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Interview with Professor John Bond
Part 1: on his role in the Poverty in the UK project

So, first of all, I was just wondering if you could tell me the story of how you got involved in the Poverty in the UK project, and you know your life as it led into it, and lead out of it, and what you went on to do.

Okay.  I worked with Peter Townsend as his research assistant in 1971 for a 12-month period, and at that stage he was analysing the poverty data and drafting papers and book chapters in, on sabbatical.  So he was, had a sabbatical from Essex then.  And my role as his research assistant was to do two things.  I was working on another project as well, which was a follow-up to a hospital study he did in '64, '63 with Dorothy Wedderburn.  And then in the latter half of the period to prepare tables and some analysis of tables and write drafts of stuff around the use of health, and health resources.  So, I can't tell you anything about the sampling of that now, because it's all in distant memory.  I could go and get the book I suppose and tell you, but that's already there.  And I didn’t have, I don't have any stories about data collection, because it was very much done at the latter stages. 
Peter was living in London, and so was I, and I used to commute down to Essex two or three times a week to run jobs, computer jobs that is; where he had a data programmer who was very, was organising and managing the data but I was given files and was able to go and run analyses on the use of health services.  That was my role, and at the end of the sabbatical, and presumably the money he had for a research assistant I then moved out of London to Edinburgh, where I secured a different type of job.  Not that different, but a different job.  So that was kind of my limited role.  I'm trying to, we were credited with drafting the appendix on Costing Health Services, I seem to recall, which was quite, nowadays my economics colleagues, and I had a bit of economics then, would be horrified in the kind of assumptions that one made.  But then economists are always making assumptions.

So I had to learn Fortran and do all sorts of things I never used to, so it was quite educational, in order to do it.  And my, the big memory I have is this one thing about, if you fail to punch your card correctly for the programme, this is pre-SPSS, so this was a older data survey programme, you failed to punch your card you then waited another 24 hours before you got anything.  It was an overnight job.  The processing took at least three or four hours of something which SPSS would do in a micro, in milliseconds now.  So it's that kind of, historically the analysis of this large dataset was a very, very big undertaking, and took a lot of time and resources, because it was very easy to make mistakes as you can imagine, even though one checked things.  And then you get the data back and you just have to make sure that it made sense.  We had lots of time to do that.

Was does this punching your card actually involve?

Oh, right, you don't-
Probably people won't know about that.

Oh no, no.  Well, when I first was in research, and I had worked two years previously at an Institute of Community Studies, that's kind of the connection I had with Peter, as well as being an undergraduate of Essex.  We physically had a card which was about three, no two and a half inches deep by about nine inches wide, which went into a card reader, and you punched holes in the columns.  So if you think about how one used to write SPSS programmes, perhaps not now but you used to write a card which told you to put the variable in column 80, column 90, column 100 whatever.  These were 80 column punch cards, and you had a number, so if the response was yes, it was 1, you punched 1, if it was no you punched 2, and if it was a figure you punched 1 on the first number and 0 on the next, whatever.  So that the data was punched in that way, and likewise your programme instructions were done in the same way.  You literally punched across tab of x by y or something.

Oh right.

And, but the programme to do it wasn't quite as straightforward as the modern, you know, the more SPSS or SAS or whatever, where you kind of got it all done for you inside the machine, you actually had to write a lot more.  And that took time, and you had to keep checking that you were doing it right.  So when we were trying to cost the use of health services, we would be doing it on the basis of an average cost of a hospital visit or something, multiply by the number of visits people had and that kind of simple arithmetic.  And you had to punch that all out into the programme to create a variable.  As you would in SPSS.  But it was kind of more cumbersome.  So the card, if you made one mistake, you could be out a column or you put the wrong number in or whatever, the programme crashed.  That's another 24 hours delay.  And that happened to everybody all the time.  And it really continued like that in subsequent jobs for about 10 years before the speed, the power of computers took over and things were so quick that if you made a mistake you could enter it again, and get it back in an hour.  But at that time it was an overnight run, sometimes a weekend run.  And everybody was competing for this minor resource of one computer or two computers, in the University.

So did it feel quite pressurised?

Well it was quite pressurised when you made a mistake.  You really, and you can imagine that Peter was a wonderful guy, but he had very high standards, and high expectations of you.  And so if you kind of couldn't deliver, you felt very guilty about it and everything else, although he never really reprimanded you, you knew he was – understandably.  And so kind of we all keep making mistakes, and, the trip down there was, when I say down there, the train journey down to Essex was all about making sure I got it right; because you'd go down and prepare for what analysis you wanted to do, and then you had to punch the cards and submit the job.  And then stay the night and see if it ran, and if it didn’t you had to stay another night, and that's usually why I can't get a social life etc.

Oh right.

But I was young, not married, so it didn’t really matter.

So what, were you a research assistant then or?

I was a research assistant.

Yeah.  Okay.

But the old fashioned type.  The research assistant was the individual and you really did work with them quite closely.  So we did work quite closely with Peter, it wasn't a kind of, as it seems to be more nowadays where you're a team and the person who is employing you doesn’t really have that close contact.  That was quite a lot, I learned a lot from Peter because of the close intellectual discussions we'd have about what he was wanting to do.  And could make contributions, but I was only a RA.

Yeah.  Did you make some contributions…?

I think I did make some contributions but I can't remember what they were.  Forty years ago and it's, it would be detail rather than the big picture.  But I can remember we did write a paper on the older worker, which came out of the poverty data, where kind of it was, I don't know whose idea it was, but it certainly came out of our discussions.  The decline in people in the 50 to 65 age group men, increase in early retirement then, was being substituted by female employment.  So we had this rhetoric about it was the employability, the employment of women was actually related to the earlier retirement of men.  And I can't remember how the argument went, but it certainly suggested that there was a substitution effect going on because they were cheaper.

So it's less about equality, so this just happened to be a space
Part 2: on the Poverty and UK research team
So, actually how were you recruited then?  So you were already working for Peter or?

No, I was working, I was an undergraduate at Essex '66-'69, so Peter knew me because he was, I was doing sociology and social policy, so he taught me and mentored me in a few things.  And I was working then at the Institute of Community Studies which as you know Peter obviously worked with, with Michael Young.  And so I was known, and I must have applied for a job, but it was very casual sort of employment process.  I actually applied for another job at the Institute of Race Relations which I got, when Peter phoned up to offer me the job.  He wasn't very happy.  So I said well I'd better go away and think about this, and decided working for Peter might have been a better move than working for the Institute of Race Relations.  And I think I was right, because white researchers working in issues of race in the early 70s was acceptable.  By mid-70s you wouldn't have got anywhere.  So it was something specialised.  So I then focused on health, that's why I'm here.

So it kind of directed your career really then that opportunity.

Oh yes, yes.  It helped.  And he was very helpful, because he was, later on, about three or four years later, I was recruited in Scotland to do a survey on old people and it was primarily at his suggestion, they would take notice of me.

Okay, great.  So, how long was it all together that you were working on the project then?

Well, as I say, it was about a year that I was, I had a contract for a year, while he was on sabbatical, but I did another project at the same time, so I had two bits of work going on.  Which was rather helpful given the data processing crisis, you know, it meant I could actually work on the other thing when it failed, and wasn't sitting twiddling my thumbs.

And were you kind of, did you feel part of the team on that project?

No, I don't think there was a team then.  There was Peter and a series of research assistants for whom he found money over a period of time.  Alan Walker worked for him, or worked, I can never work out whether Alan worked before or after me for him, but he kind of, it was-
I can ask him, I'm interviewing him tomorrow, so.

Sure.  We overlapped.  That’s where we first met, at Essex, Alan and I.  And, and, kind of, you didn’t, so, no there was no team as a team, because the big team that was based at LSE had all been dispersed presumably and the data was just sitting in Essex, being mined by Peter, with anybody, any resource he could fund.

Right.  Okay.  I've got various questions here about the team dynamics, but, it would just be the dynamics between you and Peter then.

Yeah, and they were fine.  As I say, he was living in Hampstead at the time, I was living in Kensington, and we used to meet once a week and have coffee and discuss what we were doing, and I'd go off to Essex and, I had to share, well I didn’t have to share a room, I had a desk in a shared space in Essex, so I kind of recall being friendly with the folk I was working in, in whose room I was working, but they were doing something completely different, working for some other person, so there was no teamwork there, was there?  It was a collegiateship, but that was it.

Did you find Peter very inspiring in terms of, you know, did you motivate you?

Oh, yes, he always had.  I think he inspired me to, I provisionally went to Essex as an undergraduate to do economics, but he inspired me so much in the social policy lectures he did in the first year that I actually majored on sociology and social policy, I didn’t go down the economics route.  So right from the beginning then he was kind of an inspiration.  He was a very inspirational lecturer, at the undergraduate level.  So, when I was working with him, he was always very positive and motivating.  He was good to work with, but he had high standards.

And did you personally feel affected by the things that he talked about, did you feel like you'd, you could see…
Politically motivated, but not in the sense that I was politically active, because I was a shy and retiring sort of individual that couldn't do the PR stuff which he did, so I didn’t go along to the Child Poverty Action Group and join up with that, although I appreciated all the work I was, the poverty side he was doing was being passed straight through to CPAG to promote at the same time, and I was perfectly in tune with all that.

Yeah, excellent.  So, we'll go over the questions, things about the actual data gathering.  So, when you were studying poverty, do you feel, did you have any personal experience of it yourself or?

No, I was fortunate.  Although I came from South London, I was living in a low-middle class area and I had all the right facilities in the house.  We had a running toilet, you know running water and hot water, and probably not central heating but kind of it was, it was very pleasant.  No, the nearest I ever got to poverty was when I was doing field for Michael Young in Lewisham and Deptford, and then I did experience what it was in terms of observing other people's living conditions.  But not really, I've got no experience of poverty.  I mean in a student one, I was never had poverty.

Is that after that you did the work…?

Well, I was working with Michael the year before, and I think that's probably where Peter got the connection.  Because I did a case study in Lewisham of West Indian families and obviously in the case study I identified that a very large number of people who were clearly in poverty, and you walk into a house where the electric light is black, you know, the switch, with just a wire hanging down, and hanging, and next to it would be water dripping.  The kind of conditions, and going in and interviewing people where they'd had, where their oil fire had caught fire and the place was still black, and it was horrendous finding things that you had never experienced.  I mean, my father lived in poverty as kid, because he was from Deptford, and used to talk about it, but that's not the same as experiencing or observing it.

Yeah.  So, when you were kind of looking at all the data then, did it upset you to see-
Well, I kind of was looking at the Health Service usage data mostly, and so I wasn't seeing, I think actually if you look at, if you're doing a quantitative study, you quite often don't, it doesn’t really impact on you what it means to have an income which is half the average wage, or the fact that you've got five children and you're unemployed.  That's just a statistic.  Doesn't actually impact you in a way that says what that feels or means to the individual concerned.  So, no it didn’t horrify me.  It horrified me in terms of, from a political level about the inequalities and the absolute poverty which still existed.  Which the governments were of course denying madly.  But, no, not the actual data, and that was just, well that's the data.  But you kind of disengage from it.  If it had been a qualitative study where you interviewed people and those things, the data would then kind of meant more to you, and I can imagine being quite upset by it.

Yeah, you're just worrying about the punch cards.

I was more worried about making sure that the table made sense, yeah, and that I hadn’t got women coded as men and all the other things that could happen.

Yeah, understand that.  
Part 3: on lessons learnt
So is there anything you think could've been done differently with regards to the research, either what you did or?

Sort of thing to reflect on, I kind of always felt that the project, once it, the LSE Essex team had got the money to do the data collection, but as quite often is the case with research nowadays, it's the same old story, they don't ever budget or obtain enough money to do the data analysis thoroughly, so there's commonly large quantities of data.  I mean the fact it too until 1969 to 1979 to publish the definitive book.  That sounds horrendous now, but actually that's probably quite fast, for the size of the dataset that was, and to come out in such a solid way.  I guess it's about ensuring, the only thing I would have thought differently would be the resources for analysis and having help in doing the analysis and writing it all up, and being put in there.
But as always with academic jobs, even nowadays but then even more so, it was the senior academics who expected just to analyse and write it up.  And tend to have large teams of analysts.  I'm not even sure that what you call a formal statistician associated to the project at that stage.  But the data processing or a computer expert who was sorting out the different aspects, he was shared.  He was a Department of Sociology resource in Essex and he was shared.  So kind of he was under a lot more stress I would imagine because he was, had competing masters who demand things of him, not knowing the whole picture.  So it's kind of that figure out and making sure the resources are right, because that's history.

Yeah.  Okay.  And, what do you think about the political and social impacts of this study?

Well, it's well known that actually Peter's work on poverty and his theoretical work has had a major impact in terms of we now have this, we do have the concept of relative poverty, which has been implemented across the European Union, so poverty is defined by average earnings or weekly earnings, and a certain cut off below.  That's kind of there, and that's probably a really major input, impact, because every time data is reported in those terms, we can see that relatively we still have large numbers of proportion of the population in poverty.  Whereas in absolute terms, okay we have food clubs now, but in absolute terms, it doesn’t compare with the conditions of the ‘30s, in terms of what people were suffering then.  But it's a different world we live in, now, so that will be kind of the lasting impact which will continue I'm sure to be important for years to come.
At the time when it was published of course, it hit, as did that other famous report which Peter was involved in, Inequalities in Health, the Tory Government of Thatcher in 1979, so had perfect timing.  Right, I think also it clearly, and Alan might be able to tell you a bit more about it, because he was a bit more closely related to the political process through the Disability Alliance; he clearly provided a lot of ammunition for CPAG and the Disability Alliance and other pressure groups fighting specific causes around poverty and inequality.

Yeah, okay.  I haven’t got any more questions, so is there anything that I should have asked that I haven’t and-
No, I kind of think it's a difficult position for you to be in, asking about a year in the life of a project, through the eyes of one person, so I'm not-
It's interesting though, I'm just trying to imagine what people would like to know.  If there's anything you think that people might like to know when they go to the website to find out more about this.

Well presumably they're going to go to the website to look at historical data about poverty.  So I think, I suspect the data really is quite crude, and that's an important message, that there must be quite a lot of error, potential error in some of the figures.  But the big picture is going to be spot on, so it's kind of not important that we might have over-estimated the number of, the cost of a health service or the number of people who weren't receiving a particular benefit, because the sample size, as I recall meant that you only had a few people in each cell, so you couldn't do much analysis at some of the rarer benefits for example.

Oh, okay, yeah.

You're quite often dealing with single numbers, and that's when it got quite worrying, the number of people who, for example in the areas I worked the number of people who had a hospital operation and outpatient this and this, it became quite a small number, which I might aggregate it into a figure, cost of a health service use.  So I think it's important people recognise that.  But the big picture is going to be strong, from a historical perspective.  Nowadays, you know, it would be seen as not up to the usual modern day standards of a survey, but we were dealing with different technologies and different situations then.  But of course they would have had a much better response rate.

In those days?

Yeah.

Because of the kind of persistence and time that was put in-
No, because people are much more open and willing to talk to people.

Ah, why do you think that's changed then?

Well that's looking at surveys over the last two years, whereas you've got 90% to 95% response rates in the ‘60s and ‘70s, which declined and now if you get 40% people are quite happy sometimes.

Ah, do you think that's because people have been researched so much or?

Well, possibly they've been researched so much, but it's also because they're busier and don't see it as a ‘oh that's interesting, let's do this’.  And then on top of that there's all the privacy stuff which you have to worry about.  If you didn’t have anything to hide, or you didn’t have any money, you kind of weren’t giving anything away, were you?  Nowadays you're always, we've all got bank accounts and this, that and the other, which we don't want everyone to know about.  So there's that kind of a barrier.

Is there anything else that you think is changing in the world of research then over the period?  There's probably lots of things, but doing that kind of research.

Well, clearly technology has made a major impact, and the way that you need to deliver an outcome as quickly as you've collected the data, is a major pressure on people nowadays.  But they also take on too much, far too much nowadays.  In the past I guess it was because you could only do so much, but now people think word processors and powerful computers, they can have six or seven balls in the air and thoroughly do it, thoroughly do the research.

Do you think there's been a change in the kind of level of passion that people feel for their work or?  Because, you know, Peter was very…?

Oh no, no I think the passion is still there.  Across the scientific world, it's still there.  People are passionate about it, whether it be about defining the next gene or much more fundamental issues around the social world we live in.  I think the passion is still there.  It's sometimes difficult to separate it from the politics.

That's good.  Well, on that optimistic note then, perhaps we'll finish.

Thank you.

Thank you.
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