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RESEARCH SYNOPSIS 

This research has been commissioned 

by the Wheatley Group, Scotlandõs 

largest housing, care and property 

management group. Wheatley asked 

Unity Consulting Scotland to research 

the ways in which Universal Credit (UC) 

is impacting tenants of the organisation  

and the Registered Social Landlords 

(RSLs) that are members of the 

Wheatley Group.  

Welfare reforms have had a very 

serious and detrimental impact on the 

poorest people in our society and UC 

has been the central plank of the 

reforms. There is currently a 

combination of factors, outside the 

control of those impacted, that is 

resulting in growing and deeper 

poverty for ever -increasing numbers of 

people.  

Those in receipt of UC and who live in 

poverty, as well as many people not 

considered to be on the lowest  rungs of 

the income ladder, are facing new, 

intensified economic challenges. These 

challenges are compounding the pre -

existing difficulties that the poorest 

people across the UK already faced in 

trying to meet their basic needs.  

This research provides a sense of the 

experiences and challenges facing 

people claiming UC. We have used a 

variety of methods in researching the 

level of impact being felt by Wheatley 

tenants who are on UC. This includes 

taking qualitative and quantitative 

approaches.  Incorporati ng interviews 

with tenants, complemented by a 

survey of Wheatley tenants who claim 

UC. We also spoke to Wheatley staff via 

two focus groups.  

We begin the research with desktop 

research that chronicles the history of 

UC, its ethos, why it was introduced, 

ho w it was rolled out and the growing 

body of evidence that has critically 

assessed the efficacy of UC in 

supporting people claiming and in 

receipt of UC.  

In doing so we identify and focus on 

two main strands. The systems, 

processes and design of UC and the  

impact of them on people and the 

financial challenges facing claimants 

on UC and on low incomes. This was 

already of great concern prior to the 

current, so -called, cost of living crisis, 

but these are now even more acute 

within the present, wider, economi c 

context.  

Many of the studies of UC that have 

been conducted up to the time of 

writing, and which we have cited, were 

carried out prior to the emergence of 

the current set of economic challenges 

facing the country, which 

disproportionately impacts the po orest 

people the most.  

These studies continue to be relevant, 

but it is also already clear that new 

research and evidence are emerging 

to take into account the new set of 

circumstances currently facing people. 

We have also therefore referenced 

some recent , contemporary, reports, 

which have been published during the 

process of this research.  

However, it is also important to say that 

due to the economic climate, as well 

as the various political changes at the 

heart of the UK Government in recent 

weeks and m onths, that the 

emergence of new research as well as 
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new policies are being published at 

increasing regularity. Most notably, the 

Autumn Statement from the UK 

Government, led by new PM Rishi 

Sunak and Chancellor Jeremy Hunt, 

was announced on the very day t his 

report was sent for design. In this 

statement they took the opportunity to 

raise UC in line with inflation.    

The fact that new research and new 

policy may have been produced after 

this report was completed, does not 

negate what has been gathered in i t. 

This research still provides an overall 

and accurate sense of UC and the 

impact that it has on the Wheatley 

tenants claiming it.  

While UC has recently seen an inflation 

matching rise it is important to keep in 

perspective that the cost of living crisis 

will still disproportionately impact the 

poorest the most. They spend the most 

on basic goods such as energy and 

food (where costs h ave risen beyond 

the standard measure used in the 

Autumn Statement).  

Moreover, the struggles currently 

facing people will continue as the 

increase will not be introduced next 

April 2023. But the rise itself is still, when 

set against the income of people on 

UC, still negligible. Ten % of £300 is £30 

and £30 will not protect people against 

the huge rise in the cost of living. 

Critically after years of a benefits 

freeze, cuts to welfare income and 

peoples basic income, even the recent 

rise, will still not pr ovide people with a 

sufficient income to enable people 

claiming UC to live lives that are 

comfortable, fulfilled and materially 

secure.  
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INTRODUCTION 

This research has sought to understand 

if UC has met its original aims and, 

critically, if it is helping  make people's 

lives better or worse. In so doing we will 

make some general observations 

about the way the system operates 

and conclude with some 

recommendations for change.  

We draw on wider literature via 

desktop research, however our 

observations are ma inly grounded in 

the data we have gathered from 

Wheatley Group tenants. We sought to 

engage people whose voices are too 

often ignored or indeed never heard at 

all. Their contributions are the most 

powerful part of this research.  

Ultimately, this research has attempted 

to give voice to the voiceless. W e  

wanted to hear about the life 

experiences of Wheatley tenants who 

claim UC and how its implementation 

and practice impact them and their 

families. It is their voices that have 

enriched this research and whi ch 

explain what life is like, and what the 

impact has been, when living on UC.  

The type and level of social security or 

ôwelfareõ that the state provides, and 

any reform to it, is often contested and 

regularly the subject of major political 

disagreements driven by ideological 

and philosophical differences. It is safe 

to say that the provision of taxpayer -

funded financial support to citizens via 

the state is an issue that divides 

politicians and the public alike.   

The Welfare State was created after 

the Second World War by the Attlee 

Labour Government. Building on the 

Beveridge Report , it was intended to 

tackle ôthe five great evilsõ of want, 

disease, idleness, squalor and 

ignorance. Its creation was inspired by 

the desire to create a better and fairer 

country following years of war but also 

by lessons learned from the 

impoverishment p eople experienced 

during the financial crises of the 1930s 

and the long, collective memory of 

Victorian Britain and the early part of 

the 20th century when state -funded 

social protection was limited, and not 

in place at all, for the vast majority of 

the po pulation.  

Post-1945, key pillars of the Welfare 

State were created or consolidated 

and these began to have a real impact 

on tackling the stark inequalities that 

existed before the war. However, the 

collectivist nature of the Welfare State 

meant that some political elements in 

Britain never accepted its underpinning 

philosophy and principles, instead 

believing in a system based on 

individualism, personal responsibility 

and a more limited role for the state in 

supporting people who needed 

assistance.  

From 1945 up to 1979, governments of 

left and right accepted that the state 

should have a prominent role to play in 

providing education, health care and 

social protection such as 

unemployment benefits and pensions. 

In 1979 the Thatcher governmentõs 

policies brou ght a changing approach 

and a redistributive shift of wealth from 

those at the bottom to those at the top, 

a reversal of the trend since 1945 that 

had started to narrow the inequality 

gap.  
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This went hand in hand with the 

weakening of the Welfare State and  a 

policy and legislative programme that 

reconfigured the tax and benefits 

system, placed restrictions on workers 

and trade unions while simultaneously 

deregulating the economy and 

reducing tax obligations on businesses. 

The outcome over the past 40 or so 

years has been sharper concentrations 

of wealth and the share of wealth or 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

significantly reduced in terms of wages, 

with wealth being redistributed from 

the bottom upwards. 1  

A system of social insurance or 

protection means th at the National 

Health Service treats you free at the 

point of need, that your child is 

educated through the universal 

provision of comprehensive Primary 

and Secondary Education.  If you lose 

your job you receive unemployment 

benefits.  If you could not wo rk through 

illness you received sick pay.  If disabled 

you are supported via disability benefits 

and council and social housing provide 

homes for millions.  

A campaigner from the Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation (JRF) succinctly 

makes the case for social protect ion 

and its vital role in supporting people:  

òSocial security plays a vital role 

in our society, whether weõre in 

a national crisis or in ônormalõ 

times. Our social security system 

should protect families from 

harm. It should help people 

keep their head ab ove water if 

 
1 How can the UK boost the wage share? The 

rebalancing requires, above all, a new social 
contract with labour | British Politics and Policy 
at LSE 

they lose their job, if their income 

is too low or insecure, if they are 

sick or if their circumstances 

change. It should protect 

people from poverty and bring 

stability, opening up options and 

opportunities for them to 

improve their prospects .ó2 

This notion of collective welfare 

protection and state help for people 

when they need it has steadily been 

eroded. Much of the Welfare State 

remains, but it is fragile, and, we would 

contend, undergone a process of 

managed decline in recent decades. 

There has been a general approach, 

expressed most significantly through 

successive government policy 

initiatives, that is unconvinced of the 

value of the Welfare State, its role and 

the provision it delivers. This often results 

in a negative stance being adopted  

towards people in receipt of social 

security benefits.  

Critics of the Welfare State include a 

coalition of hostile forces in politics and 

the media. Criticism is often based on 

cost and ideological positioning and 

fuelled by prejudice and stereotyping 

of  claimants. As such arguments for a 

reduction in social security provision 

(and by extension spending on it), are 

often made by demonising recipients.   

UC was introduced by the 

Conservative/Liberal Democrat 

Coalition Government following 

legislation passe d in 2012. It was the 

brainchild of former Conservative Party 

leader and the Secretary of State for 

2 #KeepTheLifeline: urging the Government 

not to cut Universal Credit | JRF 

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/how-can-the-uk-boost-the-wage-share/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/how-can-the-uk-boost-the-wage-share/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/how-can-the-uk-boost-the-wage-share/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/how-can-the-uk-boost-the-wage-share/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/keepthelifeline-urging-government-not-cut-universal-credit
https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/keepthelifeline-urging-government-not-cut-universal-credit
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Work and Pensions, Ian Duncan Smith 

MP. Duncan Smith was said to have 

been inspired by a high -profile visit to 

Easterhouse. Critics of his approach 

suggeste d that the compassion he 

apparently demonstrated during and 

after his visit was abandoned when 

designing UC. As the late Bob Holman, 

an Easterhouse resident and anti -

poverty campaigner said in 2013 

concerning Duncan Smithõs Glasgow 

visit and the subsequent  rollout of UC: 

ôHe wept at the plight of the poor, yet 

now hands out punishments that must 

bring tears to their eyesõ.3  

Other critics have raised concerns 

about UC and its underpinning ethos, 

suggesting UC represents a 

fundamental shift from the post -wa r 

consensus; that it is a harsh and 

sometimes punitive system, that  

plunges people deeper into poverty 

instead of lifting them out of it and that 

it underwrites a low -wage economy. 

UC has been contrasted with the post -

war welfare settlement by anti -povert y 

activists, who said of UC:  

òThe aim of the post -war Welfare 

State and welfare benefits was 

to support social security, 

reduce poverty and hardship 

and even out the excesses of 

market inequality and 

downturns. In contrast, UC, as a 

signature 21st century 

 
3 Iain Duncan Smith's second epiphany: from 

compassion to brutality | Polly Toynbee, 
Glasgow | The Guardian 
4 Universal Credit - supporting the gig 

economy, not people ð Labour Briefing 
(squarespace.com)  
5 universal-credit-full-document.pdf 

(publishing.service.gov.uk)  
6 Universal credit cuts support for working 

families, but helps make work pay where 

Conservative social policy, is 

designed to discipline and instil 

fear and insecurity .ó4 

In their initial UC policy paper, the 

Coalition Government made clear that 

the introduction of UC was also about 

saving money for the public purse and 

reducing Governm ent spending on 

welfare. There are elements that 

resemble the deserving versus 

undeserving poor discourse of the 19th 

century.  Reflected in the governmentõs 

stated aim to òoverhaul the benefit 

system to promote work and personal 

responsibilityó and their òdetermination 

to reform the benefits system to make it 

fairer, more affordable and better able 

to tackle poverty, worklessness and 

welfare dependency.ó5 

The Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) have 

suggested whether UC makes work 

pay or not for people is dependent on 

their circumstances. 6 The cut to the 

work allowance in 2015 prompted 

previous supporters and architects of 

UC, such as Liberal Democrat MPs, to 

suggest that the central objective to 

make work pay had been seriously 

compromised. 7 This is also set against a 

backdrop of the increase in in -work 

poverty over the past two decades 

and how it continues to rise, 8 often due 

to low paid work characterised by 

insecurity. 9 This is in spite of successive 

Prime Ministers and political leaders 

current system creates worst problems - 
Institute For Fiscal Studies - IFS 
7 Universal Credit Was Meant To Make Work 

Pay - It's Causing Nothing But Grief, Pain And 
Anger | HuffPost UK Politics 
(huffingtonpost.co.uk) 
8 In-work poverty trends - The Health 

Foundation 
9Making work secure: unlocking poverty and 

building a stronger economy | JRF   

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/nov/08/duncan-smith-poverty-benefit-sanctions-easterhouse
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/nov/08/duncan-smith-poverty-benefit-sanctions-easterhouse
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/nov/08/duncan-smith-poverty-benefit-sanctions-easterhouse
https://labourbriefing.squarespace.com/blog/2021/9/21/universal-credit-supporting-the-gig-economy-not-people
https://labourbriefing.squarespace.com/blog/2021/9/21/universal-credit-supporting-the-gig-economy-not-people
https://labourbriefing.squarespace.com/blog/2021/9/21/universal-credit-supporting-the-gig-economy-not-people
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/48897/universal-credit-full-document.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/48897/universal-credit-full-document.pdf
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/8135
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/8135
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/8135
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/8135
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/universal-credit_uk_5b9939f6e4b0cf7b0045b37c
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/universal-credit_uk_5b9939f6e4b0cf7b0045b37c
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/universal-credit_uk_5b9939f6e4b0cf7b0045b37c
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/universal-credit_uk_5b9939f6e4b0cf7b0045b37c
https://www.health.org.uk/evidence-hub/money-and-resources/poverty/in-work-poverty-trends#:~:text=The%20increase%20of%20in-work%20poverty%20has%20been%20driven,14%25%2010%20years%20earlier%20and%209%25%20in%201996%2F97.
https://www.health.org.uk/evidence-hub/money-and-resources/poverty/in-work-poverty-trends#:~:text=The%20increase%20of%20in-work%20poverty%20has%20been%20driven,14%25%2010%20years%20earlier%20and%209%25%20in%201996%2F97.
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/making-work-secure-unlocking-poverty-and-building-stronger-economy
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/making-work-secure-unlocking-poverty-and-building-stronger-economy


 

- 11 - 

asserting th at work is the best route out 

of poverty. Increasingly it is the case 

that work is not paying people enough, 

poverty is rising and increasing numbers 

of working people are unable to meet 

their basic needs due to insufficient 

income and earnings.  

WHAT IS UNIVERSAL CREDIT 

Universal Credit was legislated for 

through the Welfare Reform Act (2012). 

It replaced the following social security 

benefits and tax credits:  

ǒ Housing Benefit  

ǒ Income -related Employment and 

Support Allowance (ESA)  

ǒ Income -based Jobseeker's 

Allowance (JSA)  

ǒ Child Tax Credits  

ǒ Working Tax Credits  

ǒ Income Support  

Child and Working Tax Credits 

are/were targeted at in -work 

households. Out -of -work households 

received Income -based Jobseekerõs 

Allowance (JSA), Income -related 

Employment and Support Allowance 

(ESA) Incom e Support and Housing 

Benefit. The payment was calculated 

depending on a number of factors.  

Citizens Advice Scotland explained 

how UC is paid, saying:  

òYou'll usually get one monthly 

payment 10 to cover your living 

costs. If you claim Universal 

 
10 In Scotland you can apply for fortnightly 

payments 
11 What Universal Credit is - Citizens Advice 

Credit as a couple, you and your 

partner will get one payment 

between the 2 of you. The 

payment is made up of a basic 

'standard allowance' and extra 

payments that might apply to 

you depending on your 

circumstances. You might be 

able to get extra payments if 

you:  

ǒ Look after one or more 

children  

ǒ Work and pay for 

childcare  

ǒ Need help with housing 

costs 

ǒ Are disabled or have a 

health condition  

ǒ Are a carer for a disabled 

person or you have a 

disabled child ó11 

How much UC you get can also 

depend on what income you get from:  

ǒ Working  

ǒ A pension  

ǒ Other benefits  

ǒ Savings and capital 

above £6,000 12 

The main eligibility criteria are:  

ƍ You must be aged 18 or 

over (although there are 

some exceptions for 16 

and 17 -year -olds)  

12 Universal Credit explained - Money Advice 

Service 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/benefits/universal-credit/before-you-apply/what-universal-credit-is/
https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/universal-credit-an-introduction%23what-is-universal-credit#universal-credit-key-facts
https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/universal-credit-an-introduction%23what-is-universal-credit#universal-credit-key-facts
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ƍ Be under state pension  

age  

ƍ Live in the UK 

ƍ Have £16,000 or less 

collectively in money, 

savings and 

investmen ts.13 

Making the move from previous 

benefits to UC was, and continues to 

be, a complicated and lengthy task. 

The rollout of UC began in a limited way 

in 2013 in specific postcode areas in the 

North West of England. 14 There were 

concerns about the process o f the 

rollout, particularly the transition to a 

fully digital service, known as the ôfull 

serviceõ. However, the full service was 

further rolled out between 2016 and 

December 2018. 15 

The rollout means that all new 

claimants across the UK since 2018 

receive  UC.  Many people who were in 

receipt of benefits before the rollout of 

UC are still receiving historic benefits, 

commonly referred to as ôlegacyõ 

benefits. Between the time of the 

completion of the rollout and 2024, 

there has been a process of, what is 

known as, managed migration from 

legacy benefits to UC. This is an 

ongoing process that is not expected 

to be completed until the end of 

2024.16 

This is summarised in a House of 

Commons Library Paper:  

 
13 What is Universal Credit? - Which? 
14 Roll-out timetable (GB) « Who can claim 

Universal Credit « Guidance « Universal Credit 
(revenuebenefits.org.uk) 
15 Ibid 
16 Managed move of claimants to Universal 

Credit set to restart - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 

òHouseholds who are receiving 

legacy benefits and/or tax  

credits continue to receive 

these unless and until: òthey 

have a significant change of 

circumstance triggering a new 

claim for UC (this is called 

natural migration to UC),ó or 

òtheir circumstances donõt 

change but the DWP moves 

them across to UC (a proces s 

called managed migration). 

Since July 2019 the DWP has 

been running a pilot of this 

process at Harrogate 

Jobcentre. ó17 18 

The biggest difference between UC 

and the legacy benefits it replaced, is 

that someone can claim for UC when 

unemployed but also if they are 

working, and the benefit is paid in one 

payment rather than from multiple 

sources.  Claimants receive a monthly 

pay ment, rather than  weekly or 

fortnightly, and if in receipt of the 

housing element of UC get this money 

paid directly to them rather than 

straight to their landlord. In Scotland, 

people have the choice of being paid 

UC twice a month rather than monthly 

and  can still have their UC housing 

element paid directly to their 

landlord. 19 To encourage people to 

migrate to UC, the £20 uplift given 

during the pandemic (discussed in 

detail below) was introduced only for 

UC claimants and was not paid to 

those on legacy benefits.  

17 LA Welfare Direct Bulletin 7/2019 lite - 

GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 
18 Constituency data: Universal Credit rollout 

(parliament.uk) 
19 Universal Credit (Scottish choices) - Social 

security - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

https://www.which.co.uk/money/pensions-and-retirement/state-pension/what-is-the-state-pension-agmwx1g3ufjf
https://www.which.co.uk/money/tax/tax-credits-and-benefits/universal-credit/what-is-universal-credit-ahym63p05cs3
https://revenuebenefits.org.uk/universal-credit/guidance/who-can-claim-universal-credit/roll-out-timetable#:~:text=UC%20was%20originally%20introduced%20in%20April%202013%20and,Full%20service%20roll-out%20was%20completed%20in%20December%202018.
https://revenuebenefits.org.uk/universal-credit/guidance/who-can-claim-universal-credit/roll-out-timetable#:~:text=UC%20was%20originally%20introduced%20in%20April%202013%20and,Full%20service%20roll-out%20was%20completed%20in%20December%202018.
https://revenuebenefits.org.uk/universal-credit/guidance/who-can-claim-universal-credit/roll-out-timetable#:~:text=UC%20was%20originally%20introduced%20in%20April%202013%20and,Full%20service%20roll-out%20was%20completed%20in%20December%202018.
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/managed-move-of-claimants-to-universal-credit-set-to-restart
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/managed-move-of-claimants-to-universal-credit-set-to-restart
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/la-welfare-direct-bulletins-2019/la-welfare-direct-bulletin-72019-lite#annex-a-questions-and-answers-move-to-uc-pilot
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/la-welfare-direct-bulletins-2019/la-welfare-direct-bulletin-72019-lite#annex-a-questions-and-answers-move-to-uc-pilot
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/constituency-data-universal-credit-roll-out/#caseload
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/constituency-data-universal-credit-roll-out/#caseload
https://www.gov.scot/policies/social-security/universal-credit/#:~:text=The%20Universal%20Credit%20Scottish%20choices%20give%20people%20living,housing%20element%20being%20paid%20directly%20to%20their%20landlords
https://www.gov.scot/policies/social-security/universal-credit/#:~:text=The%20Universal%20Credit%20Scottish%20choices%20give%20people%20living,housing%20element%20being%20paid%20directly%20to%20their%20landlords
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CREATING UNIVERSAL CREDIT 

The creation of UC was built around a 

view that social security and tax 

benefits should be integrated, that the 

system should be simplified, that social 

security had to ôincentiviseõ people 

back to work in a more effective way 

and that the cost to the taxpayer had 

to be reduced. A recent report  by the 

Lords Economic Affairs Committee said 

how UC at its inception was òdesigned 

with money -saving objectives. These 

include reducing fraud and error and 

bringing down administrative costs 

through automation.ó20   The IFS said at 

the time:  

ò...there are substantial 

advantages to having a more 

integrated benefits and Tax 

Credits system: it would reduce 

the Governmentõs 

administration costs and the 

amount of money lost to fraud 

and error, and be simpler for 

recipients to understand, which 

might in itself e ncourage some 

to enter work. We agree with this 

assessment, and consider there 

to be a strong case for 

integrating all benefits and Tax 

Credits into a single benefit.ó21 

Increasing individual responsibility was 

one of the central aims of UC, with 

people ex pected to show even 

greater effort in attempting to gain 

employment. This requires them to 

spend at least 35 hours per week 

 
20 Universal Credit isn't working: proposals for 

reform (parliament.uk) 
21 universal-credit-full-document.pdf 

(publishing.service.gov.uk) 
22 Universal Credit and your claimant 

commitment - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 

looking for work with penalties should 

the job seeker fail to meet conditions. 22 

Another objective of the change to UC 

was to reduce  public spending on 

benefits, however the savings to the 

public purse appear minimal. The 

Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) 

analysis below, suggests that the 

savings are modest as well as 

unpredictable:  

òAt first glance, the implications 

of UC for the  public finances 

look modest. In the absence of 

the reform, we estimate that the 

legacy system would cost £63.2 

billion in 2022 -23. On the current 

design, UC would reduce that 

by £1.0 billion. But this small 

saving is the net effect of £10.7 

billion of gro ss savings and £9.6 

billion of gross costs. (The 

underlying net saving is a slightly 

larger £2.3 billion, if you exclude 

£1.3 billion of temporary 

payments to some people who 

moved to UC.) If any errors 

predicting these gross savings 

and costs add to rathe r than 

offset each other we could see 

large errors in the forecast for 

overall spendingó.23 

The incentives to combat, in the words 

of the coalition  government, 

ôworklessnessõ, could be seen as more 

carrot than stick, especially given that 

it was estimated  that 1m people in work 

who are in receipt of UC will be £2800 

per annum worse off by 2022. 24 At the 

23 Microsoft Word - WTR2018.docx (obr.uk) 
24 Universal credit to save taxpayers only 2% 

in spite of benefit cuts | Universal credit | The 
Guardian 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5801/ldselect/ldeconaf/105/105.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5801/ldselect/ldeconaf/105/105.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/48897/universal-credit-full-document.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/48897/universal-credit-full-document.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-credit-and-your-claimant-commitment-quick-guide/universal-credit-and-your-claimant-commitment
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-credit-and-your-claimant-commitment-quick-guide/universal-credit-and-your-claimant-commitment
https://obr.uk/docs/dlm_uploads/WTR2018PN_2501.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/jan/25/universal-credit-taxpayers-benefits-cuts
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/jan/25/universal-credit-taxpayers-benefits-cuts
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/jan/25/universal-credit-taxpayers-benefits-cuts
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same time work, for millions of people, 

is not paying them enough to lift them 

out of poverty and they are classified 

as being in in -work poverty. Benefits  

being lowered have gone hand in 

hand with the decreasing value of 

wages and rising inflation, so for many 

moving from unemployment into work 

means moving from one level of 

poverty to another, which, ultimately, 

still leaves them in poverty.  

In this regar d, UC should not be seen as 

an instrument to increase social 

mobility. It could be argued instead 

that people are being incentivised out 

of fear of destitution should they be 

sanctioned, and a need to survive 

rather than any expectation that work 

will help  them thrive and become 

better off. However, as noted above 

and discussed in more detail below, 

being in employment does not 

necessarily mean that people will earn 

enough to survive, let alone flourish.  

The question of whether UC has made 

the benefits sys tem more 

straightforward is contested and will be 

the subject of interrogation in this 

research. In one very obvious way, it is 

self-evidently more simple, in that 

recipients generally receive one overall 

payment during the course of a month 

instead of som etimes multiple 

payments from different agencies 

operating within the system. It is also 

beneficial that people can work whilst 

claiming and can keep a higher 

proportion of their earnings.  

 
25 What is Universal Credit? - Which? 
26 UC-REPORT-FINAL-v2_1.pdf 

(turn2us.org.uk) 

However, the amount people receive is 

often subject to a complex sy stem 

based on individual circumstances and 

can change quickly meaning that 

peopleõs income can at times rapidly 

fluctuate. As explained here:  

òThe amount youõll be paid from 

Universal Credit depends on 

your circumstances, such as 

how much you earn, whether  

you have any savings, whether 

you have children or other 

dependents, are disabled or 

have a health condition, care 

for a disabled person, or need 

help with housing payments ó.25 

Fluctuating incomes of people in 

receipt of UC was raised by the All Party 

Group on Universal Credit at 

Westminster, 26 and has also been 

identified as a problem by the recent 

House of Lords Economic Affairs Report 

into UC. They said, òThe monthly 

payment calculations which can result 

in big fluctuations to claimants' 

income s should be fixed for three 

months.ó27 The Committee also 

described how UC is calculated, how it 

can and does result in wild fluctuations 

and recommends that safeguards 

should be put in place if and when this 

happens:  

òThe way that Universal Credit 

payment s are calculated is 

based on a ômonthly assessment 

periodõ and is designed to mimic 

the world of work. However, it 

can result in substantial 

fluctuations in income month -to -

27 Substantial reform of Universal Credit 

needed to protect the most vulnerable - 
Committees - UK Parliament 

https://www.which.co.uk/money/tax/tax-credits-and-benefits/universal-credit/what-is-universal-credit-ahym63p05cs3
https://www.turn2us.org.uk/T2UWebsite/media/Documents/Comms%20Submissions/UC-REPORT-FINAL-v2_1.pdf
https://www.turn2us.org.uk/T2UWebsite/media/Documents/Comms%20Submissions/UC-REPORT-FINAL-v2_1.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/175/economic-affairs-committee/news/115513/substantial-reform-of-universal-credit-needed-to-protect-the-most-vulnerable/
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/175/economic-affairs-committee/news/115513/substantial-reform-of-universal-credit-needed-to-protect-the-most-vulnerable/
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/175/economic-affairs-committee/news/115513/substantial-reform-of-universal-credit-needed-to-protect-the-most-vulnerable/
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month, which makes it extremely 

difficult for claimants to budget. 

This is impractical, 

fundamentally unfair and must 

be resolved. We recommend 

that the DWP fix the level of 

awards at the same level for 

three months. If claimants 

experience significant falls in 

income or experience 

disadvantageous changes in 

circumstances during this tim e, 

then a mechanism should be 

introduced to enable them to 

have an early reassessment.ó28 

CONDITIONALITY 

People claiming UC include people in 

work, people seeking work and people 

who are sick and disabled and unable 

to work. Every claimant has 

conditionality attached to their claim, 

which is based on their individual 

circumstances  

People who are fit to work and 

searching for work have higher levels of 

conditions placed on their claim, if they 

don't meet these they are at risk of 

being sanctioned . That is, they can lose 

the vast majority of their standard 

allowance if they don't meet the 

conditions they agreed to in their 

claimant commitment.  

Some people who are working and 

claiming UC still have conditions 

placed on them and others who are 

worki ng more hours have less or no 

conditions. People who are considered 

incapable of work have no, or limited, 

conditions placed on their claim.  

 
28 Universal Credit isn't working: proposals for 

reform (parliament.uk) 

The number of people claiming UC in 

the different conditionality groups is 

changing. The DWP state:  

òAs people mov e across from 

legacy benefits, the 

composition of people on 

Universal Credit continues to 

change. At first, Universal Credit 

was only available to working 

age individuals with no children 

who were seeking employment. 

Over time, Universal Credit was 

made av ailable to people in 

different circumstances. In April 

2022, there were more people in 

the ôno work requirementsõ 

conditionality regime (1.6 

million) than in the ôsearching for 

workõ conditionality regime (1.5 

million) for the first time since 

reporting be gan.ó...òSince July 

2021, the number of claimants in 

the ôsearching for workõ 

conditionality regime fell from 

2.0 million (35% of people on 

Universal Credit) to 1.4 million 

(25% of people on Universal 

Credit) in July 2022. Over the 

same period, the number of 

people on Universal Credit in the 

ôno work requirementsõ 

conditionality regime has risen 

from 1.3 million (22% of people 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5801/ldselect/ldeconaf/105/105.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5801/ldselect/ldeconaf/105/105.pdf
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on Universal Credit) in July 2021 

to 1.7 million (30% of people on 

Universal Credit) in July 2022.ó29 

Chart 1  lays out the different 

conditionality groups and the numbers 

of people who are in each group. 30 

New regulations have recently been 

introduced that will place greater 

pressure on people already in work, but 

not seen as earning enough, to work 

more hours and/or take a second job 

to meet the new higher threshold of 

earnings that is about to be legislate d. 

If they fail to comply then they will be at 

 
29 Universal Credit statistics, 29 April 2013 to 

14 July 2022 - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 
30 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/unive
rsal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-

risk of punitive measures such as 

sanctions. As noted in the new 

regulations, these changes will increase 

the number of working claimants being 

placed in the intensive work 

conditionality regime, and decrease in 

the numbers placed in the 'light touch' 

conditionality regime. 31 As discussed in 

the staff focus groups section below, 

placing more conditions to work more 

hours on those UC claimants already in 

work, can and does impact on them 

especially those people who have 

health problems and other issues, who 

are unable to work any more hours.  

2022/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-
to-14-july-2022  
31 The Universal Credit (Administrative 

Earnings Threshold) (Amendment) 
Regulations 2022 (legislation.gov.uk) 

Chart 1 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-2022/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-2022/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-2022/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-2022/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-2022/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-2022/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-14-july-2022
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2022/886/pdfs/uksiem_20220886_en.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2022/886/pdfs/uksiem_20220886_en.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2022/886/pdfs/uksiem_20220886_en.pdf
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UNIVERSAL CREDIT AND THE 

PANDEMIC 

During the Covid pandemic many 

people felt the importance of social 

security for the first time. The number of 

people claiming UC grew 

expo nentially as a result of the 

economic circumstances, which 

impacted so many households during 

the social and economic lockdowns 

that occurred.  

The IFS reported in July 2021:  

òOn the eve of the pandemic 

2.6 million families were claiming 

UC (with another 4 million or so 

claiming the ôlegacyõ benefits 

that UC replaces). Since then, 

the number on UC has nearly 

doubled to 5 million in February 

2021. That increase is made up 

of both families who were 

previously not claiming any 

means -tested benefits, and 

familie s who were previously 

claiming one or more legacy 

benefits and had a change in 

circumstances (such as job loss) 

which caused them to transition 

to UC. It is also possible some 

claimants of legacy benefits will 

have chosen to move across to 

UC ð not least b ecause the £20 

per week temporary uplift did 

not apply to legacy out -of -work 

benefits.ó32 

This rise was replicated in Scotland. In 

January 2020 there were around 

 
32 The expiry of the Universal Credit uplift: 

impacts and policy options - Institute For 
Fiscal Studies - IFS 
33 Homelessness and Universal Credit: 

research report - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 

240,000 people on UC in Scotland; by 

January 2021 this number had almost 

doubled to 480,000. 33 The system itself 

responded by introducing temporary 

policies that recognised the severity of 

the crisis and the impact it was having 

on people. As a report from the Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation said:  

òA series of temporary lifelines 

helped people living in  

destitution to weather the 

coronavirus storm. Many people 

claiming Universal Credit had 

their incomes boosted at a time 

when they may be faced with 

rising costs. Many people 

benefited from some short -term 

respite when faced with eviction 

by private sector  landlords .ó34 

As will be discussed in more detail 

below the £20 uplift to Universal Credit 

and Working Tax Credit was  effective 

at  helping some of the lowest income 

households. 35 The fact that people on 

legacy benefits were not paid the £20 

uplift indicates that as well as helping 

people cope with added strains during 

the pandemic it was also used t o 

incentivise people to migrate to UC.   

Tenants were also supported during the 

pandemic.  Academics from University 

College London (UCL) outlined the 

level of support:  

òThe [UK] Governmentõs 

response to the Covid -crisis has 

been internationally recognise d 

as an exemplar of great 

34 What is destitution? | JRF 
35 Getting the measure of deep poverty in the 

UK (deep-poverty.co.uk) 

https://ifs.org.uk/publications/15528
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/15528
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/15528
https://www.gov.scot/publications/homelessness-universal-credit/pages/2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/homelessness-universal-credit/pages/2/
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/16010
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/16010
https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/what-destitution
https://www.deep-poverty.co.uk/post/deep-poverty-in-the-uk-what-is-it-and-why-does-it-matter#:~:text=In%20the%20UK%2C%20there%20are%20at%20least%205,choose%20to%20measure%20it%20%E2%80%93%20has%20increased%20considerably.
https://www.deep-poverty.co.uk/post/deep-poverty-in-the-uk-what-is-it-and-why-does-it-matter#:~:text=In%20the%20UK%2C%20there%20are%20at%20least%205,choose%20to%20measure%20it%20%E2%80%93%20has%20increased%20considerably.
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practice which has 

undoubtedly saved many lives. 

The temporary lifting of ôno 

recourse to public fundsõ (NRPF) 

rules for the duration of the 

pandemic, and the 

unconditional housing of people 

who have NRPF has been 

extremely import ant in 

preventing rough sleeping. 

Changes to the welfare system 

were also successful, particularly 

uplifts to LHA & UC. Research by 

Crisis showed that returning LHA 

rates to the 30th percentile 

significantly increased the 

number of properties available 

to claimants. The £20 per week 

increase in UC has been vital in 

enabling households to meet 

increased costs. Finally, 

enhanced protections for 

tenants and mortgage holders 

proved important in keeping 

people in their homes .ó36 

Many of these policies were intro duced 

as temporary measures and have now 

been abandoned. There are however 

still millions of people receiving one or 

other part of Universal Credit. The 

House of Commons library reported 

how, as of February 2022, in Scotland 

the number of all households re ceiving 

UC was 391,242, with 240,290 still in 

receipt of legacy benefits - this means  

that 62% of people receiving in -work 

tax credits or out -of -work benefit 

support were on UC. The number of 

households in Scotland in receipt of UC 

housing costs totalled 258,579 with 

146,782 paid through (the legacy) 

 
36 ibid 
37 Constituency data: Universal Credit rollout 

(parliament.uk) 

housing benefit. This equates to 64% of 

claimants receiving housing support 

from UC.  

The number of Scottish households with 

children who receive UC is 151,094, and 

the number of people on legacy 

benefits is 9 0,281 meaning 63% of 

households with children receive UC. 

Of those described as being unable to 

work due to long -term illness, 88,662 are 

on UC and 129,026 are on legacy 

benefits meaning that only 41% are on 

UC. Finally, for those people out of work 

and se eking employment, 124,350 are 

on UC and 6,259 on legacy benefits 

meaning that 95% are on UC. 37 

In Britain, as a whole 4,725,194 

households are receiving UC with 

2,566,584 on legacy benefits meaning 

that 65% of people receiving in -work 

tax credits or out -of -work benefit 

support were on UC. Of those 

households across Britain receiving  

support for housing costs, 2,986,766 

receive it  through UC and 1,472,872 

through (the legacy) housing benefit. 

This equates to 67% of recipients getting 

housing support via UC . The number of 

British households with children who 

receive UC is 2,065,829, while those 

who are on legacy benefits is 1,210,875 

meaning 63% of households with 

children receive UC. Of those 

described as having incapacity for 

work, there are 833,880 on UC and 

1,130,726 on legacy benefits meaning 

that only 42% are on UC. Finally, for 

those people job seeking there are 

1,623,877 on UC and 62,416 on legacy 

benefits meaning that 96% are on UC. 38  

38 ibid 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/constituency-data-universal-credit-roll-out/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/constituency-data-universal-credit-roll-out/
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These figures demonstrate how there is 

a significant effort still  to be made to 

successfully implement the managed 

migration (discussed below) of every 

household still receiving legacy 

benefits. It also raises questions about 

the effort still to be made to transfer 

over, as part of the managed migration 

process, those p eople who because of 

disability and health problems are, in 

the main, on legacy benefits. Calling 

into question the suitability and 

appropriateness of UC for people with 

long -term health conditions, given the 

focus of UC is to get people back into 

work.  

Finally, there are further questions 

about the number of people receiving 

housing support and the expectation 

placed upon RSLs to check the housing 

support eligibility for each tenant, 

through their annual uprating exercise. 

This is undoubtedly a result of a view 

built into the system that sees fraud as 

a central concern. The resource 

requirements to do this are onerous 

and costly and divert staff away from 

dealing with their core duties, this is 

discussed in the staff focus group data 

section below.  

EXPERIENCING UNIVERSAL 

CREDIT  

Whilst recognising UC has some positive 

features, for many the system is 

challenging for claimants and fails to 

provide enough financial support for 

the basic necessities of life. This has 

been the case since its introduction but 

at the time of writing (Summer/Autumn 

 
39 Official data shows longest fall in living 

standards for 50 years | Economics | The 
Guardian 

2022), a combination of factors is 

intensifying the financial challenges 

and extreme difficulties people are 

facing.  

Rising inflation across the economy, 

including soaring energy costs and 

rising food prices, are resulting in a cut 

to the value of UC in real terms. The 

economic challenge facing people 

has been compounded by the cut to 

the £20 uplift that UC claimants 

received  during the pandemic. Whilst 

all of this is set against a widely held 

view tha t the rate of benefit paid is 

insufficient in the first place and even 

with an inflation matching rise people 

on UC would still struggle to get by. 

Taking into account below inflation pay 

rises and a long -term trend of falling 

wages, 39 the cumulative effec t is 

driving even more people into poverty 

with many facing destitution.  

Some elements of the benefits system 

rather than provide social protection 

are in fact exacerbating levels of 

poverty.  These include the two -child 

limit for income -related benefits, the 

benefit cap, the five -week wait for a 

first Universal Credit payment, advance 

payments made during the wait and 

unaffordable debt deductions 

thereafter, and the freezing of Local 

Housing Allowance rates (frozen since 

April 2020), which has broken the l ink 

between housing costs and benefitsó.40  

These are all in addition to the 

bedroom tax.  Shelter Scotland explains 

the so -called bedroom tax below. 

However, it should also be made clear 

that the Scottish Government has 

40 Uk_poverty_2022_findings_1.pdf  

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2014/jan/31/official-longest-fall-wages-living-standards-50-years
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2014/jan/31/official-longest-fall-wages-living-standards-50-years
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2014/jan/31/official-longest-fall-wages-living-standards-50-years
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mitigated the bedroom tax and 

tenan ts can claim to have this paid 

through the  Discretionary Housing 

Fund. 

ôIf you have a spare bedroom 

and you're renting from the 

council or a housing association 

and getting housing costs 

through Universal Credit or are 

getting Housing Benefit, then the 

amount of benefit you receive 

may be reduced. This is 

commonly known as 'th e 

bedroom tax '.41 

The manifestations of rising levels of 

poverty are often heart -rending and 

tragic. Life outcomes are detrimentally 

impacted, peopleõs quality of life is 

reduced to a fight for survival, as they 

struggle to heat their homes, feed 

themselve s and their children and pay 

their rent. In short, human dignity is 

compromised and peopleõs ability to 

enjoy a full and happy life is reduced.  

Unsurprisingly, this is having a very 

significant impact on the short and 

long -term mental and physical health 

of people, contributing to a growing 

health inequality gap, and reduced life 

expectancy levels for those who are 

struggling. Eating sporadically, having 

a dependence on food banks and 

being unable to heat your home during 

 
41 The 'bedroom tax' - Shelter Scotland 
42 Trends in healthy life expectancy in the age 

of austerity | Journal of Epidemiology & 
Community Health (bmj.com) 
43 Inflation is now at its highest since 1982 ï is 

this the peak? | MoneyWeek 
44 UK inflation hits 40-year high of 9% as cost 

of food and energy soars | Inflation | The 
Guardian 
45 Consumer price inflation, UK - Office for 

National Statistics 

cold winter nights, are obvious 

symptoms of poverty and inevitably 

impact  the health and life expectancy 

of people. 42 

A PERFECT STORM  

People claiming UC are currently 

facing a perfect storm of challenges. 

The rate of UC is low, welfare payments 

have been decreasing in real terms for 

years , inflation is at its highest rate since 

198243 44 and is predicted to rise further. 

Inflation, driven in large part by 

increasing oil and gas prices, has seen 

domestic heating bills and petrol and 

diesel prices soar, which has had a 

knock -on effect on housing and 

household services costs including 

rising food, transport and household 

bills.45 Yet, just as the cost of living 

started soaring, the government cut 

the £20 uplift.  

People in employment, particularly 

those in low -paid jobs, who are 

claiming UC,  are also feeling the 

effects of inflation as pay falls well 

below the rising cost of living. 46 It was 

reported earlier in the year that 

incomes have fallen by 1% in real terms, 

the steepest decline since 2014. 47 These 

figures have just been updated and it  is 

now reported that wages had fallen by 

3% between April and May 2022, the 

most rapid fall on record. 48   

46 Cost of living: Fall in real wages intensifies 

as inflation hits earnings - but jobless rate at 
lowest level since 1974 | Business News | Sky 
News 
47 Cost of living: Biggest real terms fall in 

wages since 2014 as inflation bites | Business 
News | Sky News 
48 Inflation drives fastest fall in real pay on 

record - BBC News 

https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/housing_advice/paying_for_a_home/housing_benefit/the_bedroom_tax
https://jech.bmj.com/content/early/2022/06/08/jech-2022-219011
https://jech.bmj.com/content/early/2022/06/08/jech-2022-219011
https://jech.bmj.com/content/early/2022/06/08/jech-2022-219011
https://moneyweek.com/economy/inflation/604870/uk-inflation-highest-since-1982
https://moneyweek.com/economy/inflation/604870/uk-inflation-highest-since-1982
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/may/18/uk-inflation-soars-to-highest-level-in-more-than-40-years
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/may/18/uk-inflation-soars-to-highest-level-in-more-than-40-years
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/may/18/uk-inflation-soars-to-highest-level-in-more-than-40-years
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/consumerpriceinflation/latest
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/consumerpriceinflation/latest
https://news.sky.com/story/cost-of-living-real-wages-drop-by-12-amid-soaring-inflation-12614755
https://news.sky.com/story/cost-of-living-real-wages-drop-by-12-amid-soaring-inflation-12614755
https://news.sky.com/story/cost-of-living-real-wages-drop-by-12-amid-soaring-inflation-12614755
https://news.sky.com/story/cost-of-living-real-wages-drop-by-12-amid-soaring-inflation-12614755
https://news.sky.com/story/pay-squeeze-deepens-as-wages-fall-by-1-in-real-terms-12566518
https://news.sky.com/story/pay-squeeze-deepens-as-wages-fall-by-1-in-real-terms-12566518
https://news.sky.com/story/pay-squeeze-deepens-as-wages-fall-by-1-in-real-terms-12566518
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-62550069?at_campaign=KARANGA&at_medium=RSS
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-62550069?at_campaign=KARANGA&at_medium=RSS


 

- 21 - 

Before the most recent figures, trade 

unions were already warning that 

millions of workers will be plunged into 

absolute poverty. 49 Across the polit ical 

spectrum, politicians were warning of 

the impact of the cut to UC amid falling 

wages; with former Conservative 

Minister for Welfare, Stephen Crabb, 

saying that workers would suffer, and 

be pushed into poverty, as a result of 

the UK Government's approa ch to 

UC.50  

Economists are warning that household 

incomes will see their biggest drop 

since the 1950s. It is estimated that in 

real terms this will be a reduction of 

3.1% on average. 51  For those who 

receive unemployment benefits, this 

year saw the greate st fall in the basic 

value of unemployment benefits since 

1972. This is consistent with a longer 

trend that has seen 8 of the 10 

upratings of unemployment benefits, 

between 2013 and 2022, lose value. 52 

Analysis from earlier this year prior to the 

start of the war in Ukraine, which has 

escalated and intensified inflationary 

pressures, especially concerning fuel, 

energy and food prices, suggested 

that the impact of the huge increase in 

energy prices would devastate poorer 

families. 53 Researchers contrasted th e 

proportion of money that low -income 

families will spend on energy with that 

of middle -income families. The findings 

are stark and demonstrate how the 

poorest are disproportionately 

 
49 As inflation soars to 40-year high, unions 

warn millions of low-paid workers are being 
driven into absolute poverty | Morning Star 
(morningstaronline.co.uk) 
50 Universal credit cut will push workers into 

poverty, warns Tory former minister - BBC 
News 

affected by rising domestic energy 

costs.  

51 Official data shows longest fall in living 

standards for 50 years | Economics | The 
Guardian 
52 Fifty years of benefit uprating | JRF 
53 Rising energy bills to 'devastate' poorest 

families | JRF 

https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/b/as-inflation-soars-to-40-year-high-unions-warn-millions-of-low-paid-workers-are-being-driven-into-absolute-poverty
https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/b/as-inflation-soars-to-40-year-high-unions-warn-millions-of-low-paid-workers-are-being-driven-into-absolute-poverty
https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/b/as-inflation-soars-to-40-year-high-unions-warn-millions-of-low-paid-workers-are-being-driven-into-absolute-poverty
https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/b/as-inflation-soars-to-40-year-high-unions-warn-millions-of-low-paid-workers-are-being-driven-into-absolute-poverty
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-58501917
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-58501917
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-58501917
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2014/jan/31/official-longest-fall-wages-living-standards-50-years
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2014/jan/31/official-longest-fall-wages-living-standards-50-years
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2014/jan/31/official-longest-fall-wages-living-standards-50-years
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/fifty-years-benefit-uprating
https://www.jrf.org.uk/press/rising-energy-bills-devastate-poorest-families
https://www.jrf.org.uk/press/rising-energy-bills-devastate-poorest-families
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JRF research (see table 1) found that 

following major price rises in April 2022, 

average low -income households 

would spend 18% of their income, after 

housing costs, on energy.  For low -

income single households with no 

children, this figure rises to a 

remarkable 54% of income, an 

increase of 21%. Single parents and 

couples without children are spending 

approximately a quarter of their 

income on energy bills, an increase of 

almost 10% in the same period. 54 55 

It must be stressed that these stark 

figures are likely to get worse before  

they get better. The energy price cap 

 
54 Rising energy bills to 'devastate' poorest 

families | JRF 
55 ibid 

was increased again in October 2022. 

The assistance announced by then 

Chancellor Rishi Sunak in May 2022 was 

intended to offset this further increase, 

with additional financial help being 

given to those on the lowest incomes. 56 

Since then there has been a political 

merry go round with much political 

turbulence, with a corresponding 

evolution and some confusion about 

what support people will get with their 

energy bills.  

The then, new Prime Minister Liz Truss 

froze the energy cap within days of 

taking office. However, even this 

intervention, which drew wide criticism 

56 Every household to get energy bill discounts 

of £400 this autumn - BBC News 

Table 1 

https://www.jrf.org.uk/press/rising-energy-bills-devastate-poorest-families
https://www.jrf.org.uk/press/rising-energy-bills-devastate-poorest-families
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-61583651?at_custom4=D63EEBFE-DCE9-11EC-B597-AA3616F31EAE&at_campaign=64&at_custom1=%5Bpost+type%5D&at_custom2=twitter&at_custom3=%40BBCBreaking&at_medium=custom7
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-61583651?at_custom4=D63EEBFE-DCE9-11EC-B597-AA3616F31EAE&at_campaign=64&at_custom1=%5Bpost+type%5D&at_custom2=twitter&at_custom3=%40BBCBreaking&at_medium=custom7
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over how it was being funded, still 

meant energy costs would have 

doubled from the previous year. 57 Since 

then, Jeremy Hunt, a new Chancellor 

appointed by Liz Truss and still 

Chancellor under new PM Rishi Sunak, 

announced that the Government will 

be withdrawing this support from April 

next year. 58 This was reversed again in 

the Autumn Statement with a 

c ommitment to offer support to 

people, albeit support will not be given 

until bills reach £3000, up from £2500. 

People on means tested benefits, such 

as UC, will be given additional help up 

from £650 to £900 with their energy 

bills.59  

Food prices have also  risen 

exponentially and are likely to go on 

increasing.  The UN Food and 

Agricultural Organisation (FAO) 

reported that global food prices have 

increased by a third in a year and that 

in March 2022 they had reached their 

highest ever level in the 30 -year h istory 

of statistical analysis of global food 

prices. In March earlier this year, prices 

jumped by 12.6% in a single month, 

highlighting the impact of the Ukraine 

and Russia war on the cost of food. 60  

Global food prices have had an 

impact on the cost of f ood in the UK. 

The rising costs have been described as 

ôapocalypticõ by the Governor of the 

Bank of England and are a major 

contributory factor in the cost of living 

crisis.61  However, it is not just the conflict 

 
57 Energy bills plan explained: What £2,500 

cap means and how we'll all be paying it back 
- Mirror Online 
58 Energy bill help to be reduced from April, 

says Jeremy Hunt - BBC News 
59 What is the energy price cap and what will 

happen to bills? - BBC News 

in Ukraine that is driving food price 

inflation. The pandemic has had a 

significant impact on production costs, 

which have been passed on to the 

consumer. The Food and Drink 

Federation reported how:  

òFood and non -alcoholic drink 

inflation picked up speed for the 

ninth consecutive month, 

reaching i ts highest level since 

June 2011. Aprilõs food and non-

alcoholic drink prices rose on an 

annual basis by 6.7%, up from 

5.9% in March. Many goods saw 

prices rising at double -digit 

rates, such as margarine and 

other vegetable fats (22.7%), 

butter (12.5%), be ef and veal 

(10.2%) or poultry (10.1%). These 

price pressures reflect increases 

in production costs brought on 

by the pandemic. Prices of 

agricultural commodities started 

rising in the second half of 2020. 

As it takes up to a year for 

production cost infla tion to filter 

through into consumer prices, 

pandemic -related upward 

price pressures will be felt for 

months to come. The war in 

Ukraine continues to 

exacerbate inflationary 

pressures. This means food 

inflation is likely to remain high 

well into 2023, as e videnced by 

the continued rise in producer 

prices in April. Ingredients 

produced in the UK were 9.6% 

60 These charts show food prices have 

increased sharply | World Economic Forum 
(weforum.org) 
61 Cost Of Living: Why Are UK Food Prices 

Rising? | HuffPost UK Politics 
(huffingtonpost.co.uk) 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/energy-bills-plan-explained-what-27939100
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/energy-bills-plan-explained-what-27939100
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/energy-bills-plan-explained-what-27939100
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-63283436
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-63283436
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-58090533?at_medium=RSS&at_campaign=KARANGA&scid=y_l_58yCI_&id=o2ZFNNRt9t
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-58090533?at_medium=RSS&at_campaign=KARANGA&scid=y_l_58yCI_&id=o2ZFNNRt9t
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/04/food-prices-fao-index-cereals-commodities-exports/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/04/food-prices-fao-index-cereals-commodities-exports/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/04/food-prices-fao-index-cereals-commodities-exports/
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/cost-of-living-why-are-uk-food-prices-rising_uk_62838063e4b0c2dce654c106#:~:text=People%20are%20facing%20an%20%E2%80%9Capocalyptic%E2%80%9D%20increase%20in%20food,soar%20by%20as%20much%20as%2010%25%20this%20year.
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/cost-of-living-why-are-uk-food-prices-rising_uk_62838063e4b0c2dce654c106#:~:text=People%20are%20facing%20an%20%E2%80%9Capocalyptic%E2%80%9D%20increase%20in%20food,soar%20by%20as%20much%20as%2010%25%20this%20year.
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/cost-of-living-why-are-uk-food-prices-rising_uk_62838063e4b0c2dce654c106#:~:text=People%20are%20facing%20an%20%E2%80%9Capocalyptic%E2%80%9D%20increase%20in%20food,soar%20by%20as%20much%20as%2010%25%20this%20year.
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more expensive than a year ago 

(up from 7.4% in March) and 

those imported 15.7% dearer (up 

from 11.3% in March). Record -

high agricultural prices will 

conti nue to put additional strain 

on food manufacturers. In April, 

global prices of vegetable oils 

were 28% higher than in the 

beginning of the year (January 

2022) and cereals 21% higher .ó62 

These unprecedented increases in the 

cost of essential goods are havin g a 

detrimental impact on the lives of 

people, who even before these 

increases, were already struggling to 

make ends meet. One significant 

impact is on the health and well -being 

of a large proportion of the population 

who struggle to heat their homes and 

eat healthily and adequately.  

COST OF LIVING/EARNINGS 

AND INCOME CRISIS 

This rising cost of everyday items has 

rightly been framed as a cost of living 

crisis. This is true but it also could be 

framed as an earnings and income 

crisis and nowhere is this fel t harder 

than by those on the lowest rungs of the 

income ladder. More than half of 

people on UC or legacy benefits are 

classified as being in poverty. 63  

Research from the Resolution 

Foundation showed that òThe gap in 

the inflation experienced by the richest 

and poorest tenth of households grew 

 
62 Food prices are rising as UK inflation hits 

40-year high | The Food & Drink Federation 
(fdf.org.uk) 
63 Uk_poverty_2022_findings_1.pdf  

to 1.5 percentage points in April ð the 

largest gap since records began in 

2006 ð illustrating how low -income 

families are at the heart of the UKõs cost 

of living crisisó. They go onto say that: 

òThe Foundationõs analysis 

shows that headline inflation for 

the poorest tenth of households 

has now hit double digits at 10.2 

per cent, significantly higher 

than the (still high) 8.7 percent 

inflation rate experienced by 

the richest tenth of households. 

This is because lower income 

households spend a greater 

share of their family budgets on 

energy bills where prices are 

rising sharply.ó64 

Prior to the spike in inflation, there were 

already serious concerns that millions of 

people in the UK were struggling to pay 

their hou sehold bills. The Citizens 

Advice Bureau produced a report in 

November 2021, warning that people 

across the UK were going to be unable 

to meet their essential needs. They 

concluded that òOne in 10 UK families 

ð about 3m households ð are facing a 

cost of li ving crunch this winter, unable 

to cover even basic bills such as food 

and heating.ó65 

Also, before the pandemic and the 

current economic challenges facing 

people on UC, the Government 

introduced a benefits freeze and a 

real -term cut to benefits. The clear 

consequence being money saved 

64 Cost of living gap between rich and poor 

highest since records began in mid-2000s Å 
Resolution Foundation 
65 One in 10 UK families will struggle to cover 

basics this winter, charity finds | Poverty | The 
Guardian 

https://www.fdf.org.uk/fdf/news-media/news/2022-news/economic-insights/food-prices-are-rising-as-uk-inflation-hits-40-year-high/
https://www.fdf.org.uk/fdf/news-media/news/2022-news/economic-insights/food-prices-are-rising-as-uk-inflation-hits-40-year-high/
https://www.fdf.org.uk/fdf/news-media/news/2022-news/economic-insights/food-prices-are-rising-as-uk-inflation-hits-40-year-high/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/cost-of-living-gap-between-rich-and-poor-highest-since-records-began-in-mid-2000s/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/cost-of-living-gap-between-rich-and-poor-highest-since-records-began-in-mid-2000s/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/cost-of-living-gap-between-rich-and-poor-highest-since-records-began-in-mid-2000s/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/nov/25/one-in-10-uk-families-will-struggle-to-cover-basics-this-winter-charity-finds
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/nov/25/one-in-10-uk-families-will-struggle-to-cover-basics-this-winter-charity-finds
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/nov/25/one-in-10-uk-families-will-struggle-to-cover-basics-this-winter-charity-finds
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through a reduction of income of 

people already poor. The benefits 

freeze demonstrates how the value of 

benefits has fallen over time and that a 

rise now in line with inflation will not 

make up the falling value that has  

accrued over time.  An IFS report, from 

the time of the introduction of the 

benefits freeze, assessed how:  

òMost working -age benefits are 

frozen in cash terms between 

April 2015 and March 2020. Low 

inflation in 2015 and 2016 meant 

that this freeze has so far only 

reduced the value of benefits by 

1% relative to the default of CPI 

uprating. However, the OBR 

forecast for inflation implies that 

the next two years of freezes will 

represent around a 5% cut 

relative to CPI uprating. This is 

expected to save the 

government over £3 billion per 

year. Excluding households that 

only lose out from the freeze of 

child benefit, the four -year 

benefit freeze represents a 

reduction in benefit entitlements 

of over £500 for the 7.5 million 

affected households. ó66 

 

 

ENDING THE £20 UPLIFT 

The pressures caused by the pre -

existing benefits freeze and real terms 

 
66 Living standards, poverty and inequality in 

the UK: 2017ï18 to 2021ï22 R136.pdf 
(ifs.org.uk) 
67 The expiry of the Universal Credit uplift: 

impacts and policy options - Institute For 
Fiscal Studies - IFS 

cut and insufficient income alongside 

rising costs of essentials and basic 

goods and services, have been 

exacerbated by the cut made to the 

UC uplift. This additional suppor t of £20 

per week was provided during the 

pandemic and subsequent lockdowns.  

Its introduction was a tacit 

acknowledgement by the UK 

Government that UC did not pay 

people enough to meet their basic 

needs. Its introduction was explained 

by the IFS: 

òIn his initial response to the 

Covid -19 crisis in the March 2020 

Budget, the Chancellor 

announced a temporary one -

year uplift in entitlements to 

Universal Credit (UC) and 

Working Tax Credit (WTC), of £20 

per week. In the following 

Budget ð March 2021 ð the UC  

increase was extended for 

another six months, and 

claimants of WTC were paid a 

one -off equivalent amount 

(£500).ó67 

At the start of the pandemic, current 

PM, and then Chancellor Rishi Sunak 

announced that the standard 

allowance of UC and the basic 

element  of working tax credit would be 

increased by £1000 a year, or £20 a 

week. 68 In November 2020, it was 

reported that although poverty had 

risen during the pandemic, some of the 

measures taken by the Government 

68 The Chancellor Rishi Sunak provides an 

updated statement on coronavirus. - GOV.UK 
(www.gov.uk) 

https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/output_url_files/R136.pdf
https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/output_url_files/R136.pdf
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/15528
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/15528
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/15528
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-chancellor-rishi-sunak-provides-an-updated-statement-on-coronavirus
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-chancellor-rishi-sunak-provides-an-updated-statement-on-coronavirus
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-chancellor-rishi-sunak-provides-an-updated-statement-on-coronavirus
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had helped alleviate some of the 

pressures felt by the poorest 69 and how:  

òGovernment policy ñincluding 

the uplift to UC and working tax 

creditsñòhas insulated many 

familiesó...It estimated that the 

policies had protected 690,000 

people from poverty in winter 

2020. It also reported that some 

groups had seen a fall in 

poverty. For example, it found a 

reduction of 100,000 in poverty 

amongst people living in lone -

parent families and a reduction 

of 170,000 amongst people in 

workless families. However, it 

also reported that there have 

been òsignificant increases in 

poverty amongst people living in 

families that were working prior 

to the Covid -19 crisesó.70 

Ending the payment of this additional 

support represents the biggest cut to 

any benefit ever. It was said that 

around 6 million low -income families will 

lose £1,040 from their annual income. 71 

The Resolution Foundation described 

how òThis policy would be the biggest 

ever overnight benefit cut ð larger even 

than the partially reversed Housing 

Benefit cuts of 1988. Only the disastrous 

10 per cent cut to unemplo yment 

support at the height of the Great 

Depression in 1931 comes close.ó72 The 

JRF stated that òA cut of Ã20 a week to 

 
69 Poverty during the Covid-19 crisis | Legatum 

Institute (li.com) 
70 Universal credit: an end to the uplift - House 

of Lords Library (parliament.uk) 
71 #KeepTheLifeline: urging the Government 

not to cut Universal Credit | JRF 
72 Chancellor should avoid the biggest 

overnight benefit cut in history and the biggest 
state pension increase in 30 years Å 
Resolution Foundation 

Universal Credit, scheduled for 6 

October (2021), will impose the biggest 

overnight cut to the basic rate of social 

security since the m odern Welfare 

State began, more than 70 years 

ago.ó73 

The Scottish Government, alongside 

other signatories including the Welsh 

Government, said of the cut to the £20 

uplift:  

òThis planned reduction means 

the biggest overnight reduction 

to a basic rate of s ocial security 

since the modern Welfare State 

began, more than 70 years ago. 

Failing to maintain the recent 

uplift to Universal Credit will 

increase hardship and poverty 

for people who are already 

struggling .ó74 

The consequences of this action 

cannot be un derestimated. By cutting 

the income of those 6 million low -

income families who were then 

claiming UC, it was said that òIt would 

create serious financial hardship and 

leave 500,000 people to be swept into 

poverty - including 200,000 children. ó75 

Others estimated 800,000 would risk 

being plunged into poverty. 76 Citizens 

Advice estimated that cutting the uplift 

will impact nearly six million people, 

with 38% of those in work and 16% 

under 25, with approximately 1.9 million 

73 #KeepTheLifeline: urging the Government 

not to cut Universal Credit | JRF 
74 Universal Credit uplift: joint letter to UK 

Government - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
75 #KeepTheLifeline: urging the Government 

not to cut Universal Credit | JRF 
76 Universal credit cut will push 800,000 

people into poverty, Boris Johnson is warned | 
Universal credit | The Guardian 

https://li.com/reports/poverty-during-the-covid-19-crisis/
https://li.com/reports/poverty-during-the-covid-19-crisis/
https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/universal-credit-an-end-to-the-uplift/
https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/universal-credit-an-end-to-the-uplift/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/keepthelifeline-urging-government-not-cut-universal-credit
https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/keepthelifeline-urging-government-not-cut-universal-credit
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/chancellor-should-avoid-the-biggest-overnight-benefit-cut-in-history-and-the-biggest-state-pension-increase-in-30-years/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/chancellor-should-avoid-the-biggest-overnight-benefit-cut-in-history-and-the-biggest-state-pension-increase-in-30-years/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/chancellor-should-avoid-the-biggest-overnight-benefit-cut-in-history-and-the-biggest-state-pension-increase-in-30-years/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/chancellor-should-avoid-the-biggest-overnight-benefit-cut-in-history-and-the-biggest-state-pension-increase-in-30-years/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/keepthelifeline-urging-government-not-cut-universal-credit
https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/keepthelifeline-urging-government-not-cut-universal-credit
https://www.gov.scot/publications/universal-credit-uplift-joint-letter-to-uk-government/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/universal-credit-uplift-joint-letter-to-uk-government/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/keepthelifeline-urging-government-not-cut-universal-credit
https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/keepthelifeline-urging-government-not-cut-universal-credit
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/sep/19/universal-credit-cut-will-push-800000-people-into-poverty-boris-johnson-warned#:~:text=The%20Observer-,Universal%20credit%20cut%20will%20push%20800%2C000,poverty%2C%20Boris%20Johnson%20is%20warned&text=Boris%20Johnson%20is%20warned%20today,last%2Dminute%20U%2Dturn.
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/sep/19/universal-credit-cut-will-push-800000-people-into-poverty-boris-johnson-warned#:~:text=The%20Observer-,Universal%20credit%20cut%20will%20push%20800%2C000,poverty%2C%20Boris%20Johnson%20is%20warned&text=Boris%20Johnson%20is%20warned%20today,last%2Dminute%20U%2Dturn.
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/sep/19/universal-credit-cut-will-push-800000-people-into-poverty-boris-johnson-warned#:~:text=The%20Observer-,Universal%20credit%20cut%20will%20push%20800%2C000,poverty%2C%20Boris%20Johnson%20is%20warned&text=Boris%20Johnson%20is%20warned%20today,last%2Dminute%20U%2Dturn.
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families with children seeing their 

benefits cutó.77 78 

The impact is being broadly felt, b ut the 

extent of the impact depends on an 

individual's circumstances and the 

amount of UC they receive. Those who 

are paid the least are again those most 

affected. According to the IFS:  

òHow much that uplift matters to 

family incomes varies 

substantially. On average it 

represents 12% of entitlements, 

but for a quarter of claimants 

(1.2 million) it makes up at least 

20%, while for another quarter it 

is less than 8%. That variation 

comes from differences in 

circumstances. Nearly a third of 

UC claimants are si ngle without 

children who are not liable for 

any rent, and are generally 

entitled to no more than £95 of 

UC per week, including the £20 

boost, even if they have no 

other income. ó79 

As the driving principle of UC is based 

on getting people into work, the 

cu tting of the uplift was seen by its 

architects as a move to ôencourageõ 

people into employment. But as the 

Scottish Government and others 

pointed out, for millions of people in 

receipt of UC, this did not apply 

because they either were already in 

work or w ere disabled and/or a carer 

and unable to work:  

 
77 Universal Credit cut: Everything you need to 

know - Citizens Advice 
78 Universal credit: an end to the uplift - House 

of Lords Library (parliament.uk) 
79 The expiry of the Universal Credit uplift: 

impacts and policy options - Institute For 
Fiscal Studies - IFS 

òYou have publicly stated that 

your Departmentõs policy not to 

further extend or make 

permanent the £20 per week 

increase to Universal Credit and 

Working Tax Credits is to 

encourage people into work. 

However,  the statistics from your 

Department show that of the 6 

million people on Universal 

Credit, 2.2 million are already 

working and 1.6 million are not 

required to work due to health 

and caring responsibilities that 

prevent them from seeking 

employment. We que ry, 

therefore, how failing to 

maintain the uplift to Universal 

Credit for households in these 

situations encourages people 

into work, and are concerned 

about the need to ensure that it 

provides them with adequate 

financial support that takes into 

account t heir personal 

circumstances. ó80 

There remains wide support for 

reinstating the £20 uplift and making it 

permanent. 81 This support is drawn from 

across civil society and the political 

spectrum, including some on the 

political right. The architect of UC, Sir  

Ian Duncan Smith, was a vocal 

supporter of the UC uplift being 

permanently maintained, 82 whilst Tory 

peers in the House of Lords attempted 

80 Universal Credit uplift: joint letter to UK 

Government - gov.scot (www.gov.scot) 
81 Universal credit: an end to the uplift - House 

of Lords Library (parliament.uk) 
82 Iain Duncan Smith: The Universal Credit 

uplift is an opportunity, not a problem. It helps 
to save taxpayers' money and improve lives. | 
Conservative Home 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/about-us1/media/press-releases/universal-credit-cut-everything-you-need-to-know/
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https://www.conservativehome.com/platform/2021/09/iain-duncan-smith-the-universal-credit-uplift-is-an-opportunity-not-a-problem-keeping-it-would-help-save-taxpayers-money-and-improve-lives.html
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https://www.conservativehome.com/platform/2021/09/iain-duncan-smith-the-universal-credit-uplift-is-an-opportunity-not-a-problem-keeping-it-would-help-save-taxpayers-money-and-improve-lives.html
https://www.conservativehome.com/platform/2021/09/iain-duncan-smith-the-universal-credit-uplift-is-an-opportunity-not-a-problem-keeping-it-would-help-save-taxpayers-money-and-improve-lives.html
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to halt the plans to cut it. 83 Other former 

Conservative Ministers also argued for 

its retention. 84 The centre -right  think 

tank, the Centre for Social Justice, 

published a paper arguing that the 

Government should retain the uplift, 

which they say only restores the cuts 

made to welfare payments by former 

Tory Chancellor, George Osborne. 85 It is 

entirely understandable wh y so many 

people and organisations were against 

cutting the uplift. The Chartered 

Institute of Housing expressed concern 

that poverty and homelessness will 

increase:  

òWith the end of the furlough 

system, increasing energy bills, 

the end of the extra £20 w eekly 

allowance in Universal Credit 

(UC) and Working Tax Credit 

(WTC) across the UK, many 

households now face a ôcliff 

edgeõ where their total income 

will no longer meet their basic 

household bills .ó86 

The effects of this policy will drive more 

people into  even deeper poverty, 

including the third of those receiving 

UC who are actually in work, thus 

undermining the central aim of the 

system, which is to ôincentiviseõ people 

getting back into employment.  

IN-WORK AND OUT OF WORK 

POVERTY 

 
83 Tory peers to make last-ditch effort to 

reverse Universal Credit cut | Universal credit | 
The Guardian 
84 Universal Credit £20 uplift should be 

permanent, say Tory ex-welfare ministers | 
The Independent 

Increasing numbers of people are 

struggling and without the resources 

necessary to meet their basic 

requirements to heat their homes, and 

eat healthy, nutritional food in sufficient 

quantities whilst meeting their housing 

costs; not to mention their other bills 

inclu ding their phone, broadband and 

wi-fi, which are core needs for anyone 

claiming UC. Recent research from 

One Parent Families Scotland, like this 

research, took a qualitative approach 

looking at the impact of poverty. Its 

results were devastating. Neil Mack ay 

in the Sunday Herald described how it 

showed:  

òOne in five single parents say 

they can no longer afford 

clothes. Children are going to 

school in dirty uniforms. Food 

and energy costs are crippling. 

Debt is spiralling. Luxuries like 

cinema trips are simp ly beyond 

financial reach. ó87 

The pressure of this results in stress, 

anxiety and growing mental and 

physical health problems, family 

breakdown, reliance on charity for 

food and the accompanying loss of 

dignity, shame and other unseen 

consequences, of havi ng to live life 

without the means to get by and live 

life in dignity and in comfort.  

85 CSJ-Universal_Credit_Briefing_v4.pdf 

(centreforsocialjustice.org.uk) 
86 urgent-call-to-government-cliff-edge-

october-2021.pdf (cih.org) 
87 NEIL MACKAYôS BIG READ: Scots parents 

are starving themselves to feed their children | 
HeraldScotland 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/oct/22/tory-peers-last-ditch-effort-reverse-universal-credit-cut
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/oct/22/tory-peers-last-ditch-effort-reverse-universal-credit-cut
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/oct/22/tory-peers-last-ditch-effort-reverse-universal-credit-cut
https://www.independent.co.uk/money/universal-credit-ps20-uplift-should-be-permanent-say-tory-exwelfare-ministers-b1877909.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/money/universal-credit-ps20-uplift-should-be-permanent-say-tory-exwelfare-ministers-b1877909.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/money/universal-credit-ps20-uplift-should-be-permanent-say-tory-exwelfare-ministers-b1877909.html
https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/CSJ-Universal_Credit_Briefing_v4.pdf
https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/CSJ-Universal_Credit_Briefing_v4.pdf
https://www.cih.org/media/2xmdj1yt/urgent-call-to-government-cliff-edge-october-2021.pdf
https://www.cih.org/media/2xmdj1yt/urgent-call-to-government-cliff-edge-october-2021.pdf
https://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/22162491.neil-mackays-big-read-scots-parents-starving-feed-children/
https://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/22162491.neil-mackays-big-read-scots-parents-starving-feed-children/
https://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/22162491.neil-mackays-big-read-scots-parents-starving-feed-children/
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Poverty in the UK is endemic. òMore 

than 1 in 5 of our population (22%) are 

living in poverty in our country ð 14.5 

million people. Of these, 8.1 million are 

working -age adults, 4.3 million are 

children and 2.1 million are 

pensionersó.88 An alternative framing 

suggests that òAround one in six people 

in the UK are in relatively low income 

before housing costs (BHC), rising to 

around one in five once we account 

for housing costs (AHC).ó89  

 
88 Uk_poverty_2022.pdf  
89 Poverty in the UK: statistics - House of 

Commons Library (parliament.uk) 
90 UK Poverty 2022: The essential guide to 

understanding poverty in the UK | JRF 
91 https://www.theguardian.com/uk-

news/2022/mar/23/uk-living-standards-fall-
sunakhttps://www.theguardian.com/business/2
014/jan/31/official-longest-fall-wages-living-
standards-50-years  
92 The chart looks at the share of people living in 

households that are in poverty and have at least 

According to JRF, òover half of 

individuals in families, in receipt of UC 

and the legacy benefits it is 

replacing,ó90 are living in poverty. In -

work poverty has also grown over the 

past 20 yea rs, with there being more 

people in work who are considered to 

be in poverty. It is said that wages have 

been consistently falling in real terms 

since 2010. 91 See chart 2.  

92 93 

one adult in work in each year since 1996/97 in the 
UK. It is divided into higher and lower family work 
intensity. Higher work intensity families are those 
with all adults working and at least one adult 
working full time; and lower work intensity families 
are those where one adult is self-employed, only 
one adult works full time and the other adult does 
not work, or those families where adults only work 
part time. 
93 In-work poverty trends - The Health 

Foundation 

Chart 2 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn07096/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn07096/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2022
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2022
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/mar/23/uk-living-standards-fall-sunakhttps:/www.theguardian.com/business/2014/jan/31/official-longest-fall-wages-living-standards-50-years
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/mar/23/uk-living-standards-fall-sunakhttps:/www.theguardian.com/business/2014/jan/31/official-longest-fall-wages-living-standards-50-years
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/mar/23/uk-living-standards-fall-sunakhttps:/www.theguardian.com/business/2014/jan/31/official-longest-fall-wages-living-standards-50-years
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/mar/23/uk-living-standards-fall-sunakhttps:/www.theguardian.com/business/2014/jan/31/official-longest-fall-wages-living-standards-50-years
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/mar/23/uk-living-standards-fall-sunakhttps:/www.theguardian.com/business/2014/jan/31/official-longest-fall-wages-living-standards-50-years
https://www.health.org.uk/evidence-hub/money-and-resources/poverty/in-work-poverty-trends#:~:text=The%20increase%20of%20in-work%20poverty%20has%20been%20driven,14%25%2010%20years%20earlier%20and%209%25%20in%201996%2F97.
https://www.health.org.uk/evidence-hub/money-and-resources/poverty/in-work-poverty-trends#:~:text=The%20increase%20of%20in-work%20poverty%20has%20been%20driven,14%25%2010%20years%20earlier%20and%209%25%20in%201996%2F97.
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Insecurity at work is another driver of 

poverty, JRF research found:  

òFor some, this means 

unpredictable hours and pay 

that varies from week to week. 

For others, their job provides few 

protections or benefits to 

support them in times of 

emergency. These experiences 

are not that rare. At least 7% of 

the workforce have elements of  

insecurity built into their 

contracts and others are 

exposed too, such as the 2 

million low -earning self -

employed people, or those not 

given notice of changing and 

cancelled shifts. ó94  

The JRF research also explained how 

those on UC, who are in insecure work 

and whose wages fluctuate, need 

greater stability and less insecurity from 

UC. Too often their income from UC 

fluctuates due to assumptions based 

on previous earnings rather than the 

income they actually earned in that 

particular assessment period. St ating:  

òThe social security system 

should enhance stability rather 

than amplify insecurity, and 

support people to manage their 

budgets in a way that works with 

their working patterns. Given the 

common use of less secure forms 

of work, it must be able to 

ha ndle fluctuating earnings in a 

way that is both helpful and fair 

for claimants. Currently Universal 

Credit is failing to do this for 

many people. The Government 

 
94 Making_work_secure_-

_unlocking_poverty_and_building_a_stronger_
economy_0.pdf  

must look at ways to make 

Universal Credit work better for 

the many workers and self 

employed p eople who have 

irregular earnings or pay cycles. 

One route would be to explore 

ways to average earnings 

across multiple monthly 

assessment periods. ó95 

As a general rule, if you are in work then 

your chances of being in poverty 

reduce. The reality is that p overty is 

variable depending on your 

circumstance. The following analysis 

from the JRF helps elaborate on this 

point. They said:  

ò6% of working -age adults in 

families where all adults are in 

full-time work are in poverty 

compared with almost half of 

workin g -age adults in workless 

families. It is worth stating that 

many of the out -of -work families 

at risk of being left behind are 

not expected to work due to 

their disability or caring 

responsibilities, factors in 

themselves increasing the 

likelihood of povert y, with a gap 

of around 12 percentage points 

in poverty rates between 

disabled and non -disabled 

people. ó96 

òLarger families and single -

parent families have particularly 

high poverty rates at almost half 

for both single -parent families 

and for families cont aining three 

or more children. We are likely to 

see individuals in Bangladeshi, 

95 ibid 
96 uk_poverty_2022_findings_1.pdf 
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Pakistani and Black families 

continuing to have higher 

poverty rates (over 40% for 

individuals in households 

headed by someone of each of 

these ethnicities) and worse 

outcomes across many areas .ó97 

In Scotland rates of poverty are said to 

be very slightly lower than elsewhere in 

the UK. This is explained by the higher 

density of social housing and the fact 

that rents in this sector are lower than 

private rents and mortgages. It is said 

that:  

òScotland has a slightly lower 

rate of poverty (19%) than 

England (22%) and Wales (23%) 

and around the same rate as 

Northern Ireland (18%). Housing 

costs are a key factor in the 

lower rate of poverty; renters in 

Scotland disproportionately li ve 

in the lower -cost social rented 

sector (59% of renters are in 

social rented, compared with 

45% of renters in the rest of the 

UK). Social renters in Scotland 

also have lower rents, with low -

income renters spending on 

average (median) £83 a week 

on housin g costs compared with 

an average of £102 in England 

and £101 in Wales. ó98 

Poverty is measured as earning less 

than 60% of the average median 

income. Over the last 25 years, the 

number of people falling below the 

 
97 ibid 
98 uk_poverty_2022 (3).pdf UK Poverty 2022: 

The essential guide to understanding poverty 
in the UK | JRF 
99 Getting the measure of deep poverty in the 

UK (deep-poverty.co.uk) 

relative poverty line in the UK has 

increase d by 7.5%, but the number 

falling more than 50% below this line 

has jumped by 52.5% (from 2.6 to 4.1 

million). 99 JRF research found that over 

1.8m children are in deep poverty. 100 

The number of people living in 

destitution is growing. Destitution is 

when  p eople lack the means and the 

financial wherewithal to access basic 

requirements. Put another way, it 

means when human beings are ògoing 

without the essentials we all need - to 

eat, stay warm and dry, and keep 

clean. ó101 Prior to the pandemic and 

the current economic challenges JRF 

research found that ò4 million people 

experienced destitution in the UK at 

some point during 2019, including over 

half a million children ó.102  

We have evidenced earlier how 

people claiming UC and legacy 

benefits are disproportionately 

affected by poverty. We know people 

on low incomes have little protection, 

by way of savings or assets, to help 

protect them from unexpected 

financial shocks, such as sudden price 

increases. They can often find 

themselves in debt trying to cope; 

which further exacerbates and 

intensifies their plight. It was reported 

earlier this year that:  

òJust over a third of people in 

the poorest fifth of households 

have liquid sa vings of less than 

£250 compared with 1 in 6 of the 

100 Rising energy bills to ódevastateô poorest 

families, adding to harmful legacy for millions 
of children sinking deeper into poverty | JRF  
101 What is destitution? | JRF 
102 ibid 

https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2022
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2022
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2022
https://www.deep-poverty.co.uk/post/deep-poverty-in-the-uk-what-is-it-and-why-does-it-matter#:~:text=In%20the%20UK%2C%20there%20are%20at%20least%205,choose%20to%20measure%20it%20%E2%80%93%20has%20increased%20considerably.
https://www.deep-poverty.co.uk/post/deep-poverty-in-the-uk-what-is-it-and-why-does-it-matter#:~:text=In%20the%20UK%2C%20there%20are%20at%20least%205,choose%20to%20measure%20it%20%E2%80%93%20has%20increased%20considerably.
https://www.jrf.org.uk/press/rising-energy-bills-%E2%80%98devastate%E2%80%99-poorest-families-adding-harmful-legacy-millions-children
https://www.jrf.org.uk/press/rising-energy-bills-%E2%80%98devastate%E2%80%99-poorest-families-adding-harmful-legacy-millions-children
https://www.jrf.org.uk/press/rising-energy-bills-%E2%80%98devastate%E2%80%99-poorest-families-adding-harmful-legacy-millions-children
https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/what-destitution
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overall population. People in the 

poorest fifth of households are 

more likely to say that they are 

finding their existing debt a 

burden.ó103 

In May 2022 the National Institute of 

Economic and Social Resear ch also 

forecast that the current situation of 

falling incomes set against rising prices 

will impact the poorest the most and 

drive increasing numbers of people into 

deeper poverty and debt because of 

an inability to pay their bills. They said:  

òWe found i n our quarterly 

outlook that 1.5 million 

households (5 percent of the 

population) have food and 

energy bills greater than their 

disposable income. For these 

households, who likely do not 

have sufficient savings or access 

to credit cards to help them 

cope w ith these prices, we can 

expect them to either resort to 

payday loans, or simply not pay 

their bills by going into arrears 

and incurring more long -term 

debt. ó104 

According to the TUC in 2018 òIn areas 

where Universal Credit has been rolled 

out, there are mo re people turning to  

food banks, falling into rent arrears, and 

getting into problem de bt.ó105 The 

Church -led ôJoint Issues Public Teamõ 

described UC not as a poverty -

 
103 uk_poverty_2022 (2).pdf  
104 What Can Be Done About the Cost-of-

Living Crisis? - NIESR 
105 Universal Credit is driving workers into 

poverty - stop and scrap it now | TUC 
106 Universal Credit: Increasing poverty by 

design | Joint Public Issues Team 

reducing measure but a ôpoverty 

increasing measureõ.106  

The manifestations of poverty are 

palpable for those impacted. The 

homeless charity, Crisis, estimated that 

the cut to UC could see 100,000 people 

in England at risk of eviction and 

homelessness as a result of the cut to 

the £20 uplift. 107 Whilst over 300,000 

unpaid carers of disabled people will 

see a £1,000 annual benefit cut 

because of the reversal of  the UC £20 

uplift.  Emily Holzhausen, of Carers UK , 

made clear what impact this has on 

carers:  

òFor many (Carers) they have 

had no choice but to turn to 

food banks and get into debt to 

manage. òThe Ã20 uplift has 

been a lifeline to those carers 

receiving Universal Credit an d it 

is vital that the government 

keeps it in place. Without 

targeted financial support many 

carers are continuing to face 

hardship and suffering as they 

remain caring around the clock 

for loved ones. ó108 

Poverty and deprivation place 

significant pressure o n families. 

Research from Liverpool University 

concluded that an additional 1500 

children, across the UK, could be taken 

into care as a result of the surge in child 

poverty that will occur as a result of the 

UC cut, stating:  

107 100,000 renters in England órisk evictionô 

when Universal Credit is cut | Universal credit | 
The Guardian 
108 Universal credit cut will cost carers for 

disabled £1,000 a year | Universal credit | The 
Guardian 

https://www.trusselltrust.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2018/10/The-next-stage-of-Universal-Credit-Report-Final.pdf
https://www.niesr.ac.uk/blog/what-can-be-done-about-the-cost-of-living-crisis
https://www.niesr.ac.uk/blog/what-can-be-done-about-the-cost-of-living-crisis
https://www.tuc.org.uk/blogs/universal-credit-driving-workers-poverty-stop-and-scrap-it-now
https://www.tuc.org.uk/blogs/universal-credit-driving-workers-poverty-stop-and-scrap-it-now
https://www.jointpublicissues.org.uk/uc-poverty-by-design/#:~:text=The%20monetary%20value%20of%20Universal%20Credit%20continues%20to,poverty%20reducing%20measure%20to%20a%20poverty%20increasing%20measure.
https://www.jointpublicissues.org.uk/uc-poverty-by-design/#:~:text=The%20monetary%20value%20of%20Universal%20Credit%20continues%20to,poverty%20reducing%20measure%20to%20a%20poverty%20increasing%20measure.
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/sep/30/100000-renters-in-england-risk-eviction-when-universal-credit-is-cut
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/sep/30/100000-renters-in-england-risk-eviction-when-universal-credit-is-cut
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/sep/30/100000-renters-in-england-risk-eviction-when-universal-credit-is-cut
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/oct/02/universal-credit-cut-will-cost-carers-for-disabled-1000-a-year
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/oct/02/universal-credit-cut-will-cost-carers-for-disabled-1000-a-year
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/oct/02/universal-credit-cut-will-cost-carers-for-disabled-1000-a-year
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òThe impact of the cut on 

alrea dy struggling families would 

drive a 5% increase in children in 

care and see 5,500 extra 

children placed on child 

protection plans, with thousands 

more formally classified as òin 

needó after being referred to 

social services. ó109 

Co -author of the research, David 

Taylor-Robinson, professor of public 

health and policy at the University of 

Liverpool said:  

òPut simply, it is more difficult to 

keep children safe from 

adversity if families are living in 

material hardship. Poverty 

affects children directly and 

causes toxic stress within 

families, putting them at 

increased risk. ó 

It is however important to recognise 

that the  Scottish Government  

introduced the 'Scottish Child Payment', 

for children under 6 if parents are in 

receipt of certain benefits. The rate w as 

increased to £20 per week in April 2022, 

and from November 2022 it will be 

increased to £25.00 per week per child 

and the upper age limit will be increased 

to capture children under the age of 

16.110 

MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HEALTH 

AND POVERTY 

Recent evidence  has shown that 

political choices, which lead to 

 
109 Universal credit cut will lead to more UK 

children in care ï study | Universal credit | The 
Guardian 
110 What is the Scottish child payment and can 

I get it? - BBC News 

poverty, result in reduced life 

expectancy. In short, poverty and the 

decisions that lead to people living in 

poverty, see people dying before their 

time.  Recent research found that over 

330,000 excess deat hs across Great 

Britain can be:  

òAttributed to spending cuts to 

public services and benefits 

introduced by a UK government 

pursuing austerity policies.ó 

Moreover, òthe authors of the 

study suggest additional deaths 

between 2012 and 2019 ð prior 

to the Covi d pandemic ð reflect 

an increase in people dying 

prematurely after experiencing 

reduced income, ill -health, poor 

nutrition and housing, and social 

isolation.ó111 

There is also clear evidence linking 

poverty and mental illness.  

òPoverty increases the risk of 

mental health problems and 

can be both a causal factor 

and a consequence of mental ill 

health. Mental health is shaped 

by the wide -ranging 

characteristics (inc luding 

inequalities) of the social, 

economic and physical 

environments in which people 

live.ó112 

The cut to the UC uplift, was also seen 

as negatively impacting the mental 

health and well -being of those 

111 Over 330,000 excess deaths in Great 

Britain linked to austerity, finds study | 
Austerity | The Guardian 
112 Poverty and Mental Health.pdf 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/sep/26/universal-credit-cut-will-lead-to-more-uk-children-in-care-study
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/sep/26/universal-credit-cut-will-lead-to-more-uk-children-in-care-study
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/sep/26/universal-credit-cut-will-lead-to-more-uk-children-in-care-study
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-63635698.amp
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-63635698.amp
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/oct/05/over-330000-excess-deaths-in-great-britain-linked-to-austerity-finds-study
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/oct/05/over-330000-excess-deaths-in-great-britain-linked-to-austerity-finds-study
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2022/oct/05/over-330000-excess-deaths-in-great-britain-linked-to-austerity-finds-study
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/sites/default/files/Poverty%20and%20Mental%20Health.pdf
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experiencing the cut. 113 During the 

period that UC was first introduced, 

there was a sharp rise in the number of 

unemployed people suffering from 

mental health problems. 114 The Lancet 

conducted a longitudinal study into the 

link between mental illness and 

psychological distress wi th UC. Their 

findings suggested òthat the 

introduction of Universal Credit led to 

an increase in psychological distress, a 

measure of mental health difficulties, 

among those affected by the 

policy .ó115  

This is especially pertinent given a more 

recent study  that demonstrates how 

when the benefit cap was lowered the 

òprevalence of depression or anxiety 

among those at risk of being capped 

increased by 2.6 percentage points ó. 

Ironically, given the central aim of UC is 

to encourage people back into 

employment, t he academic authors of 

this report suggest, òCapping social 

security may increase the risk of mental 

ill health and could have the 

unintended consequence of pushing 

out -of -work people even further away 

from the labour market .ó116 

Analysis based on polling f rom May 

2022, showed clearly how people are 

struggling with their mental health as a 

consequence of the economic 

difficulties. The polling showed òsix in 

ten (59%) UK adults say that the cost of 

 
113 Universal credit cut will risk the mental 

health of millions | Universal credit | The 
Guardian 
114 Government welfare cuts blamed for 50% 

surge in mental health issues among 
unemployed | The Independent | The 
Independent 
115 Effects on mental health of a UK welfare 

reform, Universal Credit: a longitudinal 
controlled study - The Lancet Public Health 

living crisis has had a negative impact 

on their mental healt h, such as leaving 

them feeling anxious, depressed or 

hopeless,ó while ò1 in 5 UK adults (21%) 

say they have felt òunable to copeó 

due to the rising cost of living ñ 

amounting to 11m people in total .ó117  

People who are unemployed and 

claiming benefits are more likely to 

suffer mental illness than those in 

employment. òIn January 2021, 43% of 

unemployed people had poor mental 

health. This was greater than for people 

in employment.ó118 The Money and 

Mental Health Institute assert:  

ǒ More than one in three (37%) of 

those in work who have a 

mental health problem are in 

the three lowest -paid 

occupational groups, in 

contrast to one in four (26%) of 

those who have not had 

mental health problems.  

ǒ People with mental health 

problems are more likely to 

receive benefits 119, which 

provide a low level of financial 

support. A third of Housing 

Benefit claimants (35%) and 

nearly half (47%) of adults aged 

16-64 in receipt of some kind of 

out -of -work benefit have a 

common mental disorder, such 

as depression or generalised 

anxiety disorder. This rises to two 

116 Does capping social security harm health? 

A natural experiment in the UK (wiley.com) 
117 Cost of living crisis effect on mental health - 

Money and Mental Health 
118 Unemployment and mental health - The 

Health Foundation 
119 Report: Income in Crisis - Money & Mental 

Health Policy Institute 
(moneyandmentalhealth.org) 

https://amp.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/oct/03/universal-credit-cut-will-risk-the-health-of-millions
https://amp.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/oct/03/universal-credit-cut-will-risk-the-health-of-millions
https://amp.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/oct/03/universal-credit-cut-will-risk-the-health-of-millions
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/cuts-mental-health-unemployed-rise-government-welfare-reforms-blamed-a7841941.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/cuts-mental-health-unemployed-rise-government-welfare-reforms-blamed-a7841941.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/cuts-mental-health-unemployed-rise-government-welfare-reforms-blamed-a7841941.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/cuts-mental-health-unemployed-rise-government-welfare-reforms-blamed-a7841941.html
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(20)30026-8/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(20)30026-8/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(20)30026-8/fulltext
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/publications/income/
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/publications/income/
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/publications/income/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/spol.12768
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/spol.12768
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/press-release/cost-of-living-crisis/
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/press-release/cost-of-living-crisis/
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/unemployment-and-mental-health
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/unemployment-and-mental-health
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/publications/income/
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/publications/income/
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/publications/income/
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thirds (66%) of people claiming 

Employment and Support 

Allowance (ESA), a benefit 

aimed at those unable to work  

due to poor health or 

disability. 120 

Our own qualitative research 

conducted for this report also 

demonstrates clearly the link between 

mental health and Universal Credit.  

FOOD AND FUEL POVERTY 

Being unable to meet your basic needs 

is undoubtedly stressful . If people lack 

the means to eat adequately, and pay 

the energy costs necessary to cook 

food and heat their homes then anxiety 

and worry is induced. Food insecurity 

and fuel poverty have increased since 

the Conservative/Liberal Democrat 

government introdu ced their welfare 

reforms. A 2018 Church report linked 

mental illness with food insecurity, it 

stated:  

òPeople experiencing food 

insecurity are more likely to 

report depression and anxiety. 

Food insecurity damages the 

mental health of children as 

well, and  early life experiences 

of hunger have scarring effects 

many years later, with child 

hunger associated with suicide 

ideation and poor mental 

health in teenage years.ó121 

 
120 Money and mental health facts and 

statistics - A Money and Mental Health Policy 
Institute factsheet 
121 Why-End-UK-Hunger.pdf (church-

poverty.org.uk) 
122 ñIn general, fuel poverty relates to 

households that must spend a high proportion 
of their household income to keep their home 
at a reasonable temperature. Fuel poverty is 

Research from the University of York 

suggested that due to escalating 

energy prices up to another 1 million 

people could be classified as living in 

fuel poverty. 122 Energy Action Scotland 

suggests that fuel poverty is a causal 

factor for both physical and mental 

health problems:  

òFuel poverty, through living in a 

cold and damp home, is a clear 

contributory factor in health 

issues such as respiratory 

diseases, heart d iseases, 

circulatory diseases, and mental 

health problems. It also 

contributes towards increased 

winter deaths, repeat visits to 

GPs and admissions to 

hospitals.ó123 

Research conducted by York University 

showed there are currently just over 

2.5m households in fuel poverty. They 

classify fuel poverty if 10% of net 

income is spent on energy bills. Based 

on an estimate of a cumulative 15% 

increase in gas and electricity bills over 

the next year, the study said the 

number of households in fuel poverty  

would rise to just under 3.5m.  

Former Prime Minister Gordon Brown 

said of this research:  

òThese figures show poor families 

face the worst winter for 

decadeséI am surprised to see 

affected by three key factors: a householdôs 
income, their fuel costs, and their energy 
consumption (which in turn is affected by the 
energy efficiency of the dwelling).Fuel poverty 
is a devolved policy area and is defined and 
measured differently in different parts of the 
UK.ò Fuel poverty in the UK - House of 
Commons Library (parliament.uk) 
123 Fuel Poverty and Health (eas.org.uk) 

https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/money-and-mental-health-facts/#:~:text=More%20than%20one%20in%20three%20%2837%25%29%20of%20those,which%20provide%20a%20low%20level%20of%20financial%20support.
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/money-and-mental-health-facts/#:~:text=More%20than%20one%20in%20three%20%2837%25%29%20of%20those,which%20provide%20a%20low%20level%20of%20financial%20support.
https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/money-and-mental-health-facts/#:~:text=More%20than%20one%20in%20three%20%2837%25%29%20of%20those,which%20provide%20a%20low%20level%20of%20financial%20support.
http://www.church-poverty.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Why-End-UK-Hunger.pdf
http://www.church-poverty.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Why-End-UK-Hunger.pdf
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8730/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8730/
https://www.eas.org.uk/en/fuel-poverty-and-health_50521/#:~:text=Fuel%20poverty%2C%20through%20living%20in%20a%20cold%20and,repeat%20visits%20to%20GPs%20and%20admissions%20to%20hospitals.
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how bad the figures are. They 

show how many people are 

living on the edge. 2 021 is the 

worst time to be poor in Britain. 

Food prices are rising, fuel prices 

are rising and benefits are being 

cut.ó124 

Research for Public Health Scotland 

also laid bare concerns about the 

impact of fuel poverty. Fuel poverty 

already leads to a signifi cant number 

of excess deaths each year in Scotland 

and exacerbates health inequalities in 

Scotland. They said in relation to 

expected energy price rises this year:  

òThe consequence of the April 

and October 2022 raises to the 

energy price cap, linked to the  

current cost of the fossil fuels 

used to generate significant 

proportions of the energy used 

in Scottish households, is almost 

certain to lead to significant 

increases in fuel poverty in the 

short 

termé.For many households 

across Scotland, coming out of 

the financial uncertainties 

associated with the COVID -19 

pandemic to face cost of living 

rises that are unprecedented will 

be beyond challenging. The 

decision to ôheatõ or ôeatõ is 

already a very real and 

immediate one for many and is 

 
124 Gordon Brown warns 3.5m households 

face fuel poverty this winter | Fuel poverty | 
The Guardian 
125 Tackling fuel poverty in Scotland ï a 2022 

commentary (scotphn.net) 
126 Fuel poverty warning for 11mn UK homes 

after energy support shake-up | Financial 
Times 

likely to be one facin g others as 

the summer progresses. Already 

the coming winter is looking 

bleaker. 125 

After the decision by the new 

Chancellor Jeremy Hunt to withdraw 

the support promised to help with 

energy bills it has been estimated that 

the numbers of people experiencing 

fuel poverty will significantly increase. 

The òEnd Fuel Poverty Coalition 

estimates that the number of people in 

fuel poverty would jump from 7mn to 

10.7mn in April without fresh support 

from the government .ó126 

Prompted by other concerns about  the 

benefit cap increasing in October, 

Citizens Advice Scotland has also 

recently published very sobering 

research. They estimate that the 

standard allowance of UC would be 

wiped out for those people who have 

prepayment meters, more often than 

not the poo rest, by the exponential 

increases in energy costs. 127  The 

impact of this was summed up in a 

statistical table from the Director of 

Communications for Citizens Advice  

Scotland. See table 2 128 

127 Scots who claim Universal Credit could see 

benefits 'wiped out' by using prepayment 
meters amid soaring energy costs (msn.com) 
128 

https://twitter.com/HigginsKieron/status/
1559176786021343237?s=20&t=HZnM
dtsUEOPazN0Yi_BImw  

Table 2 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/oct/03/gordon-brown-warns-35m-households-face-fuel-poverty-this-winter
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/oct/03/gordon-brown-warns-35m-households-face-fuel-poverty-this-winter
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/oct/03/gordon-brown-warns-35m-households-face-fuel-poverty-this-winter
https://www.scotphn.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Tackling-fuel-poverty-in-Scotland-a-2022-commentary-May-2022-1.pdf
https://www.scotphn.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Tackling-fuel-poverty-in-Scotland-a-2022-commentary-May-2022-1.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/92ca0fcc-c40f-4eff-89fc-496349582eb5
https://www.ft.com/content/92ca0fcc-c40f-4eff-89fc-496349582eb5
https://www.ft.com/content/92ca0fcc-c40f-4eff-89fc-496349582eb5
https://www.msn.com/en-gb/money/other/scots-who-claim-universal-credit-could-see-benefits-wiped-out-by-using-prepayment-meters-amid-soaring-energy-costs/ar-AA10FaiS?fromMaestro=true
https://www.msn.com/en-gb/money/other/scots-who-claim-universal-credit-could-see-benefits-wiped-out-by-using-prepayment-meters-amid-soaring-energy-costs/ar-AA10FaiS?fromMaestro=true
https://www.msn.com/en-gb/money/other/scots-who-claim-universal-credit-could-see-benefits-wiped-out-by-using-prepayment-meters-amid-soaring-energy-costs/ar-AA10FaiS?fromMaestro=true
https://twitter.com/HigginsKieron/status/1559176786021343237?s=20&t=HZnMdtsUEOPazN0Yi_BImw
https://twitter.com/HigginsKieron/status/1559176786021343237?s=20&t=HZnMdtsUEOPazN0Yi_BImw
https://twitter.com/HigginsKieron/status/1559176786021343237?s=20&t=HZnMdtsUEOPazN0Yi_BImw
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Choosing between heating and eating 

and/or reducing the use and 

consumption of both, is a fact of life for 

increasing numbers of people. 

Dependence on charitable food has 

become normalised, including for 

many who are ôin workõ. Food banks 

and the number of emergency food 

parcels provided have grown rapidly 

over recent years, 129 130 and increasing 

numbers of people are feeling insecure 

about food.  

 
129 Trussell Trust sees 81% increase in food 

bank usage across its network 
(civilsociety.co.uk) 
130 Food Banks in the UK - House of 

Commons Library (parliament.uk) 

In late 

2021, in the midst of the pandemic, but 

before inflation started to rise steeply, 

research conducted by Citizens 

Advice found that òOne in 10 UK 

families ð about 3m households ð are 

facing a cost of living crunch this winter, 

unable to cover even b asic bills such as 

food and heatingéOne in five of all 

adults had cut back on their food shop 

or turned off the heating, while one in 

10 anticipated having to use food 

banksóéand òa further 400,000 were 

left with just £50 a month once bills were 

paid. ó131 A very recent report showed 

131 One in 10 UK families will struggle to cover 

basics this winter, charity finds | Poverty | The 
Guardian 

https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/trussell-trust-sees-81-increase-in-food-bank-usage-across-its-network.html
https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/trussell-trust-sees-81-increase-in-food-bank-usage-across-its-network.html
https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/trussell-trust-sees-81-increase-in-food-bank-usage-across-its-network.html
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8585/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8585/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/nov/25/one-in-10-uk-families-will-struggle-to-cover-basics-this-winter-charity-finds
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/nov/25/one-in-10-uk-families-will-struggle-to-cover-basics-this-winter-charity-finds
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/nov/25/one-in-10-uk-families-will-struggle-to-cover-basics-this-winter-charity-finds

