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The UK is a wealthy nation, but the breadth of its resources too often fails to reach the youngest members of its 
communities. More than one in four children grow up in poverty. Even more live in families whose economic 
security is at risk from an unexpected expense, illness or injury, or a change in work hours. And the costs 
associated with raising children – from health and nutrition to childcare and school-related expenses – place 
pressure on the resources of families across the income distribution. This is not an intractable situation though; 
there is room and potential for change.  

Secure Futures for Children and Families – a forward-looking project by Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) to 
reform the UK social security system – is identifying ways to ensure that future changes to the system have 
children and families at the heart. Secure Futures recognises that better supporting families with children and 
eradicating child poverty is not a feat for the social security system to tackle wholly on its own. Reforms to the 
broader social infrastructure and the economy are also needed – to ensure, among other things, that those 
working full-time on the ‘national living wage’ are protected from poverty and families can access secure and 
affordable housing. At the same time, there is room for real improvements to be made within the current system 
of social security programmes and services – particularly with respect to the existing set of supports for children. 
As CPAG and others have well documented, the retrenchment of the system in recent years has taken the 
greatest toll on families with children. As the cost of living – and, in particular, necessary expenses such as housing 
and childcare – has risen and the tax credits and benefits available to families both in and out of work have 
stagnated or seen cuts, social security support for children now addresses only a fraction of the cost of the basic 
needs associated with raising a child.1  

Secure Futures is collecting proposals for UK social security reform that fulfil three core principles: prevent and 
reduce poverty, provide income security, and promote social solidarity. One way to achieve all three is to reform 
benefits for children using a pragmatic basis for eligibility: children are eligible for support simply because they are 

https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/secure-futures-children-and-families
https://cpag.org.uk/file/4506/download?token=GE-YTchj
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/secure-futures-children-and-families
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children. In other words, the social security system should establish a universal and child-centred floor, whereby a 
range of benefits for children – such as a revitalised child benefit – are structured and delivered as adequate, 
portable benefits available to all children throughout childhood, with continued access to a set of supplemental 
resources for children who need them most. This approach links children’s benefits directly to children, 
transforming changeable economic and social family characteristics over which children have no control into 
criteria for additional support, rather than as prerequisites for children’s social security access. In doing so, it 
returns the system to the principles of comprehensive access and coverage for children envisioned in its post-war 
creation. 

Identifying the problem: children’s benefits without a focus on children 

Children do not determine their family circumstances; in turn, these circumstances should not determine their 
future. This understanding is at the core of the principles set out by the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (UNCRC), which the UK signed in 1991. As detailed by Professor Aoife Nolan in an earlier Secure 
Futures piece, children have the right to food, housing, and a standard of living that is adequate to support not 
only their survival, but their healthy development. Children also have the right to benefit from social security, have 
their best interests be a primary consideration, and – crucially – “must not be discriminated against on the basis of 
their – or their parents’ or caregivers’ – disability, economic, or social situation (i.e. poverty) or other status 
(Article 2)”.2  

UK social security, a well-established system with post-war origins rooted in principles of comprehensive coverage 
and support, has the potential to deliver on these duties. Recent years, however, have seen the system operating 
to the contrary – delivering increasingly inadequate benefits with children’s access increasingly conditioned upon 
economic and social circumstances over which children themselves have no influence or jurisdiction.  

As a result, children’s eligibility and level of benefits received in recent years have been dictated by one or more 
determinants on the basis of which the UNCRC has set out that children are not meant to be discriminated. These 
include, among other things: parental income; parental work (employment status as well as the number of hours 
worked); parental relationship status (one or two parents in a household and whether they are married or 
cohabiting); sibling size (the number and ages of children in the home); birth order (whether the child is the first, 
second, or later born child in the family); and where in the UK they reside. In doing so, the social security system 
has devolved away from its post-war emphasis on universal coverage and access into a heavily means-tested 
system with children’s access conditioned upon a complex set of circumstantial requirements and with minimal 
support available to only a percentage of those who need it.  

To illustrate with examples, children’s family income determines their eligibility and level of support across a wide-
range of programmes – from the once-universal child benefit to their housing, tax credits, childcare, education 
supports, and school meals. Access to these key elements of economic and social security goes beyond a basic 
means-test though. Children’s access is also often conditioned upon a factor well beyond children’s control: the 
level and nature of parental work. Employment conditionality was first experienced by children in lower-income 
lone-parent households under the ‘New Deal’ legislation of the late 1990s, which instituted, at the start, voluntary 
work efforts for income support recipients. In the early 2000s, a combination of increased benefits for low-income 
families and the absence of mandatory work requirements saw notable increases in family incomes and increased 
spending on children in families who received this support.3 The original restraint in work requirement stringency 
did not last though; over the next decade, children in lower-income lone-parent households became eligible for 
support only if their parent completed increasingly mandatory work-focused interviews and work hours.  

https://cpag.org.uk/news-blogs/news-listings/putting-childrens-rights-heart-social-security
https://cpag.org.uk/news-blogs/news-listings/putting-childrens-rights-heart-social-security
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/Social%20security%20%E2%80%93%20where%20have%20we%20been%20and%20where%20are%20we%20going.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/Social%20security%20%E2%80%93%20where%20have%20we%20been%20and%20where%20are%20we%20going.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/CostofaChild2018_web_0.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/The%20problem%20with%20means-testing%20-%20FINAL.pdf
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The range of austerity measures introduced from 2010 impacted the adequacy of benefits for all families and, 
from 2011 on, children in all family types saw an overall reduction in benefit levels coupled with increased 
requirements for parental work and sanctions for noncompliance, beginning with the Work Programme and 
progressing further under universal credit.4 Additional means- and employment-tests within the population of 
those receiving universal credit perversely restrict children’s access to key benefits further. For example, children 
in receipt of universal credit, but whose parents are in work and earn over a certain amount, have now lost access 
to free school meals; around one-third of children in poverty do not receive them.5 

In addition to the conditionality placed upon these economic circumstances, the social characteristics of children’s 
families are used to create additional layers of restriction to social security support. Lower levels of benefits for 
children born later within the same family, a child limit, and the benefit cap all serve to penalise children for 
having siblings, for their own place in the family birth order, for their family structure, and for where they live. The 
value of child benefit for the second-born and subsequent siblings in a family is just two-thirds the value of the 
benefit received by the first child in the family.6 The two-child limit7 in tax credits and universal credit means that 
the third and subsequent children in a family are effectively unrecognised by one of the social security system’s 
primary vehicles for delivering family income support. This limit places additional strain on all children in larger 
families, as the resources meant for two children must stretch further than designed. For children impacted by the 
current benefit cap8 (some of whom may already see a reduced level of benefits due to the two-child limit), the 
maximum amount their family will be able to receive in social security benefits (including child benefit, child tax 
credit, housing benefit, maternity allowance, incapacity and severe disablement allowance, and universal credit, 
among many others) is dependent upon whether the child lives in a one- or two-parent household and where they 
live in the UK, despite being originally assessed as eligible for the full benefit amount. Once the benefit cap is 
reached, reductions are made in a family’s housing benefit or universal credit – the impact of which is unavoidable 
for children.  

Taken all together, the social security system has become one that is overly complicated for both administrators 
and recipients, does not serve all children, does not effectively support children when their family circumstances 
change, and does not adequately serve children who need it most.  

A proposed solution: universal, child-centred reform 

The myriad complexities and drawbacks of the current system call for a meaningful reform of how the UK social 
security system supports children. A solution is to shift away from defining a narrow and changeable set of family 
economic and social characteristics as a prerequisite for access and instead establish a universal and child-centred 
floor of social security support, with the use of targeted universalism to ensure additional resources reach children 
who need them most.  

To be clear, this is not a suggestion to ignore children’s family circumstances altogether. Research has 
documented the ways in which lone parenthood, larger family size, chronic illness or disability, insecure housing, 
unemployment, precarious work, and low pay, among other things, are risk factors for economic insecurity and 
child poverty, and the social safety net element of the social security system should respond to them. But there is 
also space for the social security system to provide a baseline of consistent and adequate support for children 
regardless of their family circumstances, as well as if or when those circumstances change. The design of the 
system at the moment however – in addressing only a particular set of circumstances in children’s family lives – 
responds not nearly enough.  

https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/Austerity%20Generation%20FINAL.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/briefing/david-webster-university-glasgow-briefings-benefit-sanctions
https://www.gov.uk/child-benefit/what-youll-get
https://www.gov.uk/child-benefit/what-youll-get
https://cpag.org.uk/topic/two-child-limit
https://cpag.org.uk/topic/benefit-cap
http://www.cih.org/news-article/display/vpathDCR/templatedata/cih/news-article/data/New_benefit_cap_will_have_widespread_and_severe_impact_-_new_research
https://www.gov.uk/benefit-cap/benefit-cap-amounts
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What would a reform of this nature mean for the social security system as it currently stands? It would require a 
re-orienting of supports for children to children themselves: the delivery of all benefits for children on a per-child 
basis (and with it, the elimination of the two-child limit and benefit cap); the delivery of benefit rates that are of 
equal value for children regardless of their place in the family birth order (though in light of the high risk of child 
poverty in larger families,9 consideration might be given to a higher benefit rate for third and subsequent 
children); the delivery of benefit levels that are adequate to meet children’s basic needs; and an emphasis on 
universal access in which children’s benefits follow children throughout childhood and – in particular – remain 
independent of the employment situation of adults.  

This last point represents a definitive turn away from trends in recent decades that increasingly tie social security 
access to adult labour market participation, restrict eligibility criteria, and means-test. But a breadth of research10 
supports the fact that social protections – both cash and non-cash benefits – serve children better when they are 
tied to children directly. Indeed, one of the fundamental conclusions drawn by the OECD in recent years is that a 
key “approach to improving social protection coverage in times of increasingly fragmented working careers is to 
link entitlements to individuals rather than to jobs”.11 This finding stands in sharp contrast to the increasing 
employment conditionality across programmes for children and represents an important consideration for the 
economic security of children in all family types and circumstances moving forward. 

How might this look in practice?  

To start, child benefit offers an opportunity to re-centre children at the heart of the programmes intended for 
them. In 2013, the once-universal child benefit took on heavy restrictions that prevent children in families with 
incomes over £50,000 from accessing the full benefit and those with incomes over £60,000 from accessing it 
altogether. As set out in an overview of the current system in the Secure Futures launch paper, recent cuts mean 
that child benefit will have lost almost one-quarter of its value between 2010 and 2020 and, once inflation is 
accounted for, the eligibility threshold will result in fewer and fewer families being eligible for child benefit over 
time.  

All of this stands in contrast to its origins as a universal allowance and one of the core planks in the post-war social 
security system, alongside national health and national insurance benefits. Revitalising the form and function of 
child benefit as the centrepiece of a new universal and child-centred guaranteed social security floor for children 
would restore the programme’s structure and impact to its original intent. On a practical level, the fact that child 
benefit exists separately from universal credit makes a targeted improvement possible in the near term. A 
reformed child benefit would instead feature: the removal of the recent income restrictions and a return to 
universal eligibility; an improvement of benefit levels to provide a meaningful, tax-free supplement to family 
resources;12 and a restructuring of payments to equal, per-child amounts.13  

These changes offer dual benefits: the restoration of a key element of income security for all children and the 
restoration of a key tool in the effort to tackle and eradicate child poverty. Research confirms that child-specific 
income supports do reach children in the families who receive them. A range of studies reveal the demonstrative 
positive impacts of cash transfers on children’s health, educational attainment, future labour market success, and 
family emotional well-being14 because – despite a lack of explicit monitoring – cash transfers intended for children 
are, by and large, spent15 on children’s needs.16  

The potential for child benefit as a contemporary anti-poverty tool is evident in the recent experience of other 
countries. In 2016, Canada revamped their child allowance programme; the new Canada Child Benefit (CCB) 
delivers tax-free payments that are, on average, 1.5 times higher than under the previous system, offering a 

https://cpag.org.uk/child-poverty/child-poverty-facts-and-figures
https://cpag.org.uk/child-poverty/child-poverty-facts-and-figures
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/child-poverty-large-families
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/CostofaChild2018_web_0.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/file/4506/download?token=GE-YTchj
https://www.fin.gc.ca/n18/data/18-008_4-eng.asp
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maximum per-child benefit in 2018-19 of 6,496 Canadian Dollars (£3,721)17 annually for children under the age of 
6 and a maximum benefit of 5,481 Canadian Dollars (£3,140) for children aged 6-17. The CCB operates on near-
universal principles, with a gentle taper that phases eligibility out completely at 250,000 Canadian Dollars 
(£143,225). By way of comparison, the current annual value of the UK child benefit is approximately £1,076 for the 
first child in a family and £712 for each subsequent child for families earning less than £50,000. The improved 
Canadian allowance has already reported significant anti-poverty effects – according to the Canadian government, 
poverty fell 20 per cent between 2015 and 2017,18 child poverty in 2017 was 40 per cent lower than in 2013,19 and 
Canada’s first national poverty reduction target was “met three years ahead of schedule”.  

Ireland has long operated its child benefit on a universal basis – without income or other categorical restriction. At 
€140 (£118)20 per child, per month, its value is approximately 1.3 times higher than the UK child benefit for a 
family’s first child and twice as high as the UK child benefit for each second-born and subsequent child in the 
family. It enjoys wide support, while also functioning as a key anti-poverty tool.21 The United States has long been 
an outlier for their lack of a dedicated national child benefit, but recent models of proposals to create a universal 
child allowance reveal potential anti-poverty effects similar to those seen in Canada. If introduced, a 2,500 US 
Dollars (£1,897)22 allowance per child, per year would cut the US child poverty rate by one-third; a 4,000 US 
Dollars (£3,035) annual allowance per child would cut the US child poverty rate in half.23 Earlier this year, the US 
National Academy of Sciences – in a report commissioned by the US Congress – featured a child allowance as part 
of a policy package to cut child poverty in half over the next decade.  

Revitalising child benefit represents an important and feasible step in re-centring social security supports for 
children on children themselves. Moving forward, the child-centred principles set out earlier: the delivery of all 
benefits for children on a per-child basis; the delivery of benefit rates that are of equal value for children 
regardless of their place in the family birth order; the delivery of benefit levels that are adequate to meet 
children’s basic needs; and an emphasis on universal access, with independence from the employment situation 
of adults, can be applied across all elements of the social security system that serve children. Non-cash 
programmes, like free school meals, can begin by removing the means- and parental employment-tests for 
children receiving universal credit and move towards a more universal delivery approach. And key benefits for 
children and families – legacy benefits as well as universal credit and any future changes to the system – can align 
their operating principles with the child-centred ones set out here.  

Conclusions 

All children have the right to a secure future and the social security system has a real role to play in ensuring this is 
so. Key to this success is ensuring that social security support for children functions well – as adequate and 
portable benefits linked directly to children that follow them through the typical transitions of childhood, as well 
as if or when their particular economic or social circumstances change. Family circumstances should dictate the 
delivery of supplemental support, rather than children’s basic social security access.  

Establishing a universal and child-centred social security floor is an achievable reform that not only meets the UK’s 
duty to uphold the rights of its children, but builds an ‘early years guarantee’ into the national social security 
system. It would ensure that, from the start, children are afforded the same measure of economic security and 
protection from poverty as are older people later in life, and that the system is responsive to its community 
members at all ages. Improving the system for children will not be without cost, but investing in children provides 
the greatest rate of return on public resources24 – ultimately resulting in a healthy, educated, and productive 
citizenry whose contributions will ensure a stable and flourishing social security system for the next generations. 
Centring children in the reform of children’s social security strengthens both the system and society for the future.  

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2019/02/canadas-first-poverty-reduction-target-met-three-years-ahead-of-schedule.html
https://www.nap.edu/child-poverty/
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