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APPLIED GEOGRAPHY

Paradox of poverty in the pursuit of a really useful Scottish
geography
John H. McKendrick

Scottish Poverty and Inequality Research Unit, Glasgow Caledonian University, Glasgow, UK

ABSTRACT
This contribution to the Applied Geographies series describes how
geographical skills and knowledge are being used in Scotland to
support the work of those tackling poverty in central
government, local government, the Third Sector, and community
groups. Opportunity is abundant for geography to contribute to
the ambitious goal of eradicating child poverty in Scotland by
2030, recently described as a ‘national mission’ by the First
Minister. Geography should not be amoral: as there is a necessity
for geographical analysis to inform anti-poverty activity, it is
incumbent upon geographers with an interest in poverty and
related issues to make impactful contributions beyond the
Academy.
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Poverty is pernicious. It restricts opportunity, makes life more challenging than it need to
be, and afflicts many individuals and families, even in high-income countries such as
Scotland (McKendrick et al., 2021a). None of this will come as a surprise to human geo-
graphers given the rich tradition of geographical scholarship focused on poverty, its
related concepts, and the problems it presents. In Scotland, this canon of knowledge
stretches back to the insightful observations of Edinburgh’s Wreford Watson (1951) in
the mid-twentieth century, reaches a hiatus with the work of the prolific Michael
Pacione at Strathclyde University (e.g. Pacione, 2004) and the Glasgow Quality of Life
Group at Glasgow University in the late twentieth century (e.g. Morris et al., 1989; see
also McKendrick, 2020), and continues today, with for example, the work of Chris
Dibben at the University of Edinburgh (e.g. Pattaro et al., 2020).

The perpetuation of poverty in Scotland is a paradox, given the nation’s wealth and
resources. There is also the discomfort of the opportunities that poverty in Scotland
affords to geography and geographers to advance their discipline and their thinking,
respectively. To conceive of poverty as an opportunity exposes us to criticism that we
are part of a ‘poverty industry’ profiting from misfortune (McGarvey, 2017): although
I would counter that it is better than not that we are committed to addressing social pro-
blems such as poverty and that we are able and willing to utilise our geographical skills to
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that end. It is also important, but not enough alone, for us to reflect on what these issues
mean for our academic practice (McKendrick, forthcoming).

With the global commitment through the Sustainable Development Goals to end
poverty in all its forms and dimensions by 2030 (UN, 2015) and the Scottish commitment
through the Child Poverty (Scotland) Act, 2017 to eradicate child poverty in Scotland by
2030, tackling poverty speaks to the mission of higher education institutions. For
example, the University of Glasgow presents itself as ‘Changing the world since 1451’,
the University of Strathclyde as undertaking ‘internationally leading research in the
“place of useful learning”’, the University of Aberdeen as delivering ‘globally excellent
and locally excellent research’, the University of St. Andrews claims to ‘brings together
researchers from around the world to explore and challenge the world around us
[focused on] local and international topics’, while my institution presents itself as the
‘University for the Common Good’. Whether the focus is tackling global poverty or
poverty in Scotland, our geographical research can exemplify that to which our univer-
sities aspire.

What does this imply for the Scottish Geographical Journal? The purpose and potential
of such regional journals have been discussed at greater length elsewhere (McKendrick,
2008; Philo et al., 2022). Part of the mission is better to understand the geography of Scot-
land, showcasing local geographies, which in part involves demonstrating how the world
beyond (theoretical and political) helps better to understand that within. However, the
mission also necessitates the articulation of how the appraisal of the geographies of Scot-
land are relevant, pertinent and, at times, critical to better understanding the world
beyond.

With regards to poverty, there is an abundance of resources that enable us to utilise
the potential of geographical analysis to understand poverty in Scotland. Indeed, Scot-
land has the potential to be a world leader in the appraisal of poverty in high-income
economies. The Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (2020) is an accessible
resource that is widely used in the micro-scale analysis of the geographies of the
associated concept of deprivation (Figure 1); the Scottish Informatics and Data
Linkage Collaboration (2022) promotes the safe and secure utilisation of public
data; and a wide range of regular national surveys, such as the Scottish Household
Survey (McKendrick, 1999), provide regional and national insight. Resources are
not limited to large survey datasets, with archive resources affording interpretative
analysis (such as Rachel Hopkins’s outstanding undergraduate dissertation that uti-
lised the Oscar Marzaroli archive of photography in the Gorbals in the 1960s
[Hopkins, 2022]) and the archive of local anti-poverty policy priority and local
action across Scotland that the Improvement Service (2022) is making publicly acces-
sible. The commitment in Scotland to tackle poverty sits awkwardly in the context of
the UK’s devolved political system, which at the same time has championed different
goals – e.g. Austerity, social mobility, ‘levelling up’ – and thereby provides a compel-
lingly complex political context.

The geographical community must also showcase and reflect on the many ways in
which the work of geographers is contributing to the common good in Scotland (and
beyond). Although not ignored (e.g. Routledge, 1997), perhaps there has been an under-
sell of this work in the pages of our scholarly publications. By way of illustration, my
practice as a human geographer currently involves using my geographer’s art in a
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wide range of ways to tackle poverty in Scotland. I support work in civil society: for
example, I am a Trustee of the Tartan Army Children’s Charity (which exists to
support disadvantaged children in Scotland and in the countries where Scotland plays
football) using my knowledge to interpret the veracity of cases for support in grant appli-
cations.1 I comment on contemporary issues relating to poverty, frequently asked to
provide comment for Scottish media (e.g. McKendrick, 2022) and penning a thrice-
yearly research column in the Scottish Anti-Poverty Review (e.g. McKendrick, 2021).
At other times, I am an advocate: for example, to promote a focus on poverty in each
election to the Scottish Parliament (McKendrick et al., 2021a) or about referenda on
independence (McKendrick et al., 2014), through a Poverty in Scotland book that I
edit for the Child Poverty Action Group2, which brings together research, analysis and
around one dozen commentaries from leading figures in civil society in each edition.

Moreover, I seek to advocate for specific aspects of poverty: for example, through my
work as a Trustee of the Scottish Pantry Network, which promotes dignified solutions to
food insecurity. I have been, and continue to be, a formal Advisor to a range of local and
national government committees: Glasgow City Council Employability Task Force;
North Lanarkshire Council Tackling Poverty Wider Expert Reference Group; Civic
Commissioner for the North Ayrshire Poverty Truth Community (2019–2020); Expert
Advisor to the Scottish Attainment Challenge V2.0 Reference Group (2021–2022); Child-
care Reference Group; and Scottish Leaders Forum Child Poverty Working Group. In a
new development for the Scottish Government, I hold a scrutiny role as part of the Child
Poverty Programme Board, which comprises a small number of external partners
working alongside senior civil servants charged with the responsibility of reviewing pro-
gress toward achieving the statutory responsibilities of the 2017 Act. This is an indication,

Figure 1. Affluence amidst poverty: the complex geographies of area deprivation. These three
detached properties, and many others like them on the same street, are in one of Scotland’s 10%
Most Deprived Areas. The Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation is a useful and widely used tool,
although it should be recognised that more people living in poverty in Scotland live outside Scotland’s
most deprived areas, and most people living in Scotland’s most deprived areas are not living in
poverty.
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rather than the sum, of what one geographer is contributing in just one field to wider
goals and wider work within Scotland.

The forces that shape poverty are multi-scalar: an awareness of this, and an ability
to disentangle these forces to demonstrate how they coalesce, reinforce or contradict is
knowledge that is highly valued and well received. Also appreciated are our skills in
quantitative data analysis, to appraise progress toward statutory targets, to evaluate
impact, and more fundamentally to inform practitioners on how poverty is defined
for policy. Numbers are never enough if the objective is to understand poverty and
there is also a necessity for qualitative analysis to explore processes and experiences.
These asks of others can be met through qualitative analysis (e.g. work for Perth and
Kinross Council to understand how Council services are encountered by people living
in poverty – McKendrick et al., 2022a); quantitative analysis (e.g. the evaluation of the
introduction of universal breakfast provision in a primary school in Inverness to
tackle morning hunger – McKendrick et al., 2022b): mixed-method research (e.g.
the work to inform the thinking of the Edinburgh Poverty Commission based on a
city-wide survey and an application of Q-Methodology – McKendrick et al., 2020),
or systematic review of the academic literature (for example, the rapid review on
co-production involving ‘experts with lived experience of poverty’ in policy and
service development for the Poverty and Inequality Commission – McKendrick
et al., 2021b).

I have made a conscious decision that my geography is most usefully deployed beyond
the Academy. Working in an institution that aspires to be one that functions ‘for the
common good’ I have the latitude to spend a greater proportion of my time on applying
my knowledge and skills beyond the Academy, whilst maintaining focus on academic
writing, teaching, mentoring, supervising, and delivering a fair share of the administra-
tive tedium that has become part of contemporary academic life. In truth, this has
involved less of a re-balancing of effort, than an extension of the working week into eve-
nings, early mornings, and weekends. The challenge for individuals is to fashion a
balance that reflects the academic they want to be. The challenge for geography is to
ensure that applied geography is valued, if not encouraged, to ensure that wider
demands for geographical knowledge and skills can be met.

The potential for geographers to make critical contributions to Scottish and global
society is abundantly clear for the issue of tackling poverty but is far from limited to
it. As Herman and Bishop (2022) argue, there is a strong tradition in Scotland of
making globally significant contributions to society. Our wider scholarly writing and
work arguably need to be infused much more strongly by how geography and geogra-
phers are shaping wider society.

Notes

1. In my spare time, I was a Category 1 referee in professional football in Scotland from 2005 to
2020, also acting as Chair of the Scottish Senior Football Referees Association for several
years. In this role, I invited TACC to be the beneficiary at one of our annual Charity
Dinners, subsequently being invited by TACC to join their Board of Trustees. Many referees
freely give their time to support good causes: more recently, I supported the work of Jags for
Good, Partick Thistle Supporters Trust, who support the North East (Glasgow) Foodbank,
raise funds to provide season tickets for supporters who cannot afford them, and provide
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opportunities for refugees and asylum seekers to play football: https://www.pressreader.
com/uk/scottish-daily-mail/20220627/282699050811341

2. The association of geographers and CPAG stretches back many years, with the Off the Map
collection in 1995 bringing together many academic geographers in a volume that provided
a ‘popular’ account of the role of geography in analysing and tackling poverty in the UK
(Philo, 1993). Similarly, Danny Dorling has contributed several commentaries for
CPAG’s magazine, Poverty (e.g. Dorling, 2011).
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