
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Briefing: trends in the cost of essentials and support for living costs 
 
For more than three decades, the UK had a stable settlement on benefit uprating: each year, income-replacement 
benefits rose with prices. In recent years, this stability has been removed from families, with a move from the Retail 
Price Index (RPI) to the Consumer Price Index (CPI) uprating, followed by three years real-terms cuts in benefits. 
Child benefit, meanwhile, was substantially boosted in the late 1990s, but has lost a lot of that value under the 
current government. 
 
Yet this understates the impact on families. Throughout the 1990s and in the early 2000s, the costs of essentials 
like food and energy fell in real terms, helping to give those on benefits a little leeway in their weekly budgets. But 
in the late 2000s and the early part of this decade, prices of energy and food have soared, placing huge strains on 
families’ finances just as their incomes have been squeezed.  
 
This double whammy – falling benefits and the rising cost of essentials – has caused significant hardship to families 
throughout the country. Even as inflation hits historically low levels, this research shows that the squeeze on 
families continues, due to the large gap that has opened up between the cost of essentials and the support 
designed to meet them. 
 
This briefing summarises evidence on changes in the cost of essentials and the value of benefits, both since 1992 
and since the financial crisis in 2008, as well as changes in the value of child benefit in particular.  
  



 
                                                                         

Chart 1: benefits and the cost of essentials since 1992 

 
 
Commentary: Chart 1 
 
This chart demonstrates that, between 1992 (a year chosen on the basis of data availability) and around the mid-
2000s, benefit claimants were to some extent insulated by low increases or even falls in the cost of food and 
domestic energy, while income-replacement benefits increased with average prices (RPI). Since the mid-2000s, 
prices of food and – in particular – domestic energy have increased rapidly, putting strain on household budgets. 
This has been compounded in recent years by the move to uprating by CPI and three years of below-inflation 
uprating of benefits. This double-whammy of the rising cost of essentials and real-terms cuts in benefits has hit 
families hard. 
 
Rent is presented as it constitutes another key cost for low-income families. Prior to the Welfare Reform Act of 
2012, Housing Benefit increased with reference to actual rents, so offering families protection from the increases. 
Since then, however, the level of housing support has been decoupled from changes to actual rents; alongside 
other cuts to housing support, this means the rising cost of rent falls increasingly on families’ budgets. The data 
used is for all rents, both private and social, and thus is likely to understate recent increases in private rents. 
 
JSA for individuals was chosen for the purposes of simplicity of presentation, but couple JSA, Income Support, and 
Employment and Support Allowance show very similar trends.  
 
  



 
                                                                         

Chart 2: benefits and the cost of essentials since 2008 

 
 
Commentary: Chart 2 
 
This chart presents the same data as above, but focuses on trends since the financial crisis hit, from 2008 onwards. 
The combination of small increases in benefits and rapidly rising food and domestic energy prices has led to a 
substantial gap opening up between the cost of essentials and the benefits designed to help families meet them. 
 
Though rents have increased slightly more slowly than benefits over this period, this figure includes both private 
and social rents, and thus is likely to understate recent increases in private rents. Again, while JSA for individuals 
was chosen for the purposes of simplicity of presentation, couple JSA, Income Support, and Employment and 
Support Allowance show very similar trends.  
 
 
 
  



 
                                                                         

Chart 3: changes in the real value of Child Benefit since 1992 

 
 
Commentary: Chart 3 
 
This graph charts the fluctuating fortunes of Child Benefit since 1992. The real value of the benefit for a first child 
was stable until the end of the 1990s, when it received a big boost, followed by a smaller boost in 2010. Since then, 
it has fallen significantly under this Parliament, due to being frozen until April 2014 then increased by 1% in each of 
the next two years. Half of the increase in Child Benefit for the first child between 1992 and 2010 has now been 
erased under the current government. At its peak in 2009, Child Benefit for the first child was worth £23.28 a week 
in today’s money; in 2015, this drops to £20.70. 
 
Child Benefit for additional children has had a more stable trajectory, with modest increases in the early and late 
1990s, and a further modest boost in 2010. Since then it has also seen significant falls. As a result of uprating 
decisions in this Parliament, Child Benefit for additional children is now worth less than at any point in the last 35 
years. In 1992, it was worth £14.05 a week in today’s money; in 2015, that falls to £13.70. 
 
 
 
 
For more information contact Moussa Haddad, Senior Policy Officer on mhaddad@cpag.org.uk  
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