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Executive summary 
 
The purpose of this project was to review existing sources on multi-dimensional disadvantage 

or severe forms of social exclusion characterised as ‘deep exclusion’; to recommend 

possibilities for secondary analysis of existing data sets to explore the dynamics of ‘deep 

exclusion’; to identify any relevant gaps in the knowledge base; and to recommend research 

strategies for filling such gaps. 

 

The first task was to define social exclusion and deep exclusion and to identify the 

appropriate ‘dimensions’ contributing to multi-dimensional disadvantage. A working 

definition of social exclusion was adopted after exploration of the wide range available in the 

literature: 

Social exclusion is a complex and multi-dimensional process. It involves the lack or 
denial of resources, rights, goods and services, and the inability to participate in the 
normal relationships and activities, available to the majority of people in a society, 
whether in economic, social, cultural or political arenas. It affects both the quality of 
life of individuals and the equity and cohesion of society as a whole.  
 

‘Social exclusion’ itself is universally regarded in the academic and policy literature as 

involving multi-dimensional disadvantage. ‘Deep exclusion’ cannot therefore be clearly 

differentiated from social inclusion on this basis. However, there are degrees of severity of 

social exclusion. Severe or deep exclusion was therefore defined as follows: 

Deep exclusion refers to exclusion across more than one domain or dimension of 
disadvantage, resulting in severe negative consequences for quality of life, well-being 
and future life chances.  
 

Although there are several indices relating to social exclusion and related matters, many of 

these are principally descriptive and do not allow for analysis of interacting variables. The 

multivariate analysis that has been done on social exclusion is of variable quality and is 

inconsistent in the definitions of social exclusion and the domains and indicators used.  

 

It is not clear that ‘deep exclusion’ is separable from social exclusion more generally, or 

produced by different ‘drivers’. The demonstration of causality in social science is extremely 

difficult.  However, there is overwhelming evidence that poverty is a major risk factor in 

almost all domains of exclusion that have been explored. Bradshaw et al (2004) stress the 

importance of distinguishing between macro-drivers that increase the overall levels of social 

exclusion, or particular aspects of it such as homelessness, and the causes or correlates of 

individual vulnerability. It is also useful to distinguish between risk factors which signal the 
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greater vulnerability of a category of individuals, and triggers which have a direct causal 

impact.  

 

A matrix of appropriate domains and topic areas was constructed looking across four stages of 

the life course: childhood, youth, working-age adulthood and later life. This matrix, the 

Bristol Social Exclusion Matrix, or B-SEM, contains 10 dimensions or domains of potential 

importance in social exclusion:  

Resources:   Material/economic resources 
Access to public and private services 
Social resources 

Participation:  Economic participation 
Social participation 
Culture, education and skills 
Political and civic participation 

Quality of life  Health and well-being 
Living environment 
Crime, harm and criminalisation 
 

The interactive nature of social exclusion means that these domains and topics are often both 

outcomes and risk factors. The substantive coverage and the methodological adequacy of a 

range of data sets was then assessed. While there is a great deal of data collected on aspects of 

disadvantage in existing surveys and administrative data sets, very few cover the range of 

aspects of multiple disadvantage or social exclusion included in the B-SEM.  

 

Some people most at risk of social exclusion are omitted entirely from household surveys. 

They include all of the population living in institutions, such as some children in local 

authority care or in young offenders’ institutions; disabled children in residential care; 

disabled adults; those hospitalised or in prison; older people in residential care; and some 

asylum seekers, notably those in holding institutions. Homeless people are also missed by 

household surveys. Other groups are under-represented in household surveys, including some 

of those most vulnerable to social exclusion, such as some minority ethnic groups, those on 

low incomes and residentially mobile populations including travellers.  

 

There are also sections of the population who, although technically eligible for inclusion, are 

under-represented in social surveys. Again, these are often groups who may be particularly 

vulnerable to social exclusion, such as those on low incomes. Even where representation is 

proportionate, the numbers in vulnerable groups may be too small for further analysis unless 

original sample sizes are very large. This applies, for example, to the numbers of minority 

ethnic respondents in many surveys. Different research strategies need to be put in place to 
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investigate the dynamics of social exclusion in vulnerable groups excluded from or 

underrepresented in household surveys. 

 

The best existing surveys for secondary analysis of multi-dimensional disadvantage were 

identified as: Families and Children Study (FACS); British Household Panel Survey (BHPS); 

English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA); General Household Survey (GHS); 

Millennium Survey of Poverty and Social Exclusion (PSE Survey); Avon Longitudinal Study 

of Parents and Children (ALSPAC). For young people, the best sources are the cohort studies 

initiated in 1958, 1970 and 2000. The Longitudinal Study of Young People (LSYPE) is likely 

to become an important addition although meaningful results for this group will not become 

available for some years. Pooled data from the GHS is also a useful source for looking at 

social exclusion among young people. 

 

A new household survey, the UK Longitudinal Household Survey (UKLHS), is under 

construction that will have a sample size of 40,000 and is expected to generate data from 

2008. Steps should be taken to ensure there are appropriate questions on social exclusion.  

 

Administrative data sources may be considered as an alternative to survey data. Two major 

reports, Pleace and Bretherton (2006) reporting for the DWP and Jones and Elias (2006), 

reporting for the NDS, have recently been published. Both note the potential advantages of 

linking administrative data sources, or linking them to survey data, but both raise issues of 

data quality as well as ethical and legal issues in the use of such data, and questions of public 

trust. 

 
Recommendations 
 

1. We recommend secondary analysis using B-SEM to identify appropriate domains and 

indicators of the surveys listed above.  

2. The PSE Survey has the most extensive coverage of social exclusion. We recommend 

repeating an improved version of the PSE Survey with a larger sample size and an 

ethnic booster. If possible we would recommend re-contacting the households in the 

original survey to provide a longitudinal element.  

3. We recommend the generation of a ‘Social Exclusion Module’ based on the B-SEM 

for inclusion in the future UKLHS (or in the BHPS or GHS). 

4. We recommend that qualitative research work using in-depth interviews and life 

history techniques be undertaken with those groups at particular risk of social 
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exclusion, especially those who are excluded from or under-represented in 

household surveys. Such qualitative work should use biographical methods to explore 

the experience of social exclusion and the nature and sequence of precipitating events 

and events and interventions that reduce or prevent exclusion.  

5. We recommend that the findings from this qualitative work be used where possible to 

inform specialised surveys of social exclusion among the non-household population.  

 

There are also changes that could be made to existing data collection practices  that would 

improve the adequacy of existing data  in relation to measuring social exclusion:  

 

6. We recommend that more consideration is given to the use of ethnic and other 

boosters in existing survey research to improve the overall usefulness of these sources.  

7. We recommend that a religious variable be routinely included in surveys, and that 

administrative data such as IMD (Index of Multiple Deprivation) scores are also added 

to existing surveys.  

8. We recommend that the UKLHS builds on BHPS best practice and includes a 

children’s cohort. In general, we recommend that more survey research collects data 

directly from children, with the age of respondents taken as far down as possible, 

certainly from about seven years of age. 

9. In view of the inconsistent use of age categories in relation to young people, we 

recommend the more consistent application of the United Nations 16-24 age 

boundaries.  

10. We recommend that in future sweeps of ELSA a sample for Wales be included.  

11. We recommend further consideration of the use of administrative data.  However, in 

line with recent reports from the DWP and National Data Strategy, we recommend 

that the interrelated questions of ethics, public trust and data quality are kept to the 

forefront when considering the use of administrative records for purposes other than 

those for which they were originally generated.  
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