
4

 
Executive Summary

The UK’s social security system for working age adults, which is the 

range of benefits and grants provided by the government to individuals 

or families to top-up or maintain their income, has seen much 

change since its inception in the early twentieth century, having been 

repeatedly expanded and simplified, as Chapter One outlines. 

The most recent significant change has been the introduction of 

Universal Credit (UC) from 2013, which combined six working age 

benefits into one. However, the change has not been a smooth one, with 

the rollout facing numerous delays. Fiscal consolidation of previous 

Conservative-led Governments has also led to real term cuts in value of 

working age benefits during the 2010s.

However, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the current increase in the 

cost of living, have put significant financial pressures on working age 

adults on low income, leading to a number of interventions by the 

government to financially support them. 

This report aims to identify what we can learn about the adequacy, 

accessibility and fairness of the UK’s social security system for working 

age adults on low income, both before and during the pandemic. From 

this, the report offers forward original policy recommendations to 

strengthen the social security system for working age adults.

Focus of this report and methodology
The report seeks to answer the following research questions:



Executive summary

5

1.	 How did the public and claimants view the social security system 

for working age adults, and the reforms introduced by the 

government, before and during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

2.	 Which principles should guide future policies on social security for 

working age adults after COVID-19 and be able to build a cross-

party consensus among politicians and policymakers? 

3.	 What policies should be maintained and introduced to strengthen 

the effectiveness and popularity of the social security system for 

working age adults in the long-term in the 2020s? 

	

In order to answer these questions, we employed seven research 

methods, as detailed in Chapter Two. First, we conducted an extensive 

literature review to examine the development of social security policy 

in the UK and abroad. We scrutinised and synthesised academic books 

and papers, government surveys, statistics and studies and think tank 

reports.

Second, we issued a call for evidence to a range of individuals and 

organisations, asking them to submit evidence on: the experience of UK 

social security reforms since March 2020; the design of contribution-

based social security systems: and, on how to build popular support for 

social security.

Third, we convened a high-profile commission of leading decision 

makers, thought leaders and experts-by-experience from different 

professional, political and social backgrounds. The commission advised 

on research methodology, analysis, and policy formulation throughout 

the project.

Fourth, over the course of the project, Bright Blue convened with a 

range of national, regional and local stakeholders, such as policy experts, 

charity representatives and workers in national and local government, 

to have one-on-one and group conversations about the UK’s social 

security system.

Fifth, we drew on existing survey datasets to perform original 

analysis on the differences between the experiences of Universal Credit 
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claimants and those not receiving Universal Credit in terms of their 

financial experiences before and during the pandemic.

Sixth, we polled a nationally representative sample of 3,003 UK 

adults to measure their attitudes towards social security.

Finally, we developed and organised three deliberative focus groups 

with Conservative voters, Labour voters and Universal Credit claimants 

to supplement and expand on the findings of our polling, revealing 

both common and divergent views on and experiences with the social 

security system in the UK.

These research methods enabled us to assess, through both objective 

and subjective measures, the social security system for working age 

adults in terms of adequacy (Chapter Four), accessibility (Chapter Five) 

and fairness (Chapter Six). The report concludes with original policies 

to improve the UK’s social security system for working age adults 

(Chapter Seven).

The social security system for working age adults
Chapter Three outlines and describes the extensive range of 

benefits and grants available to working age adults, including: 

Universal Credit and the set of benefits it replaces; contributory 

benefits paid to people who are unemployed; benefits and grants 

for low-income households paid through local authorities; and 

other low-income benefits and grants available at the national 

level in the UK.

Adequacy of the social security system
By adequacy, we broadly mean the extent to which the social security 

system for working age adults is able to support households with the 

cost of living. 

The importance of adequacy
Overall, we find in our polling that there is majority support among 

the UK public for the idea that social security should be “meeting the 
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cost of living” (72%) and that it should be “meeting basic needs” (67%), 

with majority of Conservative, Labour and Liberal Democrat voters 

supporting both statements. 

When we asked different focus group participants to determine the 

extent to which adequacy should be prioritised, adequacy seemed to be 

perceived as a primary goal of the social security system, but had to be 

balanced with other aims such as incentivising work.

Adequacy of social security for specific groups of claimants
The UK public is are strongly in favour of almost all the claimant groups 

we asked them about receiving more financial support through the 

social security system, including those with long-term health problems 

and their carers (77%), low-income working parents (69%) and low-

income workers who start their own business (61%). However, this falls 

significantly for families with greater number of children (36%).

Public perceptions of adequacy of social security during 
the pandemic
Drawing on public polling we conducted during the pandemic, we 

find that the UK public were divided in their assessment of whether 

a typical benefit claimant receives sufficient or insufficient support to 

deal with the range of costs we asked them about. Utility bills are the 

cost which is most likely to be identified as one for which the typical 

benefit claimant receives less than sufficient support (43%), followed 

by food costs (38%), costs of replacing broken down appliances (35%), 

childcare costs (34%), housing costs (24%) and transport costs (21%). 

Our focus groups broadly concluded that there was a sense that the 

levels of benefit payments are adequate, but only with extremely 

careful financial management from the claimant. 

Turning to particular types of claimants rather than their costs, we find 

that only a minority of the UK public in our polling said they are satisfied 

with the amount of government support received by any claimant group 

we asked them. Instead, they are most likely to say they are unsatisfied 
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with the level of support, or neither satisfied nor unsatisfied.

The highest levels of dissatisfaction with government support during 

the pandemic provided are for those with long-term mental health 

problems (43%), those caring for someone with a long-term health 

problem (42%), those with long-term physical health problems (41%) 

and low-income families with children (37%). On the other hand, 

lower levels of dissatisfaction are observed for those who were already 

unemployed before the pandemic (24%), self-employed workers (35%) 

and those who became unemployed during the pandemic (36%).

Subjective financial experiences of those on low incomes 
during the pandemic
We discover through our data analysis that the number of existing UC 

claimants who reported that they find it difficult to manage financially 

is much higher (34%) than the rest of the population in 2018-19 (7%), 

and that this gap remained throughout the pandemic, though at a 

smaller difference by September 2021, when 21% of UC claimants 

found it difficult to manage financially, as opposed to 5% of the rest of 

the population. 

We also find that negative perceptions of future finances are much 

more common among both existing (those who started claiming UC 

before March 2020) and new (those who started claiming UC after 

March 2020) UC claimants than the rest of the population throughout 

the pandemic. In May 2020, 54% of existing and 51% of new UC 

claimants reported they find it likely that they will have difficulty 

paying for bills and expenses in the next three months, while only 13% 

of the rest of the population expressed this.

Objective measures of financial experiences during the 
pandemic
Through our analysis, we discover that in the early months of the 

pandemic, in July 2020, a minority of existing UC claimants (30%) 

were reporting that their personal debt was increasing over the last 
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four weeks, compared to only 5% of the rest of the population. However, 

this gap narrowed significantly in later months of the pandemic, falling 

to 11 percentage points in September 2021.

We also find that before the pandemic in 2018-19, 27% of existing 

UC claimants reported not being up to date with housing payments, 

as opposed to 7% of the rest of the population. However, there is a 

significant fall in the number of both existing and new UC claimants 

who report not being up to date with housing payments towards the 

end of the pandemic: only 13% in both groups report not being up to 

date on housing payments in September 2021, while 7% of the rest of 

the population reported being in this position.

Similarly, we also find that before the pandemic in 2018-19, 25% of 

existing UC households reported not being up to date with household 

bill payments such as gas and electricity, rising to 41% at the start 

of the pandemic in May 2020 and falling to 32% by September 2021, 

as opposed to 5% of the rest of the UK population in all periods of 

time. Similarly, 32% of new UC claimants reported not being up to 

date with household bill payments in May 2020, falling to 24% in 

September 2021. 

Our research also finds that a small number of existing UC claimants 

were using a food bank during the pandemic: 6% at the start of the 

pandemic in May 2020, and 7% in later months. This contrasts with the 

rest of the population, which only had 2% reporting using a food bank 

in May 2020, and 1% in later months.

Accessibility of the social security system
Given the complexity of the UK’s social security system, sprawling 

across different administrative bodies, it is vital to examine the extent 

to which different elements of it are accessible to those who are eligible. 

Accessibility of UC
Through our polling, we find that a majority (57%) of the UK public 

agree that “there is a large number of people who should receive 
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benefits, but are not claiming them”. Our focus groups identified a 

number of reasons behind this: the complexity of the benefits system; 

poor signposting by government services; and a dearth of information 

available to the public, with some going as far as saying that the 

government deliberately makes it hard to claim benefits. However, there 

was also acknowledgement that while the benefit system is complex, 

people should also take responsibility for finding information.

In terms of process, focus group participants were more likely to identify 

stigma stemming from the inflexibility and negative behaviour of DWP 

staff as a greater difficulty than any complexity in the application process 

itself, noting that a claimant’s experience could be highly dependent on the 

member of staff they might deal with. Some also discussed negative and 

stigmatising feelings caused by burdensome or extensive requirements to 

submit documentation in order to access benefits. 

Accessibility of non-UC elements of social security system 
for working age adults
There are also challenges with the take-up of non-UC elements of the 

social security system for working age adults. 

First, the number of recipients of Council Tax Reduction – which is 

support with Council Tax costs for low-income households – steadily 

declined from 3,185,000 in 2013-14 to 2,798,00 in 2019-20, followed by 

an uptick to 3,117,000 recipients in 2020-21, mostly due to the increase 

in benefit recipients during the pandemic. However, notably, increase in 

claimants of Council Tax Reduction in the first year of the pandemic, 

between 2019-20 and 2020-21 is only 11%, although the same time 

period saw the number of out-of-work claimants of UC and legacy 

benefits increase by 53%.

Second, there’s been a rapid decline in the number of awards for 

Sure Start Maternity Grant – which is a one-off payment provided 

to low-income parents to assist with the initial costs of having a 

child – between 2012-13 and 2017-18, falling from 77,000 to 50,500 

in this time period, representing a 34% decline in number of 
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awards, though the number of awards has steadily risen to 54,900 

by 2020-21 since 2017-18, in part driven by devolution of the grant 

in Scotland.

Third, a significant proportion of low-income families eligible for the 

Healthy Start Vouchers – which is a NHS scheme which provides a food 

voucher to low-income expecting women after the 10th week of their 

pregnancy and low-income parents of children under the age of four 

– miss out on this form of government support, with take-up varying 

significantly. The lowest level of take-up observed in this period was 

48% in May 2020 at the start of the pandemic, rising to 71% by March 

2022, but which still means that 155,000 parents are missing out.

Fourth, there’s been a fall in the number of awards for Funeral 

Expenses Payment – which is a one-off payment provided as a grant 

to a low-income person who is responsible for arranging a funeral – 

between 2012-13 and 2018-19, falling from 35,000 to 29,100 in this time 

period, representing a 17% decline in number of awards, but increasing 

to 34,000 in 2020-21 due to the pandemic.

Finally, the number of Warm Home Discount awards – which is a 

scheme which provides rebate on energy bills to specific groups of 

low-income people – given to people of working age has increased 

significantly since its launch in 2011-12, from 234,000 awards, to 

1,157,000 awards in 2019-20. This increase usage is in contrast to the 

other benefits and grants described above.

Fairness of the social security system
There are two important aspects to consider when assessing the 

fairness of the social security system for working age adults: the role of 

contribution and the role of conditionality.

The importance of contribution 
Contribution in the context of social security refers to the idea that the 

level of fiscal contributions should have some kind of determination 

over an individual’s entitlement to receive support through the social 
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security system.

We find through our polling that there is a broad level of support for 

a positive contributory principle (where those who contribute receive 

more support) among the UK public (54%). A negative contributory 

principle (where those who did not contribute do not receive support) 

is much more divisive, with 40% supporting, 39% opposing it and 20% 

neither supporting nor opposing it. Conservative voters are more likely 

(66%) than Labour (49%) and Liberal Democrat (40%) voters to support 

a positive contributory principle. Similarly, Conservative voters (53%) 

are much more likely than Labour voters (30%) and Liberal Democrat 

voters (31%) to support a negative contributory principle.

We also discover that a narrow plurality of 37% of respondents 

say “the benefits system should prioritise helping people who are in a 

difficult position, even if they did not previously pay tax contributions 

into the system” comes closest to their view, while 30% say “the benefits 

system should prioritise helping people who have paid into the system 

previously, even if that means providing less help for people in a difficult 

financial position”, which means adequacy, albeit narrowly, matters 

more than fairness, through the concept of contribution, for the design 

of the social security system. However, our qualitative work revealed 

that a majority of focus group participants agree that the social security 

system should prioritise people on the basis of current need, rather 

than prior contribution.

A plurality of the UK public says that people receive too little 

support for the contributions they make into the social security system 

through paying taxes (40%). Our focus group participants understood 

that they themselves may never recoup payments commensurate to 

what they have paid into the social security system, but were content 

with this knowledge.

Conditionality as a form of fairness
We started with the notion that that a fair social security system would 

in part be one which rewards people for paying into the system, so the 
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level of support you can get is linked with your previous contribution. 

We might also extend this to adherence to the rules for receiving social 

security; that a fair system grants people resources if they contribute 

by following the rules. 

In our polling, the UK public is divided in their view on conditionality, 

highlighting that it is a more divisive element of the social security 

system. First, 40% of the UK public agree with prioritising accessibility 

within the social security system, while 32% support prioritising 

conditionality. The UK public are similarly divided on whether there 

should or should not be conditionality in the social security system for 

those on a low income, but already in work, with 35% agreeing more 

with there being no conditionality for low-income workers, while 33% 

agree more with the presence of conditionality for low-income workers.

When measured support for the statement: “It is important to 

make claiming benefits difficult to stop people from claiming them 

fraudulently, even if that means some people with genuine need miss 

out on receiving help”, we find the UK public divided, with 39% opposing 

and 40% supporting.

Contributory unemployment social security systems in 
other countries
The UK is a notable outlier in terms of its unemployment benefit 

design. Unemployment social security systems in most developed 

nations, including almost all OECD members, are two-tier. They usually 

consist of a basic social assistance scheme, accessible to all through 

means-testing, and additional unemployment insurance, which usually 

requires a certain amount of employment history to access, but is 

generally more generous. We examine four case studies of foreign 

social security systems: Germany, Netherlands, Denmark and Canada, 

to illustrate their common features in terms of the role of contribution. 

In contrast, receiving the UK’s contributory unemployment benefits 

is almost identical to receiving the means-tested ones, as detailed in 

Chapter Three. 
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Hence, the wider evidence suggests that the UK’s social security 

system for working age adults tends to provide relatively low level of 

income protection for those who become unemployed in the short-

run, with replacement rates being low even when accounting for all 

elements of the social security system in comparison to other developed 

systems. 

However, the UK’s long-term unemployed receive income protection 

that is actually above average in comparison to other developed nations. 

The main issue with the design of the UK social security system 

then is that by providing a low level of income protection at the start, 

because of the lack of contributory benefits, households face much more 

significant income volatility if their main earner loses their jobs. 

The UK’s furlough scheme during COVID-19
The UK is clearly exceptional in not having this two-tiered approach 

to social security for working age benefits, meaning that its short-term 

net replacement rate is relatively low, which impacts the adequacy of 

the overall social security system. However, it is worth flagging that 

during the pandemic, the UK did introduce a social security scheme – 

the furlough scheme – that imitated the income-replacement aspect of 

contributory schemes through the UK’s furlough scheme.

We asked the UK public whether they would support or oppose the 

introduction of a scheme where government would pay for some of the 

wages of employees in businesses affected by an economic downturn 

for a short period of time, funded by an increase in National Insurance 

for all workers. A plurality of respondents (37%) say they would support 

the introduction of the furlough-style scheme, 23% say that they oppose 

it and 27% say that they neither support nor oppose it. There was 

stronger scepticism among our focus group participants, who expressed 

concern about cost and abuse by employers.

However, we find stronger support for a range of other contributory 

policies. In particular, a voluntary scheme you and your employer would 

pay into which would provide you with a significant portion of your 
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salary for up to six months if you became unemployed enjoys the 

greatest level of net support (42%) of all new contributory policies we 

test. This scheme received a cautiously positive reaction from focus 

group participants. Immediate questions were raised about: how such a 

scheme would interact with Universal Credit payments; whether it would 

be compulsory or voluntary; and whether it would fall to employers or 

employees to make more significant payments into the scheme.

New policies
It is clear from our fieldwork and wider evidence that the UK’s social 

security system for working age adults could be made more adequate, 

more accessible and more fair. Hence, we set out three major policies to 

address each of these priorities.

When formulating policy, we applied four key tests that needed to 

be met:

	z Fiscal realism. Both the pandemic, and the current increase in the 

cost of living, has forced the Government to make significant fiscal 

interventions to assist households. However, the cost of government 

borrowing is now rising and it is a priority to reduce the current 

budget deficit. Hence, any suggested policies should only demand 

minimal increases in government spending in the short-term, and 

realistic increases in the medium-term.

	z Progressivity. There is a significant minority of people on low 

incomes, many of whom are in receipt of UC, who are facing 

significant financial challenges, with some of them facing outright 

deprivation. Policies must therefore focus on helping the claimants 

which are most likely to face those challenges. This is particularly 

essential given the rising cost of living, which is set to significantly 

worsen over the course of Winter 2022-23.

	z Seeking cross-party consensus. Debate about the future of 

the UK’s social security system have drawn sharp dividing lines 

between the major political parties in recent years. This is despite 
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the presence of a significant public consensus on many issues 

around adequacy, accessibility and fairness of the social security 

system, as highlighted by our evidence in this report. A key aim of 

this project has been finding common ground on social security 

reforms for working age adults across the political divide. The 

proposals we put forward should draw from and appeal to those 

across the political spectrum.

	z Rooted in the ideas of the public, especially claimants. When 

possible, policy ideas around the social security system for working 

age adults should both emerge from, and be shaped by, the views 

of the public at large, and particularly by claimants. The views of 

the public are important because the social security system must 

retain broad support to be able to effectively provide support. The 

views of the claimants are vital to consider because of their lived 

experience of the social security system.

Recommendation one: Establish a new ‘minimum living’ 

income, which will be proposed by a reformed and expanded 

Social Security Advisory Committee, which will also 

recommend the levels and uprating of different social security 

payments to help low-income households meet the ‘minimum 

living’ income.

Our report has highlighted that for a number of claimants, the social 

security system for working age adults has been providing inadequate 

level of support both before and during the pandemic, causing poverty, 

and in some cases, deprivation. 

Yet, the majority of the UK public, and majorities of all voters of major 

parties, support the idea that the social security system for working age 

adults should provide support that allows people on low incomes to 

meet the costs of their living. 

We recommend that the Social Security Advisory Committee is 

reformed and expanded, giving it a new remit to create and maintain a 

new ‘minimum living’ income benchmark, including for housing costs. 
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In addition, it should be tasked with making recommendations on 

the minimum levels to which different elements of the social security 

system should be set for working age benefits so that claimants can 

meet the ‘minimum living’ income benchmark. The Social Security 

Advisory Commission will be modelled after the Low Pay Commission. 

We propose that the new Social Security Advisory Committee will 

remain an advisory, non-departmental public body sponsored by the 

Department for Work and Pensions. However, it should be expanded 

to have 12 commissioners: six independent policy experts, four policy 

experts appointed politically (two by the Government, two by the 

Opposition) and two experts-by-experience. The presence of political 

appointees and experts-by-experience will emulate the role of trade 

union and business representatives in the Low Pay Commission, which 

is to involve key stakeholders in the process of developing and setting 

the ‘minimum living’ income. 

We recommend that the reformed Social Security Advisory Committee 

should have the following new remit. First, to develop and annually 

update the ‘minimum living’ income benchmark for different types 

of households, just as the Low Pay Commission recommends different 

rates for different age brackets. This ‘minimum living’ income should 

seek to ensure the social security system is able to provide support for 

people’s basic needs, in line with the broad consensus across the public 

illustrated in Chapter Four on issues of adequacy and be developed 

as part of a wide-ranging evidence gathering exercise, including both 

quantitative and qualitative research commissioned by the Social 

Security Advisory Committee, gathered through a call for evidence and 

in-person meetings with a wide range of stakeholders, including those 

who have experience of the system.

Second, the Social Security Advisory Committee should annually 

evaluate the extent to which the social security system is allowing 

different types of households to meet the ‘minimum living’ income. It 

should then make recommendations on the minimum level of uprating 

needed across the social security system to meet the ‘minimum living’ 
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income benchmark. It should also conduct periodic reviews of various 

thresholds and caps within the social security system and to examine 

whether they are affecting people’s ability to meet the cost of living, such 

as the benefit cap. A benchmark should also be set under which benefits 

cannot fall below even if a sanction was applied to their recipient. 

Ultimately, the decision on the level and uprating of social security 

payments for working age adults must remain a democratic one, 

meaning the body’s role will continue to be advisory. 

Recommendation two: The DWP should create a centralised 

‘Social Security Digital Platform’, for all UC claimants, which 

acts as a single referral, application and processing platform 

for all benefits and grants available to low-income working 

age adults and allows UC claimants to have greater control 

over the frequency and destination of their payments.

Our research, both in this report but also in our 2019 Helping Hand 

report, highlights that there are significant barriers to both claiming 

and managing a wide range of benefits, including UC, for a significant 

number of low-income individuals. 

Our research also suggests that there is significant issue of take-up 

with a wide range of non-UC low-income working age benefits and 

grants. Central and local governments have taken some action to increase 

awareness and reduce complexity of some of these benefits over the last 

couple of years. But these piecemeal measures are failing to effectively 

reduce the significant take-up gap for these benefits and grants.

We recommend that following the completion of migration of all 

legacy benefit claimants to UC, the government utilises the baseline IT 

system created for UC and expands it into a one-stop Social Security 

Digital Platform for all UC claimants.

The Social Security Digital Platform will contain the following 

functions. First, it will act as a single referral, application and processing 

platform for all benefits and grants available to low-income working age 

adults at the national and local level. Second, it will notify claimants of 
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benefits when they might be eligible for more social security support, 

using their Real Time Information (RTI) data. Third, it will provide 

a significantly greater level of control to UC claimants over their UC 

award, specifically the frequency and destination of it. 

Hence, there are three key elements to the new Social Security Digital 

Platform. First, in role in referring.

A key part of the UC system is its integration with the RTI payroll 

systems, which requires almost all employers in the UK to report 

information related to pay, tax and deductions to HM Revenue and 

Customs at the time they pay their wages to their employees. DWP 

utilises this data to make decisions about UC claimants who are in 

work, updating their UC awards for each monthly assessment period 

on the basis of the RTI system.

UC claimants who have had seen a significant decline in their income 

should receive prompts through the Social Security Digital Platform 

to explore additional support that might be available to them at the 

national or local level. 

The second essential role of the Social Security Digital Platform will 

be application, where it will work differently for different benefits.

For the Sure Start Maternity Grant, Healthy Start Vouchers and Free 

School Meals, the central government holds almost all the information 

necessary to process these applications. Here, the Social Security Digital 

Platform should utilise claimant’s data to automatically enrol claimants 

onto these schemes where they hold all the necessary information, and 

proactively request additional information through the Social Security 

Digital Platform where it is necessary. 

For the Funeral Expenses Payment, Council Tax Reduction schemes, 

the Discretionary Housing Fund and other local crisis welfare assistance, 

where more information from claimants is usually necessary to process 

the application, claimants should be able to make applications directly 

through the Social Security Digital Platform, including submitting 

any additional evidence. Local authorities will need to integrate their 

localised schemes with the Social Security Digital Platform. 
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Finally, the third essential role of the Social Security Digital Platform 

will be processing UC claims.

We recommend that UC claimants have multiple processing functions 

through their new Social Security Digital Platform. First, claimants 

should be able to personalise the default frequency of their UC awards, 

allowing UC claimants to receive their award in either monthly or 

fortnightly payments. Second, claimants should be able to personalise 

the destination of elements of their UC awards. Third, claimants 

should be given the ability to grant continuous explicit consent to their 

advocates, allowing claimants who need help from personal or third-

party advocates with their application or claim to interact with DWP 

without needing to reconfirm consent from the claimant each time. 

Fourth, claimants should be given the ability to temporarily suspend 

deductions. 

The introduction of the Social Security Digital Platform will 

significantly expand the need to interface with a digital system, and 

hence possess digital skills, for individuals, as they will need to utilise it 

to access the afore-mentioned auxiliary benefits and grants. To ensure 

digital exclusion is not worsened with the introduction of the Social 

Security Digital Platform, we recommend that the Government expands 

the funding for the Help to Claim scheme to provide ongoing support 

for those utilising the Social Security Digital Platform. The expansion 

of Help to Claim should include provision of funding for some face-

to-face support, and involve working closely with existing third sector 

organisations as providers of such support to scale up its provision.

Recommendation three: Create a new, higher-level and time-

limited Contribution Element in Universal Credit, which is 

paid out to those who have paid a new additional, voluntary, 

National Insurance (Unemployment Supplement). 

There is significant level of public support for the principle of 

contribution within the UK’s social security system, meaning those who 

have paid more into the system should receive greater support. However, 
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the role of contribution is much more divisive if it comes at the expense 

of adequacy of benefits, meaning increasing the role of contribution 

cannot come at the expense of providing a minimum level of support 

to all households who are failing to meet the cost of living.

We recommend that, once the managed migration of UC is complete, 

the Government introduces a new Contribution Element to Universal 

Credit. The Contribution Element will be funded through, and its 

receipt will be conditional on, a new category of National Insurance 

(Unemployment Supplement) Contributions, which will be a voluntary 

payment from which employees could opt-out. Our polling in Chapter 

Seven outlines the public support for this idea. 

The Contribution Element will replace the current New Style 

Jobseeker’s Allowance and Employment and Support Allowance.

We recommend that before implementing the Contribution Element, 

the Government puts out a detailed and extensive Green Paper outlining 

the potential funding settlements for it, and the implications of each 

funding settlement on different design elements of the Contribution 

Element. This Green Paper should contain extensive economic 

modelling of a range of funding settlements. 

Conclusion
There is a significant minority of social security claimants of working 

age who are struggling financially, because the support they receive is 

inadequate. This is seen both from rates of both poverty and destitution 

before the pandemic, and with how some UC claimants were struggling 

financially during the pandemic. The public, across the political divide, 

believes that financial support through the social security system should 

be high enough to enable working age people to meet basic needs.

 It is also necessary improve accessibility of the social security system 

for working age adults, as a significant minority of those who need help 

struggle to access it, particularly for non-UC benefits and grants.

But it is also essential to make the UK’s social security system 

more fair. The public is supportive of the contributory principle, but 
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the current system does little to reward contribution, especially when 

compared to the rest of the developed world. 

The three policies put forward in this report seek to improve the 

affordability, accessibility and fairness of the social security system 

for working age adults based on four clear principles: fiscal realism, 

progressivity, seeking cross-party consensus and being rooted in the 

ideas of the public, especially claimants. These policies are not exhaustive, 

but they would make significant step towards the UK’s social security 

system for working age adults being more adequate, accessible and fair.




