
Figure 1: ‘If welfare benefits were not so generous, people would learn to

stand on their own two feet’: net agree
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Tackling public attitudes

Making the case for a decent welfare state has

become difficult. Much of the media takes every

opportunity to cry ‘scrounger’. Each case of fraud

gets extensive coverage. It has become a hot party

political issue, with Conservative strategist Lynton

Crosby identifying it as one of the four issues that

will win his side the next election. Successive

Labour frontbenchers have struggled to create

their own narrative and policy. Here, Nigel Stanley

describes recent work by the TUC and suggests

how current attitudes might be changed.

Background
Social security policy may not be the first issue
that people associate with the TUC, but, as one
of the organisations name-checked in the
Beveridge Report as a key influence, we have
form. And as Britain’s largest voluntary organi-
sation, we must be the largest representative
organisation of people who receive benefits and
tax credits. And for us, welfare has become a
key aspect of the austerity debate. Taking
demand out of the economy has delayed recov-
ery and depressed living standards. However,
while many of the spending cuts that hit the
headlines in the early months of this govern-
ment were unpopular, ministers now propose
welfare cuts that, like it or not, strike a chord
with voters.

The TUC has therefore made defending decent
welfare as one of its campaign priorities in this
important pre-election period. Of course, we
recognise the important work that others have
done – not just established  charities and pres-
sure groups, but also self-organised groups
who have taken on aspects of government pol-
icy, such as the ‘bedroom tax’ and disability
benefits. But we want to make a contribution
too, one that goes further than successfully
shopping the Secretary of State for misusing
official statistics – rewarding though that was.1

In looking at how we might contribute, we start-
ed by recognising that our side of the argument
was on the defensive. The British Social Attitudes
survey  (BSAS) shows there has been a consis-
tent slide in support for some aspects of the
welfare state for some years.2 Figure 1 shows
how opinion on one of the main attacks on the
modern welfare state has changed. But we do
not need this time series – or others from the
same source – to recognise which way the wind
is blowing. 

And yet we are not the USA. Other polls still
seem to show broad support for the basic prin-
ciples of welfare and there is still majority sup-
port for the welfare state as a key national
achievement in another BSAS series. 

Communications theorist George Lakoff, who
came over from the US to speak at a recent
TUC event, explains that people hold divergent
views by using both liberal and conservative
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frames about issues.3 Some arguments, lan-
guage and issues activate the empathetic, liberal
side of the argument, while others activate the
strict disciplinarian conservative frame (using
‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ in their US sense).

Source: British Social Attitudes survey, NatCen Social Research, 2013
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This is evident in discussions about welfare.
When we held focus groups as part of some
earlier work on attitudes to the economy, we were
struck by how people could complain about
‘scroungers’ one minute and then say how mean
the system was to someone in their family the
next. But we do not really need to get into com-
munication theory to see that this is no more
than a contemporary version of the old divide
between the ‘deserving’ and the ‘undeserving’
poor – something that was obvious years before
anyone thought of setting up a focus group.

While helpful in explaining why people do not
always hold consistent attitudes, this approach
does not tell us about public opinion in detail or,
more importantly, how those of us with a strong
commitment to a decent welfare state can best
make the case for the progressive side of the
debate.

Our research
This led the TUC to commission a new and
extensive poll, but one with a twist. We used a
method developed by US pollster Stan Greenberg
to test a number of messages. This measures
which arguments are best at shifting opinion,
and thus helps us understand the strengths and
weaknesses of our possible approaches and
the government’s established rhetoric.

We held focus groups comprising the kind of
people whose attitudes we wanted to shift – ‘soft’
supporters of the government’s ‘welfare reform’.
We also carried out a 3,000 sample quantitative
poll. The large size gives two advantages: it
allows us both to analyse the sample by demo-
graphic group but still maintain a robust sample
size, and to split the sample to compare how
different arguments or language work.

What did the survey tell us? 
The poll certainly confirms that the govern-
ment’s narrative has strong support. When
asked, ‘Putting aside who you would vote for,
and given what you know of the government’s
plans, do you support or oppose the proposals
to change the benefits system?’, 53 per cent
agreed and 27 per cent disagreed. When asked
about the benefit cap, support became over-
whelming – with 87 per cent of likely voters
backing it.

When we put a range of government messages
to different cuts of the sample, they all moved
their support away from the progressive position
to one that supports the government.

Despite this, people still overwhelmingly sup-
port the basic principles of the welfare state, as
Figure 2 shows.

Even when we asked about individual benefits,
attitudes were mostly positive. We asked how
‘warm’ people felt on a scale of 0 to 100 about
key benefits and all scored positively, apart from
housing benefit which was only very slightly
negative.

So if all these benefits are so popular, why are
measures that make them less generous and
harder to get so popular? The problem appears
to be that a large majority (75 per cent) worry
about a dependency culture.

To explore this further, we asked people to
make a forced choice between two statements,
telling us which one they agreed with most.

• 57 per cent chose ‘Unemployed people stay
on the dole because the benefits system lets
them’.

• 35 per cent chose ‘Unemployed people will
do what it takes to get a job. The issue is
whether there are jobs to get’.  

Depressingly, 52 per cent agreed that ‘The gov-
ernment should cut the benefit bill by taking
benefits away from scroungers, even if it means
some deserving people are also affected’.

All of this, together with the focus group dis-
cussions, tells us that people support what the
government is doing because they think it will
make the benefits system fairer. They are more
angry about perceived abuse than they are wor-
ried about even those they regard as deserving
not getting enough.

Figure 2: Support for the basic principles of the welfare state

People who lose their jobs ought to
receive state benefits to help them
get by.

People who are disabled and unable
to work ought to receive state
benefits to help them get by.

Regardless of the actions of their
parents, the benefits system should
always support children in poverty.

People on low pay ought to receive
tax credits to help them get by.
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Figure 3: Attitudes to key benefits
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Shifting opinions
We tested a range of arguments to see which
did the most to shift opinion in our direction.
The most powerful was one of competence.
Issues like the runaway IT costs of universal
credit raised serious doubts for many about
government plans. 

But, on its own, the competence argument is
not very helpful. It fails to challenge the politics
of the government’s programme and is not
based on values that can challenge the claims
of fairness. It is likely to make the people who
we would like to shift simply more angry about
the status quo. They will not only think the cur-
rent system is unfair, but complain that no one
is doing anything effective about it.

This is not to say that competence cannot be
linked to other issues. Part of the argument that
has made the ‘bedroom tax’ unpopular is based
on the government’s poor understanding of real
people’s lives. The lack of alternative housing,
the particular needs of people with disabilities
and the reality of separated couples trying to
share childcare point to a government that is
out of touch. This is a kind of incompetence
attack that does not play into a general scepti-
cism about the power of politicians, govern-
ment and democratic institutions.

The most obvious line of attack – and one that
the TUC and many other groups use – is that
the government is hitting people who are the
most in need of help. This resonates with many.
When we asked people to choose two exam-
ples of this practice from a list that had featured
in the press, the top four were:

• cutting benefits for people with terminal 
cancer;

• introducing a ‘bedroom tax’ for disabled
people who have a spare room in which their
carers can sleep;

• forcing blind people to go through humiliat-
ing ‘eligibility’ tests to prove they cannot see;

• forcing anyone who loses their job to wait
five weeks before claiming housing or unem-
ployment benefits.

This line of attack will undoubtedly continue,
and will remain the most authentic contribution
to the debate for those who represent or speak
for particular affected groups. It will also always
be part of the TUC’s arguments. False Economy,
the campaign website which we back, has
gathered a range of dramatic case studies that
we continue to promote. Our sense though is that
we can do this better. Many of the ‘scrounger’

case studies are endlessly repeated by our
opponents. We are less good at identifying and
repeating the stories that expose the harshness
of the welfare reforms. 

Making work pay
Our poll suggests that a further line of attack
could be more effective, particularly when think-
ing about the union contribution to the cam-
paign. This comes from the strong support
among respondents for the concept of making
work pay. When we asked people to choose
between different pairs of statements in a kind
of welfare policy game of stone, paper, scis-
sors, people preferred ‘Penalising scroungers’
to ‘Reducing poverty and inequality’. But ‘Make
work pay’ beat both. 

‘Making work pay’ is not a concept that belongs
to Department for Work and Pensions ministers,
it looks much more like a mission statement for
the trade union movement. It is why we have
made every effort to put the cost of living crisis
at the top of the agenda.  It allows us to put the
pursuit of the living wage and under-employ-
ment into the welfare debate, and to attack
‘workfare’ as fake work without pay.

It also gives us a strategic objective. What
appears to be driving the electoral strategy of
the Conservative Party is a desire to be seen as
the party of people in work – the hard working
people of its conference slogan. In contrast, it
wishes to paint those concerned about welfare
reform as only on the side of the workless. But
if the progressive side of this debate can under-
mine this narrative by getting people to see that
a big proportion of those hit by welfare changes
are working, or have recently been working,
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mitting fraud or ‘playing the system’, we will not
get a hearing.

On the other hand, there is the very real danger
of legitimising government arguments by
appearing to endorse their framing of welfare as
fundamentally rotten. It is never a good idea to
let your opponents choose the battleground.

Pitching the argument between these two ends
of the spectrum is always going to be a matter
of fine judgement and context. A successful
argument that shifts someone’s views is likely to
start by establishing some common ground as
a way of getting permission to be heard. But it
cannot stop there. It must also take people
towards a progressive position by drawing on
the wide support for the basic principles of the
welfare state. So we face a twin challenge –
first, how to engage to get an initial hearing and
second, how to use that conversation to get a
shift in attitude.

The poll provides no magic bullets, but it does
generate some helpful clues.

This statement received overwhelming support
(79 per cent for; 18 per cent against):

‘Of course we need to have a fairer welfare
system. We should crack down on people
who are claiming benefits unfairly. The system
should encourage everyone who can work to
do so. We need change. The question for the
government is whether their specific changes
are changes for the better or worse.’

All of these sentences (perhaps with some
tweaks) can be taken as the starting point for a
progressive argument, as it is possible to make
the case that government policy fails all these
aspirations. Of course, we detest much of the
current conditionality regime, but still attack
cuts in staff charged with detecting criminal fraud.

By splitting the sample we were able to test
pairs of statements with slightly differently word-
ing. Ones that were critical of the government
did better if they started with an acknowledg-
ment that not all was well with the current sys-
tem. We tested: ‘The government is right to cut
benefits and make sure people who could work
don’t find it easy to live on benefits instead’ with
‘[Of course the government should root out
benefits cheats, but] The government is cutting
benefits for disabled people and working 
families. They are punishing the wrong people.’ 

much of the electoral rationale collapses, thus
making it easier to have an honest evidence-
based discussion of policy.

We got our first sense of the power of this
approach in the preliminary focus groups. When
we asked about people with new unemploy-
ment claims having to wait five weeks before
getting a payment, people were very angry. This
was something they could identify with – it was
something that had either already happened to
them or someone close to them, or that they
could easily experience in the future.

This also was the most unpopular measure that
we tested in the poll in this area. The four most
difficult issues for the government were:

• someone who loses their job must wait five
weeks before claiming housing benefit or
jobseeker’s allowance;

• 200,000 people in part-time work are losing
their working tax credit;

• benefits that provide extra help for children in
low-income working families have been cut
or scrapped;

• support for disabled people in work has been
cut by more than £50 a week.

This approach is also what people expect to
hear from trade unions – and what they will find
credible from us. But, of course, we recognise
that what makes sense for unions is not neces-
sarily the best case for all our allies to argue. 

Other lessons
The poll revealed other lessons that could
inform others in their campaigns.

The language used is important. The strength of
words like ‘scrounger’ are obvious. While our
polling showed that there was not much differ-
ence between people’s attitudes to words like
‘social security’ or ‘benefits’, the most
favourable term we tested was ‘national insur-
ance’, probably because of its connection to
contribution and risk sharing. 

Perhaps the most difficult challenge for cam-
paigners is how we deal with the widespread
view that  the current system is unfair. Our find-
ings suggest that it would be a mistake to
ignore this and reduce the argument to one of
simply defending the current system. This argu-
ment, however emphatically put, will pass a lot
of people by because they think the current
system is flawed. If progressives appear to be
on the side of those widely believed to be com-

Perhaps the most
difficult challenge
for campaigners is
how we deal with

the widespread view
that  the current
system is unfair
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Without the bracketed text, the first statement
wins by 50 per cent to 46 per cent. With it, the
critical statement wins by 54 per cent to 43 
per cent.

And in a similar exercise we tested: ‘People on
benefits should receive enough to survive, and
no more’ against ‘[If they deserve them] people
on benefits should receive enough to support a
reasonable standard of living.’

Without the bracketed text, the first statement
wins by 50 per cent to 43 per cent. With it, opin-
ions switch with the second statement winning
by 51 per cent to 43 per cent.

This is not to argue that campaigners should
adopt these precise formulations, nor to deny
some of the dangers. But these stark results
illustrate the power of what we call acknowl-
edgement. By first recognising people’s con-
cerns, they are more likely to go on to agree with
a progressive critique of government changes.

But while this kind of acknowledgement can get
people listening, we need to make sure  the
messages we then deliver work. To test our
conclusion that ‘welfare reform is a threat to
ordinary working people’ is a message that can
shift people’s attitudes, we conducted a further
round of two focus groups of union members
who were ‘soft’ supporters of welfare changes.

These were encouraging. Group members
found our arguments both believable and wor-
rying. The difference with this line of attack is
that our target audience directly relate to it.
They tend to see the welfare debate as about
other people – either people playing the system
or deserving people who need help. While they
have sympathy for the latter group, they do not
personally identify with them.

But when we started talking about what hap-
pens to people who lose their jobs, who have to
give up work because of an accident or illness,
or who are in low-paid work, it then became
personal. All the arguments that we tried
worked and reinforced each other, but the one
that worked the best was what happens to
someone who loses their job. 

Many people have had direct experience of
redundancy at some time in their lives, even
more are close to someone who has lost a job.
As with the first round of focus groups, we
found that people were outraged at the thought
of a potential five-week wait before receiving
any benefits. They were also strongly against

means testing jobseeker’s allowance after six
months as it punished people who had respon-
sibly built up savings.

One respondent said: 

‘Is this a wind up? These are all true? I’m
actually moving to another country.’ 

The response was so dramatic because the
assertion, backed up by the proof points, com-
pletely undermines both respondents’ under-
standing of the government’s aim for welfare
reform – to help working people – and their
most fundamental requirement of the welfare
system – support for those who lose their jobs
to help them back to work. As one woman said:

‘That’s the opposite of what welfare’s for, if
you ask me.  That’s when you most need the
help, is it not?’

But people are also worried about what might
happen if they have an accident at work or
become ill when working. They were outraged
at some of the anecdotes we shared about the
poor experiences of workers who have to give
up their job after a diagnosis of terminal cancer
or who had been found fit to work despite a ter-
minal illness. These were events that might hap-
pen to them. They were also open to the idea
that the government was using a tough benefit
regime to keep workplace standards low and
force people to take jobs with zero-hour con-
tracts and other unfair conditions.

Turning these messages into an effective com-
munications strategy will not be easy. The gov-
ernment’s established narrative is faithfully
echoed across the press – even by broadcast-
ers keen to do scrounger exposures. 

But it may be that the ‘bedroom tax’ has estab-
lished a break in the government’s defences,
and that people are now more open to a pro-
gressive message. That is our challenge.  �

Nigel Stanley is Head of Campaigns and Communications
at the TUC

1 http://www.tuc.org.uk/economic-issues/rap-iain-duncan-smith-

benefit-cap-figures-stats-watchdog

2 http://www.britsocat.com/Home

3 http://georgelakoff.com/

By first recognising
people’s concerns,
they are more likely
to go on to agree
with a progressive
critique of
government changes
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