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FOREWORD

Danny Kruger MP

Conservatism begins in gratitude for what we have received. Each of us
is born into relationships of obligation — family, neighbourhood, nation
- and our responsibility is to honour these ties, to nurture them and to
hand them on to those who come after us. This is the essence of the
creed: not the cult of the solitary individual but the politics of belonging,
of mutual duty and care.

This is not just a maftter of balancing the books;
it is a moral duty to future generations which
deserve to inherit a nation capable of fulfilling
its promises

Social security belongs within this moral vision. Properly understood,
it is not a cold transaction but a declaration of solidarity: the assurance
that when hardship comes - through disability or sickness, job loss or
the trials of old age - society will not turn its back on you. It is a practical
expression of the truth that we are our brother'’s keeper.

The conservative tradition has always sought to marry mercy with
moral purpose. A welfare system that merely dispenses money risks
eroding the very virtues that sustain freedom and flourishing. But a
system rooted in responsibility as well as compassion strengthens
people and families, encouraging resilience while protecting against
destitution. This is not a compromise but a harmony: generosity that
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liberates, discipline that dignifies.

Our present age tests this settlement. Global markets, cultural change
and the erosion of traditional institutions all press against the bonds
that hold us together. This book is therefore timely. In recalling the
conservative inheritance in social security, it reminds us to see social
security not as a technocratic device, but as a living moral promise — an
affirmation that our nation is more than a market. It is a community,
bound by the covenants of mutual obligation.

But covenant implies limits as well as obligations. We must live within
our means. A welfare system that outgrows the nation’s ability to pay is
no longer compassionate but reckless, placing an unjust burden on future
generations. Conservatism insists that stewardship is as important as
generosity. This generation is the trustee, not the owner, of the public
purse, and we must use it wisely.

This is not a compromise but a harmony:
generosity  that liberates, discipline that
dignifies

This means facing up to difficult questions about cost, particularly in
areas where spending is rising fastest. Sickness and disability benefits,
vital as they are to many, now account for a growing share of the welfare
budget. We must ensure these benefits reach those who truly need them,
while supporting those who can work to do so. Reform should not be
punitive but restorative: enabling people to recover their dignity and
independence, not trapping them in permanent dependency.

Fairness to taxpayers is part of fairness to society. Those who work
hard, pay their taxes, and ask little from the state must know that their
contributions are respected and well used. It is not right that they should
shoulder an ever-heavier burden to fund a system that is neither efficient
nor just. A reformed welfare settlement must protect the vulnerable
while ensuring that work and responsibility are always rewarded.

The fiscal crisis that this Government has created makes such reform
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urgent. We cannot afford to let this drift, allowing debt and welfare costs
to spiral while social outcomes stagnate. What is needed is a major
overhaul of the system, one that restores economic sustainability and
renews public trust. This is not just a matter of balancing the books; it
is a moral duty to future generations which deserve to inherit a nation
capable of fulfilling its promises.

A welfare system that outgrows the nation’s
ability fo pay is no longer compassionate
but reckless, placing an unjust burden
on future generations

If we can achieve this renewal - combining compassion with fiscal
discipline, generosity with stewardship — we will not only rescue the public
finances but restore the moral purpose of welfare itself. We will recover
a vision of social security as a covenant between citizens, sustaining the
bonds of family and community that make our nation strong.

Danny Kruger MBE is the Reform UK MP for East Wiltshire and Reform
UK's Head of Preparing for Government. He was formerly the Shadow

Minister for Work and Pensions.




INTRODUCTION

Bartek Staniszewski

The UK's social security system seems to be a constant source of
anger for tens of millions of our country’s voters. To those on the left,
it represents a broken safety net, incapable of keeping the needy out of
poverty. To those on the right, it is an inefficient money sink riddled with
perverse incentives.

Both criticisms can be true simultaneously, but which one you deem
to be the most pressing can determine your priorities when it comes to
reforming social security. Favour the former, and your priority is to make
the social security system more generous. Favour the latter, your priority
is to make it ever leaner. Again, however, both diagnoses can be true, and
both prescriptions necessary. With good policies, we can create a system
that is both generous and lean. Both efficient and adequate.

Alas, public opinion seems to be that our current social security system
is both inefficient and inadequate. In a poll from earlier this year, welfare
was Britons’ top priority for spending cuts - higher than transport,
housing, defence, education or health.! Yet, slightly later that same year,
after the Government heavily watered down its proposed tightening of
the welfare system in the Universal Credit and Personal Independence
Payment Bill, just 24% of voters suggested that our social security

1. Tanya Abraham, ‘In what areas do Britons think there is capacity for spending cuts?’, YouGov, 19 March 2025
<https://yougov.co.uk/politics/articles/51853-in-what-areas-do-britons-think-there-is-capacity-for-spending-cuts>
[accessed 19 August 2025]
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system would be enough to protect disabled people.? Square these two
perspectives together and it seems that we are both spending too much
and not protecting those who need it.

Conservatives should demonstrate the same
generosity that they have shown pensioners o
the rest of those in need; and the same fiscal
prudence that they have shown elsewhere when
it comes fo pensioners

This is a sorry state of affairs for the UK's social security system given
the success of reforms implemented in recent times. Universal Credit
(UC) - despite its early teething problems - produced a social security
system with less bureaucracy and better work incentives. To give one
example, under the legacy system, almost a tenth of workers entitled to
benefits faced an effective marginal tax rate of over 90%, meaning they
stood to gain almost nothing from working more or more productively.
Following the introduction of UC in the 2010s, this is no longer true for
almost any worker.?

Yet since the 2010s, our country has faced a series of crises that
have put enormous strain on the social security system. Since the
start of the COVID-19 pandemic we have seen the number of Personal
Independence Payments (PIP) claimants rise by over 50%.% Disorders
have risen inadvertently as a result of the invention of social media and
smartphones.® In 2002, two years before lain Duncan Smith established
the Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) — which would go on to play a key
role in designing UC — mental health accounted for only 25% of disability

2. More in Common, ‘Public opinion ahead of the welfare vote’, More in Common, 1 July 2025 <https://www.
moreincommon.org.uk/latest-insights/public-opinion-ahead-of-the-welfare-vote> [accessed 19 August 20251.

3. Sam Ray-Chaudhuri and Tom Waters, ‘Universal credit: incomes, incentives and the remaining roll-out’, IFS, June
2024 < https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-06/Universal-Credit-Income-incentives-and-remaining-rollouot-
Institue-for-Fiscal-Studies-Report.pdf> [accessed 19 August 2025], p. 16

4. Department for Work & Pensions, ‘DWP Stat-Xplore’, gov.uk, 2025 <https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk> [accessed 20
August 20251,

5. See, for example, Jonathan Haidt, The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an
Epidemic of Mental lliness (Penguin Press, 2024).
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benefit claims. The figure today is 44%.°

Family breakdown has also become more common. While in the
seventies only one-in-ten children lived in lone-parent families,” this
is over one-in-four as of the latest census.® Children who experience
family breakdown are twice as likely to become homeless or spend time
in prison,’ and are around 50% more likely to have no qualifications or
suffer with depression later on in life.™® On the other hand, stable families
where both parents were married when their child was born are over
three times less likely to experience poverty than families with a lone
parent and children," although there is debate about the exact causes
of these differing outcomes.’”? Nor does separation only hurt children.
The loving care one receives from their spouse is so good for them
that being married is a better predictive factor for cancer recovery than
chemotherapy.™ Families act both as a safety net and as an environment
where children can safely grow up to be able to fend for themselves. On
the other hand, where family breakdown happens, social security often
picks up the bill. To stop poverty and illness down the line, social security
must support stable families.

Our society has also aged. The number of pensioners is set to rise by
three million over the next 22 years," and the ratio of working-age people

6. Eduin Latimer, Sam Ray-Chaudhuri and Tom Waters, ‘The role of changing health in rising health-related benefit
claims', IFS, 12 March 2025 <https://ifs.org.uk/publications/role-changing-health-rising-health-related-benefit-claims>
[accessed 20 August 2025].

7. Stephen Hunt, ‘Major demographic trends” in Family Trends: British families since the 1950s, ed. by Stephen Hunt
(Family and Parenting Institute, 2009), p. 34

8. Office for National Statistics, ‘Dependent children by family type and age: Census 2021, ONS, 5 March

2024 <https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/datasets/
dependentchildrenbyfamilytypeandagecensus2021> [accessed 3 September 20251.

9. The Centre for Social Justice, ‘Why Family Matters: Comprehensive analysis of the consequences of family
breakdown’, Centre for Social Justice, March 2019 <https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2019/04/CSJJ6900-Family-Report-190405-WEB.pdf> [accessed 3 September 2025], p. 5

10. Kathleen Kiernan, Sam Crossman and Angus Phimister, ‘Families and inequalities’, IFS, June 2022 <https://ifs
org.uk/inequality/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/IFS-Deaton-Review-Families-and-inequality-.pdf> [accessed 3
September 2025], p. 36.

11. Ibid., p. 43.

12. Claire Crawford et al., Cohabitation, marriage, relationship stability and child outcomes: final report (IFS, 2013)
<https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/output_url_files/r87.pdf> [accessed 22 September 20251,

13. Kaja Krajc et al., ‘Marital status and survival in cancer patients: A systematic review and meta-analysis’, Cancer
Med, 12.2 (2022), pp. 1685-1708, doi: 10.1002/cam4.5003

14. Population and Household Projections, ‘National population projections: 2022-based’, ONS, 28 January 2025
<https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationprojections/bulletins/
nationalpopulationprojections/2022based> [accessed 20 August 2025].
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per pensioner set to drop from 3.3 today to 1.9 in the next five decades.™
Some of this is driven by the rise in age expectancy — when the state
pension was first introduced, life expectancy outstripped the pension age
for men by only a year. Today, men in the UK can expect to live on for
19 years after reaching pensionable age.™ All of this has added strain on
the NHS and local authorities, meaning that social security has often had
to pick up the bill for inadequate care and prevention. Indeed, if demand
for social security keeps rising at the same rate, in 20 years' time, the UK
Chancellor will have to increase the basic rate of tax by around 13% just
to meet existing levels of government support.”

With good policies, we can create a system that
is both generous and lean. Both efficient and
adequate

What was intended to act as a safety net has become a sinkhole,
provoking an understandable urge among voters to crack down on social
security. But those feelings are misguided. Social security has a crucial
role to play in making Britain thrive.

When designed well, social security means that people can live without
the fear of having nothing to eat, of struggling to pay for essential utility
bills, of not being able to provide for their children. It allows people to be
entrepreneurial and take risks and make choices that may be more costly
in the short run but pay off in the long run, in the confidence that the
short-term cost will not be synonymous with starvation or homelessness.
Rather than picking up a ballooning bill for local authorities and the NHS,
it can take the appropriate burdens off their shoulders - and much
more cost-efficiently — by preventing ill health in the first place. It can

15. Karl Williams, ‘The Age Trap', in ‘Justice for the young', ed. by Matthew Feeney and Robert Colvile, CPS, 13
November 2023 <https://cps.org.uk/research/justice-for-the-young> [accessed 20 August 2025], p. 14.

16. James Kirkup, “Kill the single state pension age”, Spectator, 19 August 2025 <https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/
kill-the-single-state-pension-age> [accessed 20 August 2025].

17. Neil O'Brien and Phoebe Arslanagi¢-Little, “The UK must embrace pro-natalist policy”, New Statesman, 1 November
2024 <https://www.newstatesman.com/comment/2024/11/the-uk-must-embrace-pro-natalist-policy> [accessed 3
September 20251.
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restructure the economy to incentivise savings or produce economic
multipliers and drive growth. It can prevent crime, compensate for unfair
misfortunes and allow disabled people to capitalise on their potential. It
can mean children are not kept awake listening to their parents arguing
about how to make every penny count. It can support the formation of
families and help fight our upcoming demographic crisis.

The loving care one receives from their spouse
is so good for them that being married is @
better predictive factor for cancer recovery
than chemotherapy

British conservatives have long recognised these realities. They have
always supported the Church, which had been the key source of welfare
for Britons for centuries.” Following in the legacy of Disraeli,”” they
supported the gradual extension of social reform, such as the extension
of state-funded education or unemployment insurance.? In the forties
and fifties, the Tories backed most of the Attlee Government's welfare
reforms.?! Later, under David Cameron, the Conservatives emphasised
‘compassionate conservatism’ as one of the Party's key tenets.?? Most
recently, it was the Tories who introduced the pension ‘triple lock’,? and
vigorously defended Winter Fuel Payments? — generosity which ought to
be meted out more evenly. Conservatives should demonstrate the same
generosity that they have shown pensioners to the rest of those in need;

18. Julian Rivers, The Law of Organized Religions: Between Establishment and Secularism (Oxford University Press,
2010), pp. 268-288.

19. John Barnes, ‘Ideclogy and factions’, in Conservative century: The Conservative Party since 1900, ed. by Anthony
Seldon and Stuart Ball (Oxford University Press, 1994), pp. 329-330.

20. Bartek Staniszewski, William Prescott, Joe Harrison and Ryan Shorthouse, ‘The right road: the future of the
European centre-right’, Bright Blue, June 2025 <https://www.brightblue.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Right-
road.pdf> [accessed 19 August 2025], p. 75.

21. Mark Garnett and Kevin Hickson, Conservative thinkers: The key contributors to the political thought of the modern
Conservative Party (Manchester University Press, 2009), p. 4.

22. Allegra Stratton, “David Cameron: Tory party is ‘modern and compassionate™, Guardian, 2 October 2011 <https://
www.theguardian.com/politics/2011/oct/02/cameron-tory-party-modern-compassionate> [accessed 19 August
2025].

23. Francis Hobson, Rachael Harker and Esme Kirk-Wade, ‘State Pension triple lock’, House of Commons Library, 6
November 2023 <https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7812> [accessed 19 August 2025].
24. See, for example, Conservatives, ‘Protect Winter Fuel Payments for Vulnerable Pensioners’, Conservatives, 2025
<https://www.conservatives.com/donate/save-winter-fuel-payment> [accessed 20 August 2025].
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and the same fiscal prudence that they have shown elsewhere when it
comes to pensioners.

Given all this, a pessimistic outlook on social security may seem
puzzling. Perhaps another reason why some would prefer to throw the
baby out with the bathwater is because of how easy it is for a benefit
to do the opposite of what it was intended for. The Local Housing
Allowance (LHA) element of UC - or just housing benefit — can serve as
the paradigmatic example. When designed well, it allows people to stay
housed while they look for a job or save up for a deposit to get onto the
housing ladder as well as reducing pressure on the social housing sector.
When designed badly, it can fuel local rents and disincentivise finding a
place where you could start a family or moving to a place where you
could get a better job due to lower local rates. But the solution to this is
to reform - not to destroy.

This is not to say that reform is easy. The Labour Government tried
and largely failed with its Universal Credit and Personal Independence
Payment Bill. But we have been able to do it before. On the other hand,
failure to embrace social security reform - a retreat to a defensive or
punitive approach - can be disastrous. A failure to meaningfully reform
the Elizabethan Poor Law - which had to be introduced in the first place
after Henry VIII's Government dissolved the monasteries, which were until
then the main source of support for England’s needy® - led to the 1834
Poor Law Amendment Act. This Act made relief outside of workhouses
illegal and conditions in workhouses deliberately so bad as to deter as
many as possible from applying for relief, inducing suffering for millions,
now immortalised on the pages of Dickens. Conditions in England were
also the inspiration for Karl Marx, whose writings ultimately led to the
deaths of hundreds of millions in an attempt to overthrow a system Marx
saw as evil and exploitative. We cannot expect individuals to tolerate
living in a society that leaves them exposed to destitution. Unless we

25. Julian Rivers, The Law of Organized Religions: Between Establishment and Secularism (Oxford University Press,
2010), pp. 268-288.
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provide people with a social security safety net, a free and prosperous
society will not last.

It was conservatives who last successfully introduced meaningful
reforms to the UK's social security system when the Conservative Party
introduced UC in the 2010s. We can do it again.

This essay collection aims to bring together ideas from leading centre-
right thinkers for reforming social security. It focuses on four themes:
adequacy, family, work and efficiency. This means that nobody’s living
standards should fall below a certain minimum that allows for a moral,
joyful and dignified life.?¢ That starting and raising a stable family should
be a choice open to everybody - not a preserve of the rich. That the
system should focus on incentivising and rewarding work and innovation.
And that it should aim for fewer claimants supported effectively, not
more claimants supported poorly. With the right policies, we can create
a system that is both generous and lean. This essay collection brings
together ideas for doing just that.

Bartek Staniszewski is the Head of Research at Bright Blue.

26. As called for by Bright Blue in Anvar Sarygulov and Phoebe Arslanagi¢-Wakefield, ‘Building up: the future of
social security’, Bright Blue, January 2023 < https://www.brightblue.org.uk/portfolio/building-up-the-future-of-social-
security > [accessed 20 August 2025], pp. 190-193.






MONEY MATTERS

Better support for those who need and deserve it
Ryan Shorthouse

Does having money really matter that much? There are those, usually
with quite a bit of it, who want us to care less about materialism. But,
unequivocally, money really does matter — not because of any status it
supposedly brings, but for the freedom it buys: freedom to choose how
we live and how we look after others.

It is not true, as the Easterlin Paradox famously professed, that personal
happiness stops rising after certain levels of income have been met.
Rather, as Professor Steven Pinker documents in his book Enlightenment
now,? richer people within a country are happier, richer countries are
happier, and people get happier as their countries get richer. Even
winning the lottery makes people happier, contrary to popular belief.

Considering this, it seems that the deep disillusionment with mainstream
politicians in recent years? stems from a protracted and ongoing period
of stagnant living standards over which they have presided.?

Yes, since the global financial crisis in the late noughties, average real
incomes have risen very slowly compared to previous decades. But this
does not mean the average person has got poorer. They have got a little
bit richer. Employment levels are still exceptionally high.3® And, both

27. Steven Pinker, Enlightenment now: The case for reason, science, humanism, and progress (London: Penguin, 2018).
28. National Centre for Social Research, “Trust and confidence in Britain's system of government at record low”,
https://natcen.ac.uk/news/trust-and-confidence-britains-system-government-record-low (2024).

29. Jonathan Cribb and Tom Waters, “Seven key facts about UK living standards”, Institute for Fiscal Studies, https://
ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-06/New-Final-Seven-Key-Facts-living-standards-IFS-Report.pdf (2024).

30. Latimer, E. (2024). The government’s 80% employment rate target: lessons from history and abroad [Comment]
Institute for Fiscal Studies. Available at:https:/ifs.org.uk/articles/governments-80-employment-rate-target-lessons-
history-and-abroad (accessed: 19 September 2025).
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historically and internationally, we are a very rich country.

This may explain why average levels of life satisfaction and personal
happiness have remained high and about the same since 2011 when
the Coalition Government rightly asked the ONS to start measuring them.
Take politics out of the equation and life seems a lot better.

It can be hard for us fo grasp and accept such
arbitrariness. But it is ultimately liberating — for
our judgement of ourselves and others

Those on the tightest incomes did face disproportionate cuts to
working-aged benefits in the 2010s. However, arising wage floor, tax cuts
focused on the lowest paid, increased employment and housing subsidies
meant that they experienced the biggest increases in real incomes after
housing costs. The Family Resources Survey is clear on this: between
2009-10 and 2022-23, the lower the decile on the household income
spectrum you were, the higher the increase in your household income
after housing costs.*

So the truth is that government has played and should play a role
in raising incomes. But it is not solely responsible: businesses and
specifically their workers are ultimately responsible for improving
living standards.

But this does not mean all is well. The state can do better. Incomes
have risen too slowly, falling short of expectations. This country still has
too much poverty — by which | mean relative poverty, widely defined
as households earning below 60% of median household income after
household costs. The rate of poverty across the population has been
pretty static over the past few decades, but child poverty has risen in
recent years: as of 2023-24, 30% of children are now estimated to live

31. Office for National Statistics, “UK measures of national well-being dashboard”, https://www.ons.gov.uk/
peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/articles/ukmeasuresofnationalwellbeing/dashboard (2025).

32. Fraser Nelson, “Whose income rose fastest under the Tories?", Spectator, 23 June 2024 <https://www.spectator.
co.uk/article/the-most-important-metric-for-judging-the-tories/> [accessed 19 September 2025).
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under the poverty line.® This relative poverty measure matters: although
people below the relative poverty line may be less impoverished in
absolute terms than previous generations, they are still poor relative to
the average person and thereby disqualified from typical experiences and
opportunities available to their fellow citizens.

Both more generous and demanding for
claimants — that will be a social security system
that improves life chances and reassures
taxpayers that support is being prioritised on
those who really need and deserve it

The lamentable truth is that there are too many people in Britain who
have too little money. Why?

Those on the political left emphasise structural forces: the powerful
exploit, exclude, discriminate, deprive — preventing those with modest
means from flourishing. Those on the right, meanwhile, point to individual
agency: our efforts and choices primarily determine our life trajectory, no
matter the circumstances or characteristics we were born with.

However, where we end up is not always a product of intention - of
the admirable efforts of ourselves or the malign efforts of others. Rather,
a lot of life is the result of randomness - of what the great philosopher
John Rawls described as ‘brute luck.’

It can be hard for us to grasp and accept such arbitrariness. But it
is ultimately liberating - for our judgement of ourselves and others.
We might start being less starstruck by the super-rich. And be less
judgemental of those struggling.

Indeed, randomness is a major consequence of a free economy and
free society, which those on the centre-right are so keen to conserve and
champion. Businesses close. Jobs are lost. Relationships break down.

33. Anna Henry and Tom Wernham, “Child poverty: trends and policy options”, Institute for Fiscal Studies, October
2024 <https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-10/Child-poverty-trends-and-policy-options_1.pdf> [accessed 19
Septemnber 2025.
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The Joseph Rowntree Foundation estimates that a third of us will fall into
poverty every eight years 3

So, a strong safety net is not something for the centre-right to sniff
at: in fact, it is essential to sustain support for and participation in a free
economy and society, protecting people from hardships that many will
inevitably face.

But that does not mean the state should provide sufficient welfare
to everyone; just to everyone who needs it. But the leftist impulse
has been to expand welfare: to universalise it — to supposedly reduce
stigma, drive uptake and foster support for government action. Frankly,
this is unjustified and unaffordable. And the centre-right has not
resisted it enough.

The result is a gigantic welfare bill, which — when calculated to include
the basic State Pension — now totals nearly a quarter of government
expenditure.®® Especially with our ageing population, welfare is a big
contributor to our growing fiscal deficit, which is economically reckless
and morally deficient, risking the prosperity of future generations.
Indeed, the OBR predicts that net public debt will reach 274% of GDP
by the late 2030s on current tax and spend projections.*® To be fiscally
responsible, governments need to be bold with both tax and spending
reform, especially to our welfare system.

The first aim for the centre-right should therefore be a slimmer
system. We need a social security system that gives more support to
far fewer people.

All universal benefits should therefore be abolished and instead
means-tested. We need to means-test Winter Fuel Payments and Free
Bus Passes for the elderly, and Free Schools Meals for schoolchildren.
Yes, the triple lock on the value of the basic State Pension is absurd; it

34. Ryan Shorthouse, “Ryan Shorthouse: How to add contributions and incentives to the benefits system”,
Conservative Home, 28 April 2019 <https://conservativehome.com/2019/04/28/ryan-shorthouse-how-to-add-
contributions-and-incentives-to-benefit-payments/> [accessed 19 September 2019]

35. Department for Work and Pensions, “Guidance and methodology: Benefit expenditure and caseload tables”, 23
April 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/benefit-expenditure-and-caseload-tables-information-and-
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should at maximum rise in line with the increase in the value of working-
aged benefits. But, more radically, we need to consider means-testing it,
as is the case in Australia and Ireland.

These changes will free up money to achieve a second aim: providing
a more supportive system for those who really need it. This is the
opposite of what those radical leftists and libertarians want — a move to
a Universal Basic Income (UBD. The former favour this because it would
end conditionality. The latter advocate for it because they think work will
dry up for most people with the advent of Al. The result overall would
be less financial support spread unnecessarily across more people, and
a welfare system that is agnostic about work. But work is financially,
morally, psychologically and socially enriching: we unquestionably need
a system that incentivises and rewards work.

Crucially, those with no or low pay need greater financial support
through our welfare system, at least initially. The replacement rate - that
is, the amount received in out-of-work benefits relative to the median
national salary — in the UK is among the lowest in the developed world
for those who have been unemployed for three months. Perversely, in the
long term, those who have been unemployed for more than three years
receive income protection that is actually above average relative to other
developed countries.®”

Since the UK's savings rates are so low, this initial shock not only
pushes those who have a bout of bad lack into punishing poverty, but
forces people to search for and accept jobs as quickly as possible. This
may be leading to mismatching between skills and jobs in our labour
market, partly explaining the UK's exceptionally poor productivity.®

We could implement reforms to grant more generosity initially. First,
we could learn from the effectiveness of successive increases in the
wage floor since the late 1990s - and particularly from the role of

37. Anvar Sarygulov and Phoebe Arslanagi¢-Wakefield, “Building up: The future of social security”, Bright Blue, 16 January
2023 <https://www.brightblue.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Building-up.pdf> [accessed 19 Septermber 2025.

38. Bright Blue, Ryan Shorthouse gives evidence to the Work and Pensions Select Committee, YouTube, 8 March 2023,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Emfjh_4liA&=3310s [accessed 19 September 2025].
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the Low Pay Commission in steering this process. This independent
body - which includes representatives from both trade unions and
employers, who carefully weigh up evidence on how wages impact on
job supply - has made raising the minimum wage an expert-led and
depoliticised process.

The leftist impulse has been to expand welfare:
to universalise it — to supposedly reduce stigma,
drive uptake and foster support for government
action. And the centre-right has not resisted
it enough

If the existing arms-length body, the Social Security Advisory
Committee, were reformed and expanded, it could play a similarly
successful role, expertly recommending the levels and uprating of
different welfare payments. Indeed, it could introduce and set a new
‘minimum living’ income each year for different types of households, to
ensure that the social security system provides a guaranteed floor for
people to afford the basic essentials.®® A separate benchmark could also
be set under which benefits cannot fall, even if a sanction were applied
to their recipient.

Second, we could learn from social insurance models on the continent,
which are similar to the UK's pensions auto-enrolment system, but for
unemployment rather than retirement. If employees contribute a certain
proportion of their wages to such schemes, sometimes matched or
even replaced by contributions from employers, they can receive higher
income protection during unemployment for a time-limed period above
basic welfare payments. In Germany, those who are eligible can get
60% of their average net income, capped at a maximum value, typically
for 6-12 months. In Denmark, those eligible can get up to 90% of their

39. lone Wells, “Tory think tank Bright Blue calls for ‘minimum income", BBC, 15 January 2023 <https://www.bbc.
co.uk/news/uk-politics-64278651> [accessed 19 September 2025].
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average income, also capped, for two years.%

These contributory-based, furlough-style schemes could be adapted
and applied here. But a simpler approach might just be for government
to fund a new Contribution Supplement for the Standard Allowance of
Universal Credit, and for Statutory Maternity and Paternity Pay, granted
to those with longer work histories.*!

Government has played and should play a
role in raising incomes. But it is nof solely
responsible: businesses and specifically their
workers are ultimately responsible for improving
living standards

Finally, in return for a more supportive system upfront, we also need a
stricter welfare system. Conditionality is often perceived as punitive, but
really it is about nurturing self-discipline and engendering more relational
support. It is perfectly reasonable to expect claimants to engage with
reasonable and helpful support and structure offered to them. Previous
Bright Blue research has shown that work coaches are generally viewed
as very helpful by claimants.? A system that just gives money to people
and leaves them to it is cruel. So conditionality should apply more widely:
all unemployed claimants of Universal Credit — even those receiving the
higher health element because they have been deemed to have limited
capability for work - should have appropriate conditions to prepare, plan
or search for work.

To reward those who are really trying to find a job — who deserve the
support most of all — we could create a new Universal Credit lottery: all
claimants who consistently meet the most demanding conditions around
job seeking and preparation set by their work coach should be nominated

40. Sarygulov and Arslanagi¢-Wakefield, “Building up”.

41. Ryan Shorthouse and David Kirkby, “Give and take: How conservatives think about welfare”, Bright Blue, March
2014, <https://brightblue.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Giveandtake.pdf> [accessed 19 September 20251,

42. Ryan Shorthouse, Sam Lampier and Anvar Sarygulov, “Helping hand? Improving universal credit”, Bright Blue, March
2019 <https://brightblue.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Helping-hand.pdf> [accessed 19 Septermnber 2025].
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and entered, with the ability to win £1,000 twice a year.

Slimmer, stricter and more supportive, both financially and relationally:
that is the social security system that the centre-right must now build.
Both more generous and demanding for claimants — that will be a social
security system that improves life chances and reassures taxpayers that
support is being prioritised on those who really need and deserve it.

Ryan Shorthouse is the Founder and Chair of Bright Blue. He is Deputy
Chair of the What Works Centre, Transforming Access and Student Outcomes
in Higher Education (TASO), and a Commissioner of the Commonwealth
Scholarship Commission. He is a Senior Visiting Fellow at King's College

London and the University of Bath.




NO MORE CHARITY?

How we can move beyond a need for food banks

The Rt Hon John Glen MP

The Trussell Trust, one of the UK's foremost food bank charities, was
founded by Carol Henderson in Salisbury at the turn of the century. It set
out to honour the legacy of Carol's mother, Betty Trussell, by launching
a simple local scheme to provide three days’ worth of emergency food
to people who found themselves in short-term need, whether through ill
health, family crisis or delays to benefits. The rest, as they say, is history.

Hunger is not just indicative of lack of food; it is
a symptom of the lack of income, lack of time,
lack of skills and lack of ability to cope

Demand has since soared and the model has been developed, replicated
and rolled out across the country. In a quarter of a century, we have
reached a position where the Trussell community has grown to 1,400
affiliated foodbanks staffed by over 36,000 employees and volunteers.*?
Their pioneering work has also been a source of inspiration to countless
other charitable organisations which have incorporated food distribution
in their activities.

So prevalent are food banks, community kitchens and the like as a
safety net for families and individuals that they have arguably become a

43. Trussell, ‘Ending hunger together: From hardship to hope', Trussell, January 2025 <https://cms.trussell.org.uk/
sites/default/files/2025-01/trussell_annual_report_2324.pdf> [accessed 14 August 2025], p. 5.
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failsafe for the welfare system itself — an insidious form of ‘permission’
to tolerate delays and shortfalls, because someone will always be there
to plug the gap.

In2023-24, 4% of all individuals in this country made use of a food bank
at least once.** With food banks embedded in nearly every community
and 2.9 million emergency food parcels distributed in 2024-25, we must
surely be seeing levels of hunger in freefall.*® Not so. In fact, the metrics
of poverty and hunger remain little changed, with the proportion of people
in food insecure households rising from 7% in 2021-22 to 11% in 2023-
24 Neither does food bank provision see any corresponding reduction
in welfare dependency. Seventy percent of food bank users are in receipt
of Universal Credit (UC), as compared to only around 11% of the overall
population.“” This is both counter-intuitive and deeply wrong.

We are led inexorably to two parallel conclusions. First, the welfare
system too often fails to provide people with enough to live on. Second, it
also fails to give people viable pathways back to financial independence
by helping them manage their money effectively. As Trussell itself all-
too-often says, no-one should need a food bank to survive. Emergency
provisions are a lifeline, but they are not the answer. Hunger is not just
indicative of lack of food; it is a symptom of the lack of income, lack of
time, lack of skills and lack of ability to cope — none of which can be
solved by any number of packets of pasta or boxes of cereal.

Food banks are addressing hunger — and doing a great job of it - but the
pangs of hunger will always return because food banks are not fixing the
underlying causes of food poverty — and nor should they have to. Helping
people get back on their feet and break free of welfare dependency is the
stated aim of the benefits system; a system which was always intended

44. Khadijah Zaidi, ‘Food banks in the UK', House of Commons Library, 31 July 2025 <https://commonslibrary.
parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8585/> [accessed 13 August 2025], p. 5.

45. Trussell, 'End of year stats', Trussell, 21 May 2025 <https://www.trussell.org.uk/news-and-research/latest-stats/
end-of-year-stats> [accessed 13 August 20251.

46. Brigid Francis-Devine et al., ‘Food poverty: Households, food banks and free school meals’, House of Commons
Library, 2 July 2025 <https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9209/CBP-9209.pdf> [accessed
13 August 2025], p. 9.

47. Rachel Bull et al., "Hunger in the UK’, Trussell, June 2023 <https://cms.trussell.org.uk/sites/default/files/wp-
assets/2023-The-Trussell-Trust-Hunger-in-the-UK-report-web-updated-10Aug23.pdf> [accessed 14 August 2025],
p. 44.
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to be a safety net, not an alternative way of life.

As they have become an established - even institutionalised - part of
the welfare landscape, food banks have become accessible to more and
more people. This openness has been critical to their success. To be able
to reach the most vulnerable, they must, to adapt a phrase often used to
describe the NHS, be non-judgemental at the point of need. They must
screen but not screen out, teach but not lecture. Nevertheless, the very
existence of such widespread and reliable charitable networks creates
a gravitational pull that risks dragging scarce state resources towards
forms of provision which were not intended to facilitate unsustainable
lifestyles, but act as short-term means of helping people get by while
they get back on their feet.

Food banks have long been getting better at collecting data about
their users, and what we have learned makes for worrying reading.
As aforementioned, 70% of food bank users are in receipt of UC, while
groups such as the disabled and those in unstable housing situations
are massively overrepresented — disabled people make 69% of people
referred to food banks, despite making up only 26% of the population,®
while those who are homeless make up both 4% of the population and
34% of those referred to food banks.*® Repeat usage has grown, with
almost half of food bank referrals receiving more than one parcel within
a year.>® These findings paint a dystopian picture; not only of a welfare
system that is chronically insufficient, but of a growing user group
that — instead of adopting long-term strategies to meet shortfalls -
has simply built occasional food bank dependence into their day-to-day
financial planning.

Recent spikes in inflation have pushed spending on food up to 13.4%
of the household budgets of families in the lowest income decile.®' Living

48. Khadijah Zaidi, ‘Food banks in the UK’, House of Commons Library, 31 July 2025 <https://cormmonslibrary.
parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8585/ [accessed 13 August 2025], p. 14

49, Ibid., p. 15.

50. Trussell, ‘End of year stats’, Trussell, 21 May 2025 <https://www.trussell.org.uk/news-and-research/|atest-stats/
end-of-year-stats [accessed 13 August 20251.

51. Brigid Francis-Devine, ‘High cost of living: Impact on Households', House of Commons Library, 19 May 2025 <https://
researchbriefings files. parliament.uk/documents/CBP-10100/CBP-10100.pdf> [accessed 13 August 2025), p. 12.
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right on the edge of food security creates a vulnerability to even minor
price fluctuations — one which welfare payments are neither nimble nor
reactive enough to address. When welfare falls short, resorting to charity
becomes inevitable, and the benefits system is once again let off the hook.

They have arguably become a failsafe for the
welfare system itself — an insidious form of
‘permission’ to tolerate delays and shortfalls,
because someone will always be there to plug
the gap

If the welfare system is to move beyond the inexorable cycle of
immediate need and short-term help, it must prioritise adequacy to meet
need in all its forms. It is not just the shortage of money acting as an
obstacle to self-sufficiency: it is also poor health, social isolation and
deficient life skills. The success of the benefits system rests on how
efficiently and compassionately it finds ways to move people towards
independence.

Breaking the cycle of dependency demands recognising individuals’
ability and potential, not just their needs and problems. Such a task
requires a degree of nuance that is seldom synonymous with government
structures, but this level of insight is exactly what we must achieve. The
duty of the state is to anticipate and mitigate future needs by recognising
the uniqueness and fluidity of every individual's circumstances.

Accurate and compassionate assessment of capacity for work is
a must, but so is a clear expectation of progress and provision of the
necessary support to achieve it. Increasing welfare payments without
opening pathways to independence, on the other hand, is fiscally
irresponsible and only perpetuates the cycle of hunger. The need for
training, mentoring and employment support should be regarded as a
priority. Where it is apparent, poverty of skills or of opportunity must
be addressed alongside financial need with the same urgency. Some of
these interventions may be expensive, but the cost of neglecting them is
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far higher and increasing.

Our current approach is fiscally unsustainable, dragging more and
more people into the benefits trap in the name of supposed kindness and
increasingly testing the limits of taxpayer tolerance. If we look around
the world, we see that high barriers for entry into the welfare system do
not imply more poverty. In places that also have high levels of strictness
when it comes to social security,’® we generally see lower levels of
government spending,® and three of them - Switzerland, Luxembourg
and Sweden - also have lower poverty rates than the UK does.%

So, what of the future of food banks and domestic charities, whose
primary mission is to tackle hunger? Their generosity is needed, their
service is appreciated and their motives are unimpeachable. A crisis can
hit anyone at any time. Unemployment, ill health and family breakdown
can push anyone over the edge. It is not charities’ job to reform the social
security system, but they could - and arguably should - have a role to
play in shifting societal expectations.

Local groups, charities and voluntary organisations possess something
that government cannot hope to match — they are deeply embedded in
their communities. Their local knowledge and personal understanding get
to the bottom of individuals’ circumstances in a way that no bureaucratic
tick-box means test ever could. These relationships make them a great
launch pad for truly effective interventions, such as support planning and
multi-agency referrals to address the specific causes of each person's
food poverty.

Meanwhile, the social security system itself needs to measure success
differently — not in terms of benefits given or not given, but in terms of
employment rates and genuine community engagement. Ensuring that
there is no benefits cliff-edge and that work always pays is step one.

52. Herwig Immervoll, Carlo Knotz and Ihssane Otman, ‘Activity-Related Eligibility Conditions For Receiving
Unemployment Benefits', OECD, 2020 <https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/topics/policy-sub-issues/
income-support-redistribution-and-work-incentives/activity-related%20eligibility%20conditions_2020.pdf> [accessed
14 August 2025], p. 13
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Step two must be reimagined Work Capability Assessments (WCAs),
frequently reviewed and - crucially - conducted in person. Their aim
should reach beyond just categorising people into a benefits banding,
finding out what they can do and what - given the right support - they
would be willing to try. Community-based interviews for WCAs - with
buy-in from churches, charities and local networks - can connect the
dots of opportunity, aspiration and capability more effectively than
centralised bureaucracy. Tapping into local knowledge and contacts to
forge on-the-ground connections with real employers will open the door
to genuine progression more effectively than work programmes, made up
by a government employee, that do not necessarily move beyond work
experience or voluntary posts.

The work of food banks is admirable, and their rapid spread is an
indictment of some elements of the operation and delivery of the welfare
state. But we must be honest. In some cases, they have fuelled their own
success by morphing from an emergency service to a permanent fixture
whose existence is taken for granted. They plug the gaps and make both
individual and system failure possible.

Compassionate conservatism means providing optimum conditions for
true independence and personal dignity — not making dependency ever
more survivable.

Fixing this situation will require a mindset shift away from the dynamic of
faceless provider and passive dependent and towards a constructive social
contract of precisely the kind that already exists between the most proactive
food banks and their clients. Food banks have been held up as an indictment
of our failure - now we should let them show the way to success.

The Rt Hon John Glen is the Conservative MP for Salisbury and
Parliamentary Private Secretary to the Leader of the Opposition. He was
previously Chief Secretary to the Treasury from 2022 to 2023. He is also
an Officer for the All-Party Parliamentary Group for Food Banks.






TOO POOR TO BE HEALTHY?

Reforming social security to improve public health
Joe Robertson MP

When it comes to health, the UK faces two major, interlinked challenges:
rising demand for both NHS services and social security. Poor health
increasingly pushes people out of work and onto benefits, and poverty
leads to worsening health outcomes. This, combined with an overreliance
on social security, acts as a drag on economic growth.

Current welfare spending is skewed towards managing decline rather
than preventing it. Smarter, leaner investment can deliver savings over
time by reducing demand on the NHS and helping people to stay in work.
What we need is a targeted social security system — one that invests
early, supports families and works hand-in-hand with health services.

The Government recently published its Fit for the Future ten-year health
plan.%® Although there are few new ideas and no roadmap to achieving its
objectives, the intended outcomes are positive. Indeed, one of its “three
shifts” focuses on moving from sickness to prevention.® This ambition
depends on a properly functioning welfare system, however, the issue
issue of welfare is not mentioned once in the entire chapter devoted to
the subject.

Indeed, on welfare reform, the Government's first toe in the water was
a disaster. Even in its original form — as set out in the March 2025

55. Department of Health and Social Care et al., "10 Year Health Plan for England: fit for the future’, gov.uk, 3 July
2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/10-year-health-plan-for-england-fit-for-the-future> [accessed 5
August 2025].

56. Ibid., p. 16.
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Pathways to Work green paper® - the Universal Credit and Personal
Independence Payment Bill would not have stopped the number of people
on welfare from growing. It then was watered down during the second
reading. In any case, the Bill was not a serious or fair plan for the type of
system reform we need. Instead, it was an attempted £5 billion cash grab
by the Chancellor which was so blunt it would have harmed too many
people in genuine need.’® The Government itself calculated that, had it
not been forced into a climbdown, the reform would have pushed 50,000
children into poverty by 2029-30.%°

An MP, conversely, can claim an additional
accommodation allowance from the taxpayer
for up to three dependent children

Instead, to really improve public health, welfare reform should
focus on three aims: reducing poverty, promoting self-reliance and
encouraging work.

First, on reducing poverty. The relationship between poverty and poor
health is well-evidenced. Working-age adults in poverty are far more
likely to experience long-term illness.®®

Indeed, in 2023, long-term sickness in the UK overtook unemployment
as the leading cause of being out of work.6" Consequently, 31% of disabled
people live in poverty, a figure which rises to 38% among those with

57. Department for Work and Pensions, ‘Pathways to Work: Reforming Benefits and Support to Get Britain Working
Green Paper’, gov.uk, 23 July 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/pathways-to-work-reforming-
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60. Health Foundation, ‘Relationship between persistent poverty and health’, The Health Foundation, 4 June 2024
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long-term mental health conditions.? What is more, the 2010 Marmot
Review found that children growing up in poverty face higher risks of
asthma, obesity and delayed cognitive development, which in turn reduce
educational outcomes and future earnings.®® Other diet-related diseases,
such as diabetes and obesity, are also more common in low-income
households,** while living in cold, damp homes - often the result of fuel
poverty — is linked to the worsening of respiratory illnesses.®® Universal
Credit (UC) and Personal Independence Payments (PIP), properly
administered, should therefore be poverty reducers that improve public
health and reduce reliance on the NHS.

In 2023, long-term sickness in the UK overtook
unemployment as the leading cause of being
out of work

According to the Resolution Foundation, lifting the two-child benefit
cap would be an effective anti-poverty measure, bringing an estimated
500,000 children out of poverty by 2029-30.%¢ Furthermore, with a
declining birth rate, the UK can only achieve a sustainable working-
age population to support our ageing society in one of two ways:
encouraging British people to have more children or accepting a role
for significant ongoing immigration. | favour the former, as | suspect
most people would. A fertility rate of 2.1 is required to maintain a stable
population, but even this would not be sufficient to sustain our growing

62. Joseph Rowntree Foundation, ‘UK Poverty 2024', JRF, 23 January 2024 <https://www.jrf.org.uk/uk-poverty-
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retired population. And the UK's current fertility rate is only 1.44.67 We
therefore need to consider whether it is sensible, through UC, not to
support families with a third child for that child. An MP, conversely, can
claim an additional accommodation allowance from the taxpayer for up
to three dependent children.

| accept that there is a case for maintaining the two-child benefit cap
while the economy is so sluggish and with no palatable means for raising
the estimated £2.4 billion that it would cost to lift the limit to three children.®®
However, in the long run, the social, economic and health benefits from
lifting the cap within a reformed welfare system which saves money
should prove it to be a cost-positive poverty reduction measure.

Second, on self-reliance. Promoting self-reliance rather than
dependency should be the overarching aim of any functioning welfare
system. There are many ways to do this. Properly equipping a person
with disabilities with the means to live as independently as possible is
an obvious example. But even programmes that aim to do just this are
open to abuse and poor administration. Motability — a scheme designed
to deliver adapted cars to people with mobility needs — has now become
the emblematic example of mission creep as we hear of many cases of
people with mental health conditions receiving a car every three years
and on a non-means tested basis.®” Examples such as this do much to
destroy the credibility of social security in the eyes of the public, and
rightly so. Giving away cars without any adaptations on a non-means
tested basis should end.

In turn, for those with a disability, or age-related frailty, reducing crisis
and avoidable hospital admissions is particularly important. In 2022,
parts of England saw as many as one in three hospital beds occupied by
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people who had no medical need to be there, but who - due to chronic
shortages in social care - also had nowhere safe to be discharged to0.7 If
an efficient social security system can achieve only a modest impact on
discharge rates, or help avoid admissions in the first place, it could help
free up tens of thousands of beds across the NHS.

Third, encouraging people into work. A properly functioning, targeted
welfare system should remove barriers and be an enabler of work, rather
than merely compensating for not having a job. It should encourage
people who can work into work. For those who have limitations on their
ability to do certain jobs — whether temporary or long term - the system
should support them finding jobs appropriate to their abilities.

People in work are less likely to experience poor mental health, and
they tend to be healthier overall.” Stable and appropriate employment
enables people to find suitable housing and make healthy life choices.™
It allows individuals to better support themselves and their families and
reduces reliance on the state. A range of support provided by the NHS
and through social security when people drop out of employment can,
and should, be first supported where possible by the private sector; for
example, through employers’ occupational health services.

The biggest disincentive to work — apart from a poorly administered
system which permits people to languish on benefits without looking for
work - is a financial cliff edge where the sudden loss of benefits upon
entering the workplace means an individual's income through work is
little improved.

The welfare reforms of the Cameron Government had notable success
in moving from cliff edges to tapering. The introduction of UC - which
low-income employees continue to receive, unlike was the case in the

70. Nicola Davis and Carman Aguilar Garcfa, “Up to one in three English hospital beds occupied by patients fit for
discharge”, Guardian, 13 November 2022 <https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/nov/13/hospital-beds-
england-occupied-patients-fit-discharge> [accessed 5 August 2025].

71. Health Foundation, ‘How employment status affects our health', The Health Foundation, 3 July 2024 <https://www.
health.org.uk/evidence-hub/work/employment-and-unemployment/how-employment-status-affects-our-health>
[accessed 5 August 2025]; World Health Organization, ‘Mental health at work', World Health Organization, 2 September
2024 <https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-at-work> [accessed 5 August 2025].

72. Katie Schmuecker, ‘Good jobs and stable homes - a platform for building a better life’, JRF, 7 May 2021 <https://
www jrf.org.uk/work/good-jobs-and-stable-homes-a-platform-for-building-a-better-life> [accessed 5 August 2025].
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old system - is the obvious example. We need to follow the successful
legacy of the Cameron Government's reforms. Since the end of that
Government, however, the number of people classified as long-term sick
has grown. There has been a failure to create appropriate pathways back
to employment that accommodate health conditions. This could include,
for example, flexible arrangements, graduated return to work programmes
and workplace adjustments. We should also return to exclusively face-to-
face assessments for PIP eligibility and crack down on ‘sick note’ culture.
Indeed, since 2020, the number of households where no one has ever
worked has doubled.”™

Fourth, and finally, moving money away from providing some
unnecessary care in hospitals and towards community and preventative
healthcare. The working-age welfare bill is set to reach £131 billion by
2030.™ And more than half of the rise in those claiming disability benefits
since the COVID-19 pandemic is due to more claims relating to mental
health conditions.” On the one hand, there seems to be an increasing
tendency to over-diagnose in cases of minor mental health conditions.
On the other hand, there is a lack of community mental health services.

There is a compelling case for removing benefit payments for people
with less serious mental health conditions and reinvesting the money
in better mental health services generally - for example, NHS Talking
Therapies.”™ Doing this could generate savings of £7.4 billion annually by
2029-30." The approach of prioritising root causes and reducing over-
medicalisation™ also has the potential to empower individuals with less
severe conditions to return to, or stay in work, thereby reducing long-
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term dependency. The resulting savings could fund an additional 1.47
million therapy courses each year.™

In 2022, parts of England saw as many as one
in three hospital beds occupied by people who
had no medical need to be there, but who — due
to chronic shortages in social care — also had
nowhere safe to be discharged to

Britain's social security system was initially designed for short-term,
post-war risks like industrial injury or short spells of unemployment.
Today, the greatest risks are chronic: poor housing, mental distress and
living with long-term frailty. The result is rising ill health, greater benefit
dependency and unsustainable pressure on the NHS.

The answer is not a bigger welfare state but a smarter and, ultimately,
leaner one, working step-in-step with healthcare reform. Social security
should not be a trap keeping people out of work; it should be a springboard
supporting them into self-reliance. That means targeted investment in
prevention, helping people to get back into work and improving hospital
discharge rates. Minor conditions, too, should not be ‘treated’ by making
welfare payments to a growing number of claimants, but by improved
community health services generally.

Done well, this approach reflects the centre-right principles of
responsibility, fiscal prudence and opportunity®® - ensuring that social
security is not just an emergency rescue but a tool to build a healthier,
more productive society.

The Government has missed an opportunity in its Fit for the Future ten-
year health plan to recognise the interdependence of welfare and healthcare,
particularly in delivering the shift from treating sickness to prevention.

79. The Centre for Social Justice, ‘Change the prescription: update’, The Centre for Social Justice, June 2025 <https://
www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/library/change-the-prescription-update> [accessed 8 August 2025], p. 8.
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August 20251, pp. 344-362.
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The next Conservative Government must ensure that the Departments
for Work and Pensions and for Health and Social Care work together and
deliver a cross-departmental strategy to get people back to work, save
money, grow the economy and improve people’s lives by giving them
freedom and independence; a uniquely Conservative approach to one of
the biggest challenges of our times.

Joe Robertson is the Conservative MP for Isle of Wight East. He is also a
Member of the Health and Social Care Committee.




BACK IN CONTROL?

Democratising social security
Henry Hill

There are two critical questions when it comes to trying to deliver a
more efficient system of social security. Do the people in charge of it
have any incentive to control costs? And do they have the means to do
so? In our current system, the answer to both questions is a resounding
no. Runaway costs are the inevitable result.

A shift to a budget-led model is thus the
only way to bring social security costs under
conftrol

One could write this essay several times over describing the problem,
but it boils down to two core factors. First, central government funding is
on so vast a scale that people cannot really process the numbers involved.
As such, the state’s resources are abstract and, too often, viewed as
essentially inexhaustible. Second, the system is riddled with misaligned
incentives: those with the closest knowledge of the system and the
strongest incentives to improve it lack the power to do so, whilst those
with the power to drive serious reform lack the incentive or knowledge
to effect it.

These problems are baked into the architecture of the post-war welfare
state. The structural issues have been present from the beginning, even if
it took time for their effects to be felt. But the history of the British social
security system is much longer than post-war mythmaking would have
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us believe. Indeed, it is in the system's earlier years that we can find an
answer to our present welfare woes: greater local control.

The Attlee Government (1945-1951) did not create the social security
system - it nationalised it, or, rather, it completed the process of
nationalisation which started under the Liberals between 1905 and 1915.
This is most easily illustrated with the case of the NHS, the ‘creation’
of which entailed mainly the annexation of hundreds of existing private
and charitable hospitals - it would not open one under its own auspices
until the sixties.

But it is a similar story when it comes to social security. At the
dawn of the previous century, the British social security system, whilst
by no means perfect, was vastly more extensive than is commonly
imagined today. It encompassed public welfare — organised on a parish
basis after the landmark 1834 report of Sir Edwin Chadwick’s Royal
Commission on the Poor Law®' - topped up by charitable elements and
friendly societies.®

This system was much admired by those who we now credit with
inventing the social security system; William Beveridge extolled
its virtues at length in Voluntary Action, which was published after
his landmark 1942 review.® It would be fair, in a sense, to say that
our current social security system was never consciously ‘created.’
Certainly, few of its architects seem to have thought they were
destroying what preceded it.

We can try to apply some of the core principles of this old system to
improve a redesigned social security system. In particular, we should
revive the belief that small is beautiful — namely that welfare is best
delivered on a relatively small scale.

Operating on a small scale has two big advantages. First, a smaller
institution can afford to take a much closer interest in those who receive
its aid; if it operates on a geographical basis, it will have a better sense of

81. Nassau William Senior and Edwin Chadwick, Poor Law Commissioners’ Report of 1834 (Darling and Son, 1905).
82. This system is described in some detail in James Bartholomew, The Welfare State We re In (Biteback Publishing, 2004).
83. William Beveridge, Voluntary Action: A Report on Methods of Social Advance (Macmillan, 1948).
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the particular conditions of the area. This not only helps to combat fraud,
but also means it is better able to offer sustained, personal support.

Second, a smaller organisation will have a budget which people can get
their head around. Both those administering the pot and those drawing
from it will be able to grasp the finitude of its resources. That creates
clear incentives to avoid frivolous spending and to try to deliver services
more efficiently. It also again offers a deterrence to fraud, as it can no
longer be easily imagined as a victimless crime against an inexhaustible
public treasury.

Both of these principles could be applied to our current state-centred
social security system. To do so would require two big shifts: moving
towards genuine local control and, critically, adopting a budget-based
approach to social security.

First, on local control. Britain would seem, on paper, to have taken at
least a half-step towards a localised system. Many aspects of the social
security system, from social housing to special educational needs and
disability (SEND), are administered by local authorities. Consequently,
what we have currently is the worst of both worlds. Local authorities’
statutory responsibilities may seem to empower local control, but, in
reality, they amount to getting expensive entitlements off the Treasury's
books whilst giving local authorities no power to make the smallest
improvement to provision, let alone set local policy.

As with all creative accounting, the expansion of councils’ statutory
responsibilities has masked severe institutional decay. Local democracy
has been eroded as larger and larger shares of council budgets are
locked into statutory spending - according to a PwC report for the
County Councils Network, these responsibilities account for as much
as two-thirds of some council budgets.®* Such restrictive spending
commitments have led to other services which the public expects
councils to discharge - such as rubbish collections, community events

84. PwC, ‘Independent Review of Local Government Spending Need and Funding: Technical Report 2019, County Councils
Network, May 2019 <https://www.countycouncilsnetwork.org.uk /wp-content/uploads/dim_uploads/PwC-Technical-
Report-Independent-review-of-local-government-spending-need-funding-1.pdf> [accessed 14 August 2025]
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and maintaining the public realm - being starved of cash.®®

At the bare minimum, any reform should harmonise control over a
particular entitlement with the responsibility for paying for it. If the national
government wishes to set national policy, it should be responsible for
wrangling the cash from HM Treasury; if a local authority must pay for
something from its own resources, power over that policy area should
be devolved to it.

At the dawn of the previous centfury, the British
social security system, whilst by no means
perfect, was vastly more extensive than is
commonly imagined foday

This would be a valuable democratic reform in itself, not to mention
provide central government with a powerful incentive to genuinely
decentralise. It would also create conditions for policy experimentation
between different jurisdictions. In this setup, central government's role
would be to mark the homework and help disseminate best practice - for
example, ensuring the collection and publication of uniform data.

The big issue with the above is the one which bedevils all devolution
proposals. Putting local authorities in charge of setting local social security
policy while giving them the power to spend national taxpayers’ money
at will would merely reverse the problem. Nor is it politically plausible
to expect local authorities to take on full responsibility for funding local
social security.

The solution to this trilemma is budget-led spending. At present,
social security expenditure is only indirectly controlled by government.
There is no predetermined budget to inform spending decisions. Instead,
government creates criteria by which individuals become entitled to
this or that benefit and then discovers how much this is going to cost —

85. Committee of Public Accounts, ‘Local Government Financial Sustainability: Thirty-First Report of Session
2024-25', UK Parliament, 18 June 2025 <https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/48388/documents/253315/
default/> [accessed 14 August 2025].
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invariably, more than expected.

The creation of unlimited liabilities is, unless you have unlimited
resources, absurd. Only the state can do it without going swiftly bankrupt,
but that lack of immediate consequences only lets politicians dig the
country into an ever-deeper hole and has left government increasingly at
the mercy of the bond markets.

If alocal authority must pay for something from
its own resources, power over that policy area
should be devolved fo it

It also guarantees runaway costs, as it excises any consideration of
means from the calculation. In theory, the system is based on need. But,
in practice, ‘need’ is a protean concept that changes with circumstance.
The wealthier we get, the more expansive our definition of need.
Yesterday's luxuries become tomorrow's basics. This is fine - a civilised
welfare system should aspire to do more than keep people out of the
Stone Age - but only if it tracks means down as well as up, rather than
simply running ahead of them as it does currently.

A shift to a budget-led model is thus the only way to bring social
security costs under control. Indeed, it would also be a spur to efficiency
and innovation. At present, as we have described, nobody really has both
the power and the incentive to try and deliver welfare more intelligently
or efficiently. A social security system based on annually-fixed local
budgets would change that: town halls - or whichever level to which
we chose to devolve — would have full control over policy for any area
of welfare for which they were responsible. They would receive fiscal
transfers to account for regional wealth disparities but would not have
carte blanche to sign cheques for national government to cash.

Such an approach would offer local politicians — and by extension,
local electorates — much more democratic control. If they wanted to tailor
spending to fit local priorities, councils would have the freedom to do so.
A finite budget would also change the character of the electoral bidding
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war: if councils wanted to make their pot go further, they would have to
spend it more intelligently. Fortunately, this system would afford them
both the legal and, in many areas, the political freedom to develop new
policy solutions through experimentation.

With enhanced local control, local authorities would also face a much
more manageable task in combatting fraud; a smaller jurisdiction is
easier to police, especially when it comes to identifying serious or serial
offenders. This is very important, not only because fraud undermines
public support for the welfare system, but because effectively combatting
fraud is the best way to deliver serious cost savings — which will become
a necessity sooner or later — without reducing payments to legitimate
claimants. The latest government figures suggest the national welfare
fraud bill for the latest financial year amounted to some £6.3 billion - a
sum larger than the projected savings from the Starmer Government's
recent attempted reform to disability benefits.®

Finally, such an approach would avoid the unintended consequences
which can arise from disconnected decision-making in our current
model. For example, the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) has shown that
individual UC claimants can face very different marginal tax rates on
any return to work. This is in part because of different local authorities’
policies with regard to Council Tax rebates - the IFS suggests that,
despite the taper rate being 55% under the current system, the majority
of workers face a marginal effective tax rate (METR) of 60-70% as a
result of different Council Tax rebate rates.®”

Here, one solution would be to nationalise control of Council Tax
rebates. This would be fair, inasmuch as it would eliminate another
vector for postcode lotteries. However, it would also be another nail in
the coffin of local democracy. It would deepen the democratic deficit

86. Department for Work & Pensions, ‘Fighting Fraud in the Welfare System’, gov.uk, 13 May 2024 <https://www.gov.
uk/government/publications/fighting-fraud-in-the-welfare-system/fighting-fraud-in-the-welfare-system--2> [accessed
14 August 20251
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by further stripping town halls of control over something which would
remain nominally their responsibility and for which they would - based
on current evidence of public anger over local services - still be held
accountable by the voters.

So why not instead resolve it in the other direction by giving local
authorities control over Universal Credit? This would allow taper rates to
be harmonised locally - with politicians responding to local priorities and
conditions — and would expand the scope for experimentation between
different local authorities to find what works best.

All this would be a powerful shot in the arm for local democracy, giving
town halls control over a major area of public spending. It would give
voters more input and confront them with trade-offs at a level which is
easier to grasp. It is easy to demand of the distant, abstract state that
spending be higher and taxes be lower; it would be a different matter
to have a real choice - and have thus to make a real decision - about
how your council divided its budget between welfare, services and lower
taxes.

The obvious danger is that some local authorities would make
decisions which you or | might dislike. But accepting their right to do so
is essential to any meaningful decentralisation agenda. It may also, in the
long run, lead to better continuity of policy. A local area might reach a
stable consensus on welfare; at the national level, it will be forever a tug
of war between left and right.

Henry Hill is the Deputy Editor of Conservative Home.







TO EACH ACCORDING TO HIS
OWN ABILITY?

Disability benefits and a productive workforce
James Windsor-Clive

My journey with disability began in 2016. During a routine eye examination,
| was told that | would be unable to drive within five years and unable to
read within ten. The diagnosis was Stargardt's Disease: a rare form of
macular degeneration that will eventually leave me legally blind.

It was a bolt out of the blue. At the time, | was working as a management
consultant, spending long days hunched over a laptop in a forgotten
corner of a client's office. It set off a chain of questions, all with uncertain
answers. Would my employer be understanding? Could | keep pace with
my peers? Would | even be able to do my job in a decade’s time? These
are the questions that disabled people face every day, whether their
condition is physical or mental. We encounter frictions and uncertainties
that our able-bodied peers do not.

Inevitably, for some, the answer to some of those questions will
sometimes be no. If we are serious about creating a productive, fair and
sustainable economy, our welfare system must both incentivise work
and protect those who cannot work. The challenges to doing this are
existential. David Lloyd George created our welfare state in a different
time, when there were 20 working people for every dependant. Today,
the ratio is closer to one-to-one. Age-related welfare payments are rising
as we live longer, and the triple lock on the value of the state pension
continues to ratchet up costs — a problem that is wilfully ignored by
politicians on all sides. This unwillingness to lower expenditure in other
areas has put health-related welfare spending — which often supports
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those who simply could not get on without government help - firmly in
the spotlight.

In the four years between February 2020 and February 2024, the
number of working-age people receiving disability benefits rose by 1.4
million.® The Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) now forecasts that,
by 2028-29, the Government will spend more than £100 billion a year
on health-related benefits — more than the total education and justice
budgets combined.®’

The Disability Confident scheme - which
was introduced in 2017 to encourage greater
inclusivity and guarantees that qualified disabled
applicants receive a job interview — was a step
forward, but too often it has become a tick-box
exercise

Three explanations are most often given for this dramatic rise. The first
is that more people are struggling with mental health since the COVID-19
pandemic.?® The second is that too many people are not receiving the
right support to re-enter work.?® The third is that the structure of the
welfare system itself incentivises some to declare themselves disabled
when they might otherwise seek employment.®?

The pandemic undoubtedly placed significant strain on people’'s mental
health, but it cannot explain why the UK has experienced a far sharper
rise in health-related claims than many of our European peers - including
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Telegraph, 9 July 2025 <https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2025/07/09/proof-that-benefits-pay-more-than-a-full-
time-job-uc> [accessed 14 August 2025].
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Austria, Denmark, France, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway or
Sweden, among others — who also faced the Coronavirus.” It indicates
that the underlying problem lies in our own policy design, as well as the
incentives and the support we provide.

Fortunately, these are things we can change.

It is easy to see how the incentives have drifted in the wrong direction.
Take the example of a young woman in her twenties, out of work and
receiving £85 per week in Universal Credit (UC) - around £35 less than
the Joseph Rowntree Foundation calculates is needed for basic essentials
including food, utilities and household goods.?* She must attend regular
appointments at the local Jobcentre, and her benefits may be reduced
if she takes on part-time work. She then learns that, if she qualifies for
the health element of UC, she will receive an extra £97 a week, will no
longer have to attend Jobcentre meetings and will have more household
income than a minimum-wage job. The temptation to exaggerate a health
condition is clear.

By 2028-29, the Government will spend more
than £100 bilion a year on health-related
benefits — more than the fotal education and
justice budgets combined

The criteria themselves are also inconsistently applied. The ‘Substantial
Risk’ criterion — a provision designed for use only in exceptional cases
where denying support would lead to serious harm - was used in 15% of
all UC health claims in 2023.% Regional variation is also striking: in some
local authorities in Wales, one-in-five working-age adults is claiming

93. Eduin Latimer, Freddie Pflanz and Tom Waters, ‘Health-related benefit claims post-pandemic: UK trends and global
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disability benefits, a rate four times higher than in parts of the South
East.’ While demographics explain part of the variation, such disparities
point to a strong social element shaping claimant levels.

The Government's recent Universal Credit and Personal Independence
Payment Bill attempted to tackle some of these problems. In its original
form, it aimed to tighten Personal Independence Payment (PIP) eligibility
to focus on people with chronic conditions and to reduce the incentive to
claim the UC health element by increasing the standard allowance and
halving the additional health element, from £423.27 to £217.26 a month.”

In principle, the intent was laudable. The execution left much to be
desired. The proposed changes to PIP would have seen many people
with genuine need lose life-changing amounts, pushing 150,000
working-age adults into relative poverty by 2030.% The PIP proposals
were dropped after a rebellion of Labour MPs, and the UC changes have
been watered down so far that they risk creating a two-tier system, with
people in identical circumstances receiving different levels of support
purely because of when they made their claim, with new claimants on
the losing end.*”®

There are two lessons to be learnt from this episode. First, welfare
reform of this scale needs a clear public narrative explaining why change
is necessary and how it serves the long-term public interest. Second,
disability groups must be part of the conversation from the start. Bringing
them into the process is not just a matter of courtesy: it is the only way to
build the trust and consensus needed for reforms to stick.

If we want a system that is both fair and financially sustainable, we
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must pair tighter eligibility criteria with better support for those who
genuinely qualify. Stricter eligibility is not just about social justice. It is
about ensuring that resources are directed to those in real need.

At the same time, we must invest in schemes that help disabled
people into work. Having a job remains one of the most powerful
tools for improving quality of life, reducing poverty and strengthening
public finances.

There are existing programmes that work well but are held back
by operational failings. Access to Work - an employment support
programme for disabled people — has made a real difference to many
disabled people’s ability to thrive in employment, but delays and backlogs
mean that tens of thousands are left waiting months for the adjustments
or support workers they need, with 62,000 outstanding applications
as of February 2025.°° The £53 million Universal Support scheme,
introduced in 2023'™" - designed to offer more intensive, tailored support
than standard Jobcentres — aims to place people into jobs first and then
provide tailored help for the first year and was a welcome replacement
of the Work and Health Programme, which did so the other way round.
The recent Intensive Personalised Employment Support (IPES) scheme,
which offers long-term, one-to-one assistance specifically for those
disabled people facing complex barriers, is also promising. These
schemes should be expanded and properly funded. Every pound spent
on getting disabled people into sustainable work will be repaid many
times over through higher tax revenues, reduced benefit claims and
lower demand on health services.

Alongside better support, we need to give disabled people greater
security when they try to re-enter the workforce. One of the greatest
deterrents is the fear of losing vital benefits if a return to work proves
unsuccessful. Enshrining a legal ‘Right to Work,” which would allow

100. Stephen Timms, ‘Access to Work Programme: Applications’, UK Parliament, 28 April 2025 <https://questions-
statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-04-17/46301> [accessed 14 August 20251,

101. Department for Work & Pensions, '25,000 people to be helped into work as government ramps up roll-out of
flagship Universal Support scheme’, gov.uk, 13 September 2023 <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/25-000-
people-to-be-helped-into-work-as-government-ramps-up-roll-out-of-flagship-universal-support-scheme> [accessed
14 August 20251
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claimants to keep a protected benefit status for a period if they have to
stop working again because of their condition, would create a safety net
which could make the difference between staying on benefits indefinitely
and making a serious attempt to rejoin the labour market. The current
Government has promised to do just so, but the legislation to deliver it
has not yet been introduced.'?

The pandemic undoubtedly placed significant
strain on people's mental health, but it cannot
explain why the UK has experienced a far
sharper rise in health-related claims than many
of our European peers

Employers also have a central role to play. The Disability Confident
scheme — which was introduced in 2017 to encourage greater inclusivity
and guarantees that qualified disabled applicants receive a job interview
- was a step forward, but too often it has become a tick-box exercise.
Large companies that sign up should be expected to report their disability
hiring rates publicly and to show concrete steps they are taking to make
workplaces more inclusive. Linking government contracts to progress on
disability employment would be a powerful incentive for change.

We must also remember that disability and ill-health are not static
conditions. They can be the end point of a vicious cycle in which one
problem compounds another. An injury that takes someone out of
work may lead to depression, which in turn reduces their motivation
to complete rehabilitation, leading to permanent impairment. There is
a reason why mental health is now the most often cited condition for
disability benefit claimants. If we cut mental health services, we make
it harder to break these cycles. Preventing disability is as important as
supporting it. We need sustained investment in mental health, alongside

102. Department for Work & Pensions, ‘Biggest shake up to welfare system in a generation to get Britain working’, gov.
uk, 18 March 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/biggest-shake-up-to-welfare-system-in-a-generation-to-
get-britain-working> [accessed 14 August 20251
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public health measures to promote exercise, healthy eating and active
lifestyles — all three of which have been shown to improve mental health.

| am fortunate, as Chair of the Conservative Disability Group, to work
alongside inspiring people who take personal responsibility and make
valuable contributions despite living with serious conditions. They know,
as | do, that work provides dignity and purpose. Our system should
support those who want to work or cannot work at all, while being firm
with those who could contribute but choose not to.

If we get this balance right between fair eligibility rules and effective
support, we can create a welfare system the public appreciates - one
that safeguards public finances, rewards effort and ensures that every
disabled person has the opportunity to live a fulfilling life.

James Windsor-Clive is the Chair of the Conservative Disability Group
and a former Conservative Parliamentary candidate for Ealing Central

and Acton.




STEPPING UP?

Social security and entrepreneurship
Deven Ghelani

Adjectives used to describe entrepreneurs are almost always positive.
We are job creators, the engines of the economy, leaders, captains of
industry, the drivers of economic growth.

It is frustrating to see entrepreneurship so narrowly defined; almost
a form of hero worship. It is not the outcome - a successful business —
that makes an entrepreneur. What matters just as much is the process of
taking on substantial risk in order to create employment for others, value
for customers and wealth for our society.

It is this culture of entrepreneurship that matters to the economy and
to the UK's competitiveness. More entrepreneurial societies are more
successful, with the US perhaps the best example, growing at roughly
double the rate of the UK since 2009.°® But governments of all shades
seem to only have made things harder for entrepreneurs over the past
decade - increasing the risk while reducing the reward.

The way many describe benefit recipients, meanwhile, is typically
derogatory: ‘scroungers’ and ‘skivers’ narrative is alive and well. But
believe me: there are plenty of budding and previous entrepreneurs who
receive benefits.

Back in 2011, | wrote a report for the Centre for Social Justice

103. The World Bank, ‘GDP Growth (annual %) - United States, 2009 to 2024', World Bank Group, 2024 <https://data.
worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?end=2024&locations=US&start=2009> [accessed 25 September 2025};
The World Bank, ‘GDP Growth (annual %) - United Kingdom, 2009 to 2024', World Bank Group, 2024 <https://data.
worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?end=2024&locations=GB&start=2009> [accessed 25 September 2025].
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(CS), Creating Opportunity and Rewarding Ambition.®* It argued that,
given the UK economy creates and destroys 25% of all jobs in the
economy each year, people need a system of support that enables
them to adapt to a constantly changing labour market. At present,
the Jobcentre offers a quick fix, expecting claimants to take any job
to get them off benefits. But while this approach works for some,
it is not always what people need to realise their full potential.
Entrepreneurship, on the other hand, can offer a fulfilling route for
people to create these opportunities for themselves.

More entrepreneurial societies are more
successful, with the US perhaps the best
example, growing at roughly double the rate of
the UK since 2009

| am not the first to say this. The Enterprise Allowance Scheme -
championed by Margaret Thatcher in the early eighties - gave a
guaranteed income to unemployed people who set up their own business
and went on to fund 325,000 entrepreneurs, seeding many successful
businesses including Creation Records, Superdry and Viz magazine.

Of course, not all businesses funded by this scheme achieved success.
But | think this misses the point. As my wife said to me in the early
days of starting my own business, Policy in Practice: even if it does not
work out, you can learn more starting a company than you can in a
regular job. She was - and remains - absolutely right. People who try
to start a business learn new skills, gain confidence and build a social
network which — even if their venture fails — will help them to find future
employment faster.

Experience of starting a company can also motivate people to bring
more of their own skills and creativity into traditional employment roles in

104. Employment Working Group, ‘Creating opportunity, rewarding ambition: The Value of entry level employment’,
CSJ, July 2011 <https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/Creating_Opportunity
Rewarding_Ambition.pdf> [accessed 24 September 20251.
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the future, helping to grow existing businesses through innovation. Indeed,
studies suggest that employees with mixed work-experience profiles -
having spent time in both wage-employment and self-employment -
show the highest levels of job satisfaction out of all workers the UK.10®

Given the UK economy creafes and destroys
25% of all jobs in the economy each vyear,
people need a system of support that
enables them to adapt to a constantly changing
labour market

So, supporting entrepreneurship through the social security system
can be a good investment regardless of how many businesses
actually succeed.

A core purpose of the social security system is to provide a core level
of social security that empowers people to take risks in the knowledge
that if things do not work out, there is a safety net to protect them. The
current system provides some support for entrepreneurs. For example,
during a businesss first twelve months, its owner is protected from the
Universal Credit (UC) Minimum Income Floor. This provision means
that business owners can keep more of their UC when trading is weak,
keeping all of their UC where they do not make any profits in a given
month.’® However, people who start a company often find that the level
of support available to them is nevertheless far too low, meaning they
have to quickly start turning a profit to cover even basic living costs,
never mind the costs of housing or looking after a family.

In 2023, | contributed to another Bright Blue report on the future of
social security.’” It called for a new higher-level contributory element

105. Nicholas Litsardopoulos et al., ‘Self-employment experience effects on well-being: A longitudinal study’, Economic
and Industrial Democracy, 44.2 (2023), 454-80, DOI: 10.1177/0143831X221086017.

106. Department for Work and Pensions, ‘Claiming Universal Credit when you are self-employed: Universal Credit and
Self-Employment Quick Guide’, Gov.UK, 5 March 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-credit-
and-self-employment-quick-guide/universal-credit-and-self-employment-quick-guide> [accessed 25 September 2025].
107. Anvar Sarygulov and Phoebe Arslanagi¢-Wakefield, Building Up: The Future of Social Security (Bright Blue, 2022)
<https://www.brightblue.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Building-up.pdf> [accessed 25 September 2025].
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to UC for people who have voluntarily made a greater contribution into
the system. This higher rate of support would ensure that entrepreneurs
would be better protected if things do not work out, and that they have
the time to find a suitable role where they can make a bigger contribution
next time around. This approach would mirror successful policies
implemented elsewhere in the OECD, including Germany, Holland
and parts of Scandinavia. There, governments offer a time-limited,
contributory, but higher level of unemployment support, typically equating
to 60 to 80% of the applicant’s previous salary, for three to six months of
unemployment - although some offer longer.

The  Enterprise  Allowance  Scheme -
championed by Margaret Thatcher in the
early eighties — gave a guaranteed income
fo unemployed people who set up their
own business and went on fo fund 325,000
entrepreneurs, seeding many  successful
businesses  including  Creation  Records,
Superdry and Viz magazine

Even when an entrepreneur’s business fails, their next career step
could nevertheless involve starting another company. The social security
system can do more to encourage this, too. As outlined above, the current
system provides some support for new startups through protections
from the UC Minimum Income Floor. But we can be more ambitious. For
example, the New Enterprise Allowance (NEA) - a scheme rolled out by
the Coalition Government in 2011 - allowed Jobseekers Allowance (JSA)
claimants and, later, certain UC claimants, to get financial support to start
a business. An NEA 26-week allowance of £1,274 - paid at £65 per week
for the first three months, and £33 per week for a further three months
- came without any reporting requirements and provided access to other
resources including business coaching and unsecured start-up loans.
However, the scheme was closed to new claimants in 2022.
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Benefit-linked entrepreneurship schemes such as these are vulnerable
to abuse. However, protecting against such behaviour is, thankfully,
relatively straightforward. Asking a work coach specialised in self-
employment to review a business plan is a simple first step. The NEA,
for example, only allowed participants to apply for the allowance element
of the scheme once their business plan had been approved by one of the
scheme’s providers. Schemes can also be monitored to track how many
people go on to find work for themselves or create opportunity for others.

We need to support entrepreneurship everywhere, including through
our social security system. Whether it is in a venture-backed start-up or
a small business owner serving their local community, both are essential
to individual and national prosperity.

Deven Ghelani is the Founder of Policy in Practice, a social policy software

and analytics company.




MEANING BEYOND THE MILITARY

Supporting veterans info second careers

Dr Neil Shastri-Hurst MP

There is perhaps no occupation that demands more of the individual than
service in the Armed Forces. It is not merely a job, nor even a profession
in the conventional sense. It is a vocation imbued with national purpose,
collective identity and a readiness to place oneself in harm's way in
defence of others. The fulfilment and clarity of mission that military
service confers is, for many, unparalleled in civilian life. However, it is
a reality of the modern labour market that the overwhelming majority of
those who serve must, eventually, transition into civilian employment.

This process of transition is not new. Indeed, the success with which
most veterans find employment after leaving the British Armed Forces
is to be commended. Nevertheless, the prevailing discourse too often
celebrates employment per se, without sufficient regard for whether
that employment matches the skill, aspiration and sense of purpose with
which service leavers emerge. Securing a role is not synonymous with
securing the right role.

In recent years, there has been broad cross-party consensus on the
imperative of improving this transition. Operation PROSPER, launched
by Prime Minister Rishi Sunak in April 2024, sought to establish a
more coherent, wraparound employment service for those leaving the
Armed Forces. Its successor, Operation ASCEND, announced earlier
this year by the current Veterans’ Minister, Al Carns MP, expanded this
ambition further. These programmes mark a welcome evolution in official
thinking. However, if the objective is for veterans to flourish — not simply
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to transition — into a civilian role, a more nuanced understanding of the
veteran experience is required.

A targeted investment that enables veterans to
secure work commensurate with their abilities
should be regarded not as careless largesse but
as a prudent and just return on the service they
have rendered to the nation

Survey data published earlier this year presents a mixed picture.
Whilst a majority of veterans do secure civilian work, just over half
(52.5%) report that they have entered roles requiring a lower level of
skill or responsibility than their last military position.'® Moreover, a 2021
longitudinal study has found that fewer than half (44.5%) believe they have
found the right job for them.'® This suggests a persistent misalignment
between the latent capabilities of veterans and the opportunities to which
they have access.

Several factors contribute to this phenomenon. Some are structural,
reflecting prevailing labour market dynamics. Others are individual,
reflecting personal preferences and choices. However, two impediments
stand out for their prevalence and policy relevance: the under-recognition of
transferable military skills and the impact of health conditions and disability.

With regard to the former, the design of our current welfare-to-work
infrastructure is, at present, insufficiently responsive to the particular
profile of veterans. A salient example is the Department for Work and
Pensions’ (DWP's) ‘Train and Progress’ (TaP) initiative. This scheme
permits jobseekers to undertake certain full-time, work-related training
programmes whilst continuing to receive Universal Credit. However,

108. Office for National Statistics, ‘Employment, skills and volunteering, UK armed forces veterans, UK: Veterans’
Survey 2022', gov.uk, 23 April 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/employment-analysis-of-uk-
armed-forces-veterans/employment-skills-and-volunteering-uk-armed-forces-veterans-uk-veterans-survey-2022>
[accessed 18 July 2025].

109. Natalie Fisher et al., ‘Longer-Term Employment Outcomes of Ex-Service Personnel’, Forces in Mind Trust, 2021
<https://s31949.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/Longer-Term-Employment-Outcomes_FINAL.pdf> [accessed 18 July
2025],p. 5.
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eligibility is presently restricted to courses of sixteen weeks or fewer and
to qualifications up to Level 3 - those equivalent to GCSEs or A-Levels.
These constraints inhibit the prospects of veterans whose transferrable,
military-acquired competences often require higher level training to
realise their full potential.

Because their tfraining pathway does not always
culminate in a civilian paramedic qualification,
they are precluded from practising in roles
for which they are, by both experience and
temperament, uniquely well-suited

An illustrative case is the partnership between the Armed Forces
and the Chartered Management Institute (CMD). This pathway enables
veterans to convert their command, leadership and management
experience into formally recognised qualifications. However, many such
qualifications exceed Level 3, thereby placing them beyond the scope of
DWP financial and employment support under existing rules. Likewise,
high-value qualifications in fields such as logistics, which directly map
onto military experience, are often inaccessible due to these arbitrary
ceilings. Support may be available for those still in service, but for many
veterans, a post-discharge gap persists.

Naturally, expanding the eligibility criteria of such schemes would
entail additional costs. In the context of mounting concerns about the
sustainability of welfare expenditure — a concern | share - this raises
difficult questions of fiscal prioritisation. Yet a targeted investment that
enables veterans to secure work commensurate with their abilities should
be regarded not as careless largesse but as a prudent and just return on
the service they have rendered to the nation.

Recognition of skills alone, however, is not sufficient. For many
veterans, health-related challenges compound the difficulty of entering
or progressing in the civilian labour market. According to the latest
Office for National Statistics (ONS) Veterans Survey, just under half
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(48.5%) of veterans meet the definition of disability under the Equality
Act 2010.M° This figure is over twice as high as that observed in the
general population.™

Two categories of health-related challenges merit particular attention.
First, physical impairments — chronic pain, limited mobility or enduring
injuries — can render standard working patterns or environments difficult
to manage. Second, mental health conditions, including depression and
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), can inhibit confidence, reduce
resilience and impede work performance. In the aforementioned ONS
survey, one-in-forty veterans (2.5%) reported being economically inactive
due to long-term illness or disability, a figure which surpasses that of
those registered as unemployed and actively seeking work (1.4%).12

Indeed, these statistics likely understate the true extent of
underemployment. Many veterans remain nominally in work but in roles
that are poorly aligned with their previous skills and experience, often
part-time or low-paid, chosen to accommodate health limitations. The
result is a form of concealed economic marginalisation.

Disability also exerts an influence on sectoral outcomes. Disabled
veterans are more likely to be found in the public sector (32.2%) than their
non-disabled counterparts (29.2%), and less likely to be employed in the
private sector (61.4%, compared with 65.2%)."™ Furthermore, disabled
veterans demonstrate roughly 40% higher rates of job search activity,
reflecting a persistent desire to find more appropriate and sustainable
employment. Similar patterns emerge among those medically discharged
and those requiring personalised care plans.™

110. Office for National Statistics, ‘Veterans' Survey 2022, demographic overview and coverage analysis, UK', ONS,
15 December 2023 <https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/armedforcescommunity/articles/
veteranssurvey2022demographicoverviewandcoverageanalysisuk/december2023> [accessed 18 July 20251,

111. Esme Kirk-Wade, Sonja Stiebahl and Helen Wong, ‘UK disability statistics: Prevalence and life experiences’,
House of Commons Library, 2 October 2024 <https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9602/>
[accessed 18 July 2025].

112. Office for National Statistics, ‘Veterans’ Survey 2022, demographic overview and coverage analysis, UK, ONS,
15 December 2023 <https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/armedforcescormmunity/articles/
veteranssurvey2022demographicoverviewandcoverageanalysisuk/december2023> [accessed 18 July 2025]

113. Office for National Statistics, ‘Employment, skills and volunteering, UK armed forces veterans, UK: Veterans'
Survey 2022’ gov.uk, 23 April 2025 <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/employment-analysis-of-uk-
armed-forces-veterans/employment-skills-and-volunteering-uk-armed-forces-veterans-uk-veterans-survey-2022>
[accessed 18 July 2025].

114. Ibid.
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Governments have not been indifferent to these challenges. In
July 2023, the Ministry of Defence (MOD) and DWP jointly launched
the Service Leavers Adjustments Passport. This instrument enables
veterans to record the adjustments they require in the workplace; be
it modified hours, specialist equipment or environmental adaptations.
Designed to be portable, the passport is intended to obviate the need for
repeated reassessment when moving between roles. Any service leaver
with a disability or health condition may complete a passport at any point
following discharge, and the document remains valid indefinitely.

Whilst the underlying concept is commendable, early implementation has
revealed several limitations. Uptake of the Careers Transition Partnership
(CTP) has been modest, with only one in five veterans utilising it and fewer
than one in five aware of it."™ A formal evaluation of the Service Leavers
Adjustments Passport pilot phase, due in mid-2023, remains unpublished.
The scheme relies entirely on voluntary participation, and awareness
among both veterans and Jobcentre Plus staff remains inconsistent.®
Moreover, there is continuing uncertainty as to whether the passport will
be accepted as authoritative by Access to Work — a government programme
to help disabled workers pay for practical support with their work — and by
individual employers, thus reducing its practical utility.

A more ambitious approach would be to embed the passport within
the service exit process itself, thereby transforming it from an optional
instrument into an integral entitlement. For example, upon medical
discharge, the MOD could produce a draft passport using existing clinical
assessments, which could then be discussed and finalised during a
veteran's initial Universal Credit appointment. Once completed, the
passport could be formally recognised by Access to Work caseworkers,
thereby eliminating the need for further assessment. This would
enhance uptake, expedite access to necessary adjustments and promote

115. Veterans Analysis team, ‘Employment, skills and volunteering for UK armed forces veterans: Career Transition
Partnership (CTP)', ONS, 23 April 2025 <http://ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/armedforcescommunity/
datasets/employmentskillsandvolunteeringforukarmedforcesveteranscareertransitionpartnershipctp> [accessed 14
August 2025].

116. Ibid.
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consistency across employment settings.

More broadly, there also remains an ongoing task of improving
employers’” understanding of the value that veterans can bring. Whilst
there are commendable efforts - such as the National Health Service's
recruitment drive targeting veterans for roles in health professions under
the previous Government's Long Term Workforce Plan™ - these examples
remain insufficiently widespread. Employers must not only acknowledge
the skills of veterans in principle, but reflect that appreciation in their
recruitment practices.

One particularly significant area that merits deeper examination is the
mutual recognition of qualifications between military and civilian domains.
Those who have served in the Armed Forces frequently acquire an extensive
repertoire of highly specialised competencies - technical, procedural and
interpersonal - that are of clear and direct relevance to the civilian labour
market. However, all too often, these skills are rendered invisible by the
absence of formal accreditation recognised outside the military sphere.

Perhaps the most striking illustration of this incongruity is found in
the case of combat medical technicians. These individuals are trained
to administer life-saving interventions in the most austere and high-
pressure environments imaginable; frequently under enemy fire, with
limited equipment and at considerable personal risk. Nevertheless, upon
return to civilian life, their capabilities are not formally recognised within
the structures of the civilian healthcare system. Because their training
pathway does not always culminate in a civilian paramedic qualification,
they are precluded from practising in roles for which they are, by both
experience and temperament, uniquely well-suited.

This disjuncture is not merely an administrative oversight. It reflects a
deeper structural failing: a system in which the boundaries between military
and civilian qualification regimes are drawn with excessive rigidity, and
where the burden of translation falls disproportionately upon the veteran.

117. 'NHS Long Term Workforce Plan’, NHS England, June 2023 <https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2023/06/nhs-long-term-workforce-plan-v1.21.pdf> [accessed 29 August 2025]
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It is, at its core, a matter not only of lost efficiency, but of justice. That an
individual entrusted with the preservation of life in combat zones should
return home to find their expertise discounted or unrecognised is both
irrational and inequitable. A more integrated system of mutual recognition,
grounded in a rigorous mapping of military competencies onto civilian
frameworks, would go a considerable way towards remedying this injustice,
whilst also strengthening critical sectors of the domestic workforce.

Fewer than half believe they have found the
right job for them. This suggests a persistent
misalignment between the latent capabilities
of veterans and the opportunities fo which they
have access

If we are to make good on the promise of a genuinely inclusive and
purposeful labour market, then we must afford veterans the opportunity
to find not just employment but also fulfilment. This entails a recognition
of the distinctiveness of their experience, a willingness to reform our
institutional frameworks and a clarity of political intent. The United
Kingdom owes its service personnel more than gratitude; it owes them
the means to lead meaningful, prosperous and dignified civilian lives.

In doing so, we shall not only discharge a moral obligation but also
enrich our workforce with individuals whose sense of duty, resilience
and professionalism is unmatched. For the benefit of veterans, employers
and society alike, let us ensure that every ex-service member is afforded
the opportunity to build a second career worthy of their first.

Dr Neil Shastri-Hurst is the MP for Solihull West & Shirley and a member
of the House of Commons Select Committee for Justice. Prior to entering
Parliament, he served in the British Army as a Medical Officer, worked
as an Honorary Consultant Trauma Co-ordinator for the Major Trauma
Service at University Hospitals Birmingham and was a practising barrister.






FAMILY FOCUS?

How social security canimprove our demography
Phoebe Arslanaqgic-Little

The UK is in the grip of a demographic crisis. Fewer babies are being
born each year and policymakers are beginning to grasp the extent to
which an ageing population and falling birth rate will stymie economic
growth and undermine the sustainability of public services and core
parts of the UK's social safety net. And yet, the evidence is clear that
there are policies, within the gift of government, that can make it easier
for people to start families. These are policies that centre human dignity
and choice, that are about making parents’ lives tangibly better and that
send a signal to parents that the UK government supports them and
values what they're doing.

To illustrate the role that the social security system can play in making
it easier to have children, two case studies are valuable: that of France
and that of the effects of the introduction of the Working Families Tax
Credit (WFTC) in the UK.

Today, France has the highest Total Fertility Rate (TFR) in Europe.™®
That was the case in 1700 too, when nearly one in 25 of the global
population and one in five of the European population was French.™ But
then, French birth rates plummeted and France entered a baby bust. In
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, France had some of the

118. Delphine Roucaute, ‘Though it is decreasing, France’s fertility rate is still the highest in the EU’, Le Monde, 14
January 2025 <https://www.lemonde.fr/en/france/article/2025/01/14/though-it-is-decreasing-france-s-fertility-rate-
is-still-the-highest-in-the-eu_6737043_7.html> [accessed 14 August 2025].

119. Guillaume Blanc, ‘France’s baby bust', Works in Progress, 24 February 2023 <https://worksinprogress.co/issue/
frances-baby-bust> [accessed 1 August 2025].
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lowest birth rates in Europe. From 1800 to 1920, France's TFR fell from
4.41 to only 1.68 children per woman. '2°

Even strangers or fictional characters can
influence our parenthood plans, with evidence
from across the world that seeing smaller
families on TV makes people less likely fo have a
larger family

Yet in France today women have more children than in any other
European country - even in comparison with regions directly along its
borders. The French side of the Franco-Spanish border has higher fertility
than its Spanish counterpart. The French side of the ltalian-Franco
border has higher fertility than its Italian counterpart too. These borders
are historically somewhat liquid with very similar cultures existing on
either side. Yet their French parts today have a distinctly higher fertility
rate, suggesting that politics, and not culture, are at least partly behind
France's success in this respect.”?!

How did France change its fortunes? Through over a century of
consistent, generous pro-child policies. France has a family-friendly tax
system that sees parents pay less income tax the more children they
have. Single parents receive extra cash benefits. There are pre-birth
cash grants and non-means tested benefits for families with two or more
children. There are extra cash benefits for families with three or more
children and strong employment protections for parents. What is more,
significant sections of this policy programme have been in place since
the 1920s.122

The demographers Lyman Stone and Erin Wingerter estimate that,
over the past 100 years, 0.1 to 0.3 of the French TFR is due to these

120. Ibid

121. Lyman Stone and Erin Wingerter, ‘Is There Hope for Low Fertility? “Demographic Rearmament” in

Southern Europe’, Institute for Family Studies, May 2024 <https://ifstudies.org/ifs-admin/resources/reports/ifs-
southerneuropereport-final-1.pdf> [accessed 1 August 2025].

122. Phoebe Arslanagi¢-Little, ‘Why is France different? How policy has caused millions more French people to be
born’, Boom, 4 October 2024 <https://www.boomcampaign.org/p/why-is-france-different> [accessed 1 August 2025).
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policies.’” That might sound like a small pay off when you consider
that France spends 3.5% of its government budget on family benefits
alone - one of the highest spenders on family benefits in the OECD."?
But these small differences add up. At the rate the French are currently
having children, with a fertility rate of 1.62 children per woman,'?® every
100 French people will have 53 great grandchildren between them. In
comparison, at the rate that the Spanish are currently having children
- with a fertility rate of 1.2 children per woman - every 100 Spanish
people will have only 22 great grandchildren between them.'? In three
generations, the Spanish population will more than quarter, while the
French will less than halve.

In France today women have more children
than in any other European country

A Beritish case study likewise shows the power of social security in
helping people to have the children they want. In 1999, the then Chancellor
Gordon Brown introduced a Working Families Tax Credit (WFTC). WFTC
was considerably more generous than its predecessor, Family Credit,
and more families were eligible for it. Brown's explicit goal in introducing
WFTC was to help alleviate child poverty, but it had another, inadvertent,
effect. According to an analysis from the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS),
between 1999 and 2003, the policy was responsible for an additional
45,000 births.™” For those few years, more than one in every one
hundred babies born in the UK was a ‘Gordon Brown baby,” the product
of deliberate government policy designed to make parenthood more
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affordable.'?® Those Gordon Brown babies are now in their twenties,
getting stuck into their careers and perhaps starting their own families.

Even strangers or fictional characters can influence
our parenthood plans, with evidence from across
the world that seeing smaller families on TV makes
people less likely to have a larger family

Just like France's turnaround, this mini-baby boom is a riposte to
the doomerist attitudes that policy cannot help people to have children.
Instead, the evidence shows us that, when people feel financially secure,
and when work and family life can co-exist, people who want to start
families choose to do so without the need for government pressure.

Indeed, the positive effect of these policies is very likely in part the
result of cooperation between policy and culture. Fertility — whether we
have children, when and how many - is highly socially influenced.?® This
is something that many of us will intuitively understand. Visiting a friend’s
charming baby or seeing their updates on Instagram makes us consider
whether we want a baby of our own. And having a brother or sister who
is not enjoying the new parent life may discourage you from considering
parenthood for yourself. Even strangers or fictional characters can
influence our parenthood plans, with evidence from across the world
that seeing smaller families on TV makes people less likely to have a
larger family.™°

Where a policy successfully makes it easier for someone to have
children, these peer effects can kick in and strengthen the effect of that
policy, helping it to reverberate throughout society. In countries like
South Korea, where fertility has fallen extremely low, young people are
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less likely to interact with children or see their peers become parents and
so are less likely to choose parenthood themselves: a self-perpetuating
culture of lower fertility is created.

But policy can also feed into creating a self-perpetuating culture that
is positive about parenthood and children - one that helps people who
are thinking about whether to have children to better understand what
parenthood is like and whether they want it for themselves. Britain's
social security system can do much more to make life tangibly easier for
parents and initiate this kind of cultural change.

Improving parental employment rights is a good place to start. New
fathers are entitled to only two weeks of Statutory Paternity Leave,
meaning a mother barely has the time to physically recover from birth
before her partner is back in fulltime work. The Statutory Maternity Pay
system is inadequate too. It sees new mothers receive 90% of their
average weekly earnings for six weeks, then dropping to a maximum of
£187 per week for the next 33 weeks. This hugely increases financial
pressure on new families. That £187 a week corresponds to just over a
third of what the median woman aged 22 to 39 earns before tax."™ We
can make the experience of new parents significantly better by improving
these policies and making both Statutory Paternity Leave longer and
Statutory Maternity Pay more generous.

But we should also explore more radical ways to make the social
security system work better for parents. Currently, Child Benefit sees
eligible parents receive weekly payments until their child is 16 and
longer if they remain in full-time education. Ways of bringing more
of that money forward - so that parents receive more cash during
their children’s particularly costly early years - should be considered.
Though this increases financial obligations on the government in
the here and now, there are ways of lessening that burden. A Child
Benefit that is less generous but concentrated in the four-year period
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immediately following the child’s birth rather than parsed out over 16
years might be more valuable to parents, even if they get less money
overall. In particular, more cash in the early years increases parents’
options in terms of managing working hours and comes at a time when
childcare is particularly costly because school has not yet begun.

Gordon Brown babies are now in their twenties,
getting stuck info their careers

Ideas like this are worth investigating because history and the experience
of peer nations show us that governments can use policy to make it easier
for those of their citizens who want to become parents to do so. Social
security can be a mechanism for these policies, tangibly improving the
lives of parents and creating a UK where having children feels - and is -
attainable for everyone who wants to become a mum or dad.

Phoebe Arslanagi¢-Little is the Director of Boom, Associate Fellow at
Bright Blue, a Senior Fellow at the Social Market Foundation, a Fellow
of the Centre for British Progress and the Head of Renewing Our Social

Contract at Onward, where she heads the New Deal for Parents project.




THE GREAT REBALANCING?

Why growth needs a sirong domestic realm
David Goodhart

The UK, like most of the developed world, is caught in a fiscal pincer
movement that will cast a long shadow over politics for the coming
decades. On the one hand, we face sharply rising public spending
from both an ageing society and a rising social security bill, while, on
the other hand, 50 years of below-replacement fertility rates mean we
are left with a shrinking taxpayer base to pay those bills and a crashing
dependency ratio.

The demographic dividend provided by the Baby Boomer generation
joining the workforce in their millions in the sixties, seventies and eighties
helped to drive growth under the Governments of Thatcher, Major and
Blair. This dividend, however, has now expired. We are left with a
demographic deficit, much higher expectations of what the state should
provide and smaller, weaker families — the combined result of which is
that ever more care is delegated to the state and market.

Though there is no way of avoiding this coming crunch, there are
many ideas about how to mitigate it; from further increases to the
retirement age, radical cuts to public spending and more selective - that
is, economically productive — immigration.

All of these, and more, may be required in some form, but | want to
highlight the need for a broader rebalancing of energy and resources
from the realm of production to the realm of reproduction. The one-
sided focus on GDP growth in recent decades - including the movement
of women from the home into part-time and then full-time work - has
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blinded us to the erosion of the taken-for-granted preconditions for
growth found in the domestic realm: above all, the need for something
close to replacement rate fertility and relatively stable family life.

We have the most miserable family policy in
the rich world. Where does this come from?
Maybe it has roofs in  our Protestant
individualism combined with  a kind of
male-default feminism

Consider it an investment problem. How can we invest enough in what
we say we still want — having and caring for children, decent care for the
disabled and the growing army of the elderly — while honouring the newly
acquired freedoms and choices of recent decades, especially for women?
This is what | called in my last book the “care dilemma”.™®?

Women's autonomy and financial independence is the biggest step
forward in freedom since 1945. But the fact that both men and women are
now primarily focused on the ‘GDP economy,” along with a more general
relaxation of constraints on personal behaviour, has had unintended
consequences for family life and the non-GDP ‘care economy’.

The ever-rising cost of the social state; the mental fragility epidemic
among young people; the recruitment crisis in face-to-face care jobs,
thanks to the low status of emotional labour; and the fall in fertility to
1.4 children per woman:™ each of these problems can be traced back to
the undervaluing of the reproductive realm.

There is no golden age of family to restore, and very few want to return
to the old breadwinner-homemaker model. But, similarly, few people
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welcome the fact that by their early teens nearly half of children in the
UK, and mainly poorer ones, no longer live with both biological parents.™

We are among the family breakdown and single parent family
champions of Europe.™® Our current Treasury model is designed to
maximise workforce, GDP and tax income today, at the cost of making it
harder to raise the families of the future. Yet our employment rate at 75%
is already high by both historical and international standards.™¢

The friple lock must end and a wealth-related
social care levy must be imposed on the over
HOs, as in Germany and Japan

Family policy should look to actually support the family rather than just
channelling people more swiftly back into the GDP economy workforce.

To do this, we should build a family-friendly, part-time work culture
during the reproductive years in which both parents, with the help of
grandparents and state-supported nursery care, could combine childcare
with varying levels of paid work, keeping career progression alive. Welfare
reform plays a key role in that.

Yes, men need to step up more, and should be encouraged to do so with
paternity leave of three months - rather than today's two weeks - and
miserly maternity pay needs upgrading too. The family should be properly
recognised in the tax system and the two-child limit in the welfare system
removed, in both cases bringing us into line with other rich countries.

But the best idea for reducing stress in the early years of parenthood,
when relationship breakdown is so common, is to make it easier for one
parent — mother or father - to stay at home supported by a Home Care
Allowance (HCA), as in Finland. By re-directing childcare subsidies, set
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to total over £9 billion a year by 2026, directly to families, and front-
ending child benefit on the early years, we could produce an HCA of
almost £10,000 a year.'®

Such aprogramme would be popular. Around two-thirds of working
mothers with pre-school children say they would like to work fewer
hours if they could afford it and one-third say they would not work
at all. Only 9% of the public support both parents working full-time
when children are pre-school, even though more than one third of
couples are doing so.'®

You might not be aware of this data because support for the domestic
sphere represents one of the biggest divergences between the priorities
of the average voter and the public realm-focused professional class;
a class that not only runs the country but also dominates the public
conversation.

The family also needs attention in order to play a vital role at the other
end of life. There will be an additional 3.3 million people over the age
of 65 in the next ten years,® needing an extra 430,000 full-time care
workers," and by 2030 two million of the over-65s will be childless.™?
The over five million informal family carers, who now help to keep old
people out of the care system, are already saving the state billions a
year,"3 and they need more formal recognition.

A more generous carers allowance for the three million who care for
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more than 35 hours a week,"* along with raising the threshold of what
they can earn elsewhere, is a necessary investment. Making it easier for
families to house elderly relatives in ‘granny annexes’ and providing more
specialist housing close to families would also help to reduce the burden
on the taxpayer.

A more supportive family policy for the beginning and end of life may
be popular, but it is also expensive. An HCA can be paid for largely
by redirecting existing subsidies, but that still leaves tens of billions of
savings needed to fund the rest of the family programme.

There is only one place that this money can come from: better-off
pensioners. As the former Conservative MP Miriam Cates puts it, “Britain
has socialised the cost of old age, we have privatised the costs of having
children”.™® The triple lock must end and a wealth-related social care
levy must be imposed on the over 40s, as in Germany and Japan.

The levy should fund a care system analogous with the pension system
- a decent basic provision for everyone, but topped up with private funds
from those who have benefitted from the great uplift in property prices
over the past 50 years.

A levy could fund a more generous means test for basic care support
and a special higher minimum wage for care workers. Social care, in
alliance with families — where they exist - has an ongoing and intimate
relationship with the old and disabled, unlike the more transactional NHS,
and needs to be rebranded as ‘the preventative service'. The NHS should
fix you and get you out of the back door of the hospital as quickly as
possible. The job of social care is to stop you entering the front door in
the first place.'®

The rhetoric around the social care sector is too pessimistic, reinforced
by the constant postponement of central government reform. The
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introduction of private equity entrepreneurial know-how into care home
chains is almost universally viewed negatively, and unduly so. It is true
there has been some profiteering, especially at the higher end, but it is
also introducing greater efficiency and better use of digital technology
than in most of the NHS.

Over five million informal family carers, who now
help to keep old people out of the care system,
are already saving the state billions a year

A final point. To reinforce this rebalancing we must re-think GDP. We
are fixated on a metric that is increasingly distorting our decisions and
priorities. In an ageing society, more and more productive and demanding
care work is happening outside what the GDP measures. We must find
ways of capturing this, as well as the productive work of raising stable,
well-balanced young children who represent the GDP of tomorrow.

Imagine you are in your late fifties in a well-paid job, earning, say,
£80,000 a year, but you decide to go part-time to look after your elderly
mother who desperately does not want to go into a care home, and you
now therefore only work half of your previous hours. You are increasing
your mother’s wellbeing, and quite likely your own too, and maybe saving
the state the cost of domiciliary care. Yet, by virtue of you having done
so, GDP falls by £40,000. This is not uncommon. A 2023 Opinium and
Centre for Social Justice survey found that 400,000 people gave up
work completely in 2021-22 to care for elderly relatives.™"

Our politicians have long been averse to talking about the family.
They have assumed that reproduction can look after itself. The result is
that, with the single exception of childcare subsidies, we have the most
miserable family policy in the rich world. Where does this come from?
Maybe it has roots in our Protestant individualism combined with a kind
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of male-default feminism. In the shorter term, it is linked to a reasonable
desire on the part of politicians, many of whom have even more chaotic
private lives than their voters, not to be hypocritical when talking about
the importance of stable families.

Yet something is shifting. Nigel Farage used to echo the whole political
class in regarding the family and relationships as something beyond
politics. In a conversation with Jordan Peterson at the 2025 Alliance for
Responsible Citizenship (ARC) Conference, when pushed on the topic, he
insisted: “I can't go there, I'm twice divorced”.

Then, suddenly, later that same year, with his acute nose for a political
opening, Farage changed his mind and decided his divorces should not
prevent him addressing our family instability crisis. Reform UK now has
the best family policy of any party. It wants a transferable tax allowance
for those bringing up children together,® it is proposing to front-end
child benefit so couples can use the money when they most need it"® and
it wants to remove the two-child benefit cap™®. There is a decent chance
that other parties will follow this Reform lead before the next election.

To her great credit, Bridget Phillipson MP, the Education Secretary,
recently became the first senior British politician in decades to say
something mildly pro-natalist: “I want more young people to have children,
if they so choose; to realise the ordinary aspiration so many share, to
create the moments and memories that make our lives fulfilling”.”™ The
Conservatives should echo this sentiment.

Left-wing liberals, irrationally terrified that The Handmaid's Tale dystopia
might become a reality, often tend to conflate the reasonable idea that the
modern state should not tell you whether to have children, or how many
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to have, with the unreasonable idea that the state has no interest at all
in society's fertility level. In a society with decades of sub-replacement
fertility — and the terrifying fiscal pincer movement | mentioned earlier —
it is obvious that having children is a public as well as a private good, and
something that the childless too have an interest in.

If it became common for British politicians to assume, like Phillipson
and politicians in France and elsewhere, that having children is a good
thing — and even something to be encouraged - it would represent an
important first step towards embracing some of the pro-family ideas
sketched out here.

David Goodhart is the author of The Care Dilemma: Caring Enough in
the Age of Sex Equality, Head Hand Heart: The Struggle for Dignity
and Status in the 21st Century and The Road to Somewhere: The
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