multiple choice question.
Almost 20% of organisations said they worked in ‘Other’ areas, usually listing
specific local authorities or cities/towns. There were no responses from organisations
working specifically in “East Wales and the Marches” or “Coastal Mid Wales”.

The main types of work undertaken by respondents were “Service delivery” (just over
80%), “Campaigning” (50%) and “Advice provision” (just over 40%)

Table 2: What type of work does your organisation do?

3. Summary of Key Findings
3.1.

When asked to identify the main causes of multiple disadvantage in
relation to their members/service users’ own lives (individual factors),
economic and educational issues emerged as leading causes reported
by respondents. Just over 82% of respondents cited “Level of
education/skills” as a cause of multiple disadvantage. “Income level”
was cited by 80% of respondents, followed by “employment status”
(64%) and “level of spoken and written English” (60%).

3.2.

Issues of identity and having protected characteristics were also cited
strongly as a cause of multiple disadvantage for women. “Gender” was
cited by 80% of respondents as a cause of multiple disadvantage for
women. Disability (55%) and membership of BME (51%) and LGBT
communities (40%) were also listed as leading to experiences of
multiple disadvantage.

Table 3: What aspects of their own lives do you think leads your
members or service users to experience multiple disadvantage?

3.3.

The qualitative responses listed other causes of multiple disadvantage
as follows: domestic abuse (4 responses), health issues (3 responses);
economic issues (3 responses), immigration issues (1 response) and
rurality, (1 response).

3.4.

When asked to identify causes of multiple disadvantage in relation to
external factors, “Access to information”, “Indirect discrimination” and
“Economic issues” emerged as key factors. Almost 90% of
respondents cited “Lack of awareness about options” as a factor, and
74% cited “Lack of information and access to information”.
Interestingly, “Indirect discrimination” (74.4%) emerged more strongly
than direct discrimination (48.9%) as a factor. Cuts in service provision
(76.6%) and welfare reform (70.2%) were also cited by large numbers
of respondents.
Table 4: What external factors do you think leads your members or
services users to experience multiple disadvantage?

“By indirect discrimination, we‘re thinking about the assumptions
behind the practical welfare reforms which have a
disproportionately negative effect on women ”

3.5.

When asked to tell us whether they think the situation is improving or
getting worse, the overall response was pessimistic. Over 50% of
respondents said that the experience of their service users has got
worse over the last twelve months, while over 30% saw no change.
Around 15% said that things have got better. Concerns about the
economy and economic policy emerged extremely strongly in the
qualitative responses, with numerous comments citing austerity, public
sector cuts, decreased funding and welfare reform as factors that have
worsened the situation for their service users and members.

Table 5: As an organisation has the experience of your service users or
members changed over the last 12 months?

3.6.

Factors that were cited as improving the situation over the last twelve
months included increased access to support services located closer to
people’s homes (e.g., refuge spaces, health services), legislative
changes in relation to LGBT people, improved communication and
provision of information, the VAW Bill and increased awareness around
issues of violence against women.

3.7.

When asked to comment on the factors that have influenced this
perception of a worsening situation, economic factors emerged as the
main driver. The overall theme can be summed up, as one respondent
put it:
“Cuts, cuts and more cuts, both direct financial and cuts in services.”

There were eighteen comments about the general economic climate,
citing austerity, funding cuts and welfare reform as factors that
contribute to a worsening situation for already-disadvantaged women in
Wales. Specific economic issues that were mentioned included lowpaid jobs and the lack of affordable housing. Other factors mentioned
were lack of drug and alcohol services, lack of preventative work in
relation to domestic abuse, attitudes in the media, the stigmatization of
poor people and a “xenophobic political agenda”. A selection of quotes
is included below.

“Government cuts in service, less people delivering the service,
less experienced staff dealing with more demanding adults”
“Changes to welfare system. More service users are
approaching us for support following suspension of benefits.
There are also more people requiring food donations.”
“We have had an anecdotal increase in the need for 'crisis'
support (due to accommodation, domestic violence, benefits
delay) and have started to record these instances on a quarterly
basis. On a practical level, the requirement to use online
services, such as Universal Job Match have featured frequently
as an issue women need help with during our Job Club
sessions. Often this is because the website doesn't work
properly/ won't upload! Fairly frequent requests for food parcels.
We are also having to manage the reduced support available
through Legal Aid, although we do work closely with a local
solicitor firm that is very helpful.”
“For some service users they either don’t engage for long or
they disengage with support. This may be because of chaotic
lifestyles or maybe other issues such as mental health, drugs
and alcohol misuse or maybe money or motivation may be a
barrier. Many people do not want to face the issues around debt
especially if they are not really literate or have been abused
financially by a perpetrator as they cannot take responsibility
unless they are taught to.”
“Economic climate, local cuts in services by council to nursery
education, support for children with learning disabilities, cuts to
library opening hours, cuts to school transport. Most cuts
seemed to affect children and mothers first then older people”.
“Changes to welfare reform and bureaucracy means that service
users struggle to survive while payments are set up or delayed
by administration, resulting in homelessness, increased use of
local foods banks and crisis funds.”

3.8.

When asked whether they expected the situation to improve or get
worse over the next twelve months, the majority of respondents (60%)
said they expected the situation to get worse, while 30% said they
expected it to stay the same. Only 10% anticipated improvement.

Table 6: As an organisation how do you think the situation will change
for your service users or members over the next twelve months?

3.9.

When asked to elaborate on what they thought would make the
situation worse, all twenty six responses to this open-ended question
were again concerned with the economy, citing austerity, public sector
cuts to services, decreased funding, welfare reform and low-paid jobs
as factors that would be likely to make the situation worse for their
members and service users.
“Powys is an area where the wages are low, many are working
multiple part-time roles to make ends meet. As public sector
cuts continue the availability of work and of transport will get
less. For anyone with multiple disadvantages such as welfare
constraints, illness, low wage, disabilities, old age, the instability
of services exacerbates the vulnerability of people already at a
disadvantage.”
“Further cuts to statutory services. Also, the atmosphere isn't
right for partnership working. Organisations are ever more
concerned about continuing with their services, us included, but
this can sometimes hamper partnership working. As local
government cuts continue, this can only get worse in terms of
communication between govt services and voluntary sectorwhether that be strategic or on a case-by-case basis.”
“Unemployment and lack of good education or apprenticeships
can impact on service users. People are frightened of being

forced into the work place and not being prepared especially if
there is a family history of never being in the work place before.
People need to be taught and trained extensively to climb out of
the poverty trap and what can only be described as a
disadvantaged lifestyle for years and they have had little or no
life chances so far. They all need to have some access to
education etc.”

3.10. When asked what external factor would have the biggest impact on
members/service users, the leading responses were “the General
Election” (10 responses), “Welfare reform” (9 responses), and “Public
sector cuts/reduced services” (6 responses). Other factors mentioned
included the Assembly Election, the VAW Bill and the likely increase in
anti-immigration rhetoric
“Definitely the General Election- the political context is about
framing vulnerable people as 'unworthy' of support and,
combined with the politics of hate around immigration issues,
does not bode well for election manifestos to be based around
creating a society based on social justice and truly fair resource
distribution. Assuming that we are a positive factor in women's
lives, the increasingly fraught funding landscape (commissioning
that favours larger organisations and consortia- which take a
long time to develop, plus payment by results) is likely to make
delivering in line with our mission statement (as opposed to just
hard targets) more difficult- this may impact on the women who
access the Centre.”
“Further Welfare Benefits cuts- intro of Universal Credit,
outcomes of General Election if austerity measures are to be
continued, reduced services due to cuts in funding - could mean
less provision, provision only to targeted geographical areas or
certain client groups, could lead to crisis only”.

3.11. The final question in the survey asked respondents to identify the main
effects that multiple disadvantage has on their service users/members.
“Low levels of personal confidence and sense of autonomy” received
the largest share of responses (95.7%). The “Experience of being
socially excluded, isolated or marginalised” followed, with 80.8%

responses. “Lack of options and choices” received 76.6% of
responses, while “Lack of access to services/resources” and
“Increased vulnerability to exploitation, violence or marginalisation”
received 72.3% each.
Table 7: What are the main effects that multiple disadvantage has on
your service users or members?

The qualitative responses mainly concerned the ways in which the experience
of multiple disadvantage makes women more vulnerable to negative impacts,
(e.g., domestic abuse, mental health problems, drug and alcohol issues), and
therefore more likely to need access to support services.
“I'm not sure that we've got the figures to claim that the women who
access our Centre have higher than average instances of depression
etc., but what we can say is that our counselling service is always in
high demand. Current funding means that we can offer around 6
sessions of support, which, for the women who access the Centre is in
most cases enough to put in place strategies for containment and
management of their situation. Many will have suffered childhood,
sexual or domestic abuse and with this level of provision we cannot
hope to work with women to properly 'resolve' their issues.”
“All of our service users, both men and women who have experienced
domestic abuse, suffer with some form of mental health issue or health
issue. They need intensive support in an egalitarian way to learn to
share skills and raise self-esteem before they can take that step
forward to an independent life of their own. Many have never
experienced nurturing of any kind and so they need to learn it and be
taught it for themselves.”

“Drug and alcohol excessive use, more police involvement, sofa surfing
due to lack of adequate housing and ruthless landlords”
“I fear there will be a sharp rise in the numbers of women being killed &
harmed by their current or former partners”

4. Conclusion
The findings from WEN Wales’s Women and Multiple Disadvantage Survey provide
a useful “steer” for our future work in this area.
The respondents, many of whom are involved in delivering services to highly
disadvantaged women, point to lack of education and skills, poverty, and having
protected characteristics as causing multiple disadvantage in women’s lives. These
personal factors are then compounded by external, or structural factors, such as lack
of information, indirect discrimination and the general economic climate.
Respondents report that the effects of multiple disadvantage include low confidence,
lack of autonomy, isolation, social exclusion and increased vulnerability. It can also
result in a lack of access to services and resources.
Respondents paint a bleak picture of a worsening situation in which the cumulative
effects of austerity, decreased funding, public sector cuts and welfare reform are
contributing to disadvantage and making their work more challenging. The
responses also send the message that improvements can be made through
increased information, better local services and legislative change. However, it is
clear that the economy is a matter of great concern, especially for our third sector
members.

5. Next Steps
i.

ii.

iii.
iv.

Present the findings from the Multiple Disadvantage survey at Welsh
Government’s BAGE (Budget Advisory Group on Equality) and SEP (Strategy
Equality Plan) meetings.
Work with WEN’s Women and the Economy Subgroup (WESG) to ensure that
the findings inform the work of the group in relation to the group’s two priority
areas: ‘Poverty/welfare’ and ‘Public cuts – service and jobs’.
Include a consideration of multiple disadvantage in the development of WEN
Wales’s Gender Budgeting training package.
Work with WEN Wales’s regional groups and networks in North, South, West
and Mid Wales to identify specific regional factors contributing to multiple
disadvantage in Wales.
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