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About Child Poverty Action Group  

Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) is a national charity working for the abolition of child poverty in 

the UK, and for the improvement in the lives of low-income families. We use our understanding of 

what causes poverty and the impact it has on children’s lives to campaign for policies that will prevent 

and solve poverty – for good. Information about our work is on our website at www.cpag.org.uk.   

 

Current picture  

Child poverty in the UK is increasing and projected to rise significantly in the coming three years. 

Recent analysis demonstrates that not only is the number of children living in poverty increasing, but 

families with children who are in poverty are now living, on average, further below the poverty line 

than they did 10 years ago.1 Deficit reduction measures have reduced the income of families with 

children more than any other group across the population, through policies such as the restriction of 

in- and out-of-work benefits to two children per family, the failure to uprate working-age benefits 

with inflation, the benefit cap, cuts to universal credit and other measures.2 

 

Policy decisions have reduced the incomes of families with children, but this trend can easily be 

reversed. In September 2018, the Social Metrics Commission published a new poverty measure for 

the UK which shows that around 2.7 million people are less than 10% below the poverty line. This 

suggests that relatively small changes in their circumstances could move them further away from 

poverty. Similarly, 2.5 million people in the UK are less than 10% above the poverty line, meaning 

relatively small changes in their circumstances could cause them to fall below this line.3 The budget 

represents an opportunity for the current government to use socially responsible fiscal decision 

making to lift people out of poverty, including many children and families. 

 

Overwhelming evidence shows that living on a low income is damaging for children’s health, 

development and future opportunities,4 and child poverty has heavy societal and economic costs.5 

Investing in children is an investment in the future of our country. 

 

We call specifically for the following actions which would remove and protect large numbers of 

children from poverty. The table on page 7 provides further details of the child poverty impacts and 

costings for several of the suggestions, as well as details of the child poverty impacts and costs of 

other possible measures.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 See analysis by Professor Jonathan Bradshaw and colleagues at http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/uk-child-poverty-gaps-
increasing-again  NB further unpublished analysis by the authors has recently indicated that the depth of poverty for families 
in absolute poverty has also increased. 
2 Tucker, J. (2017) The Austerity Generation: the impact of a decade of cuts on family incomes and child poverty, Child 
Poverty Action Group  
3 Social Metrics Commission (2018), A New Poverty Measure for the UK. 
4 Cooper, K. and Stewart, K. (2017) Does money affect children’s outcomes? An update. LSE. 
http://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/case/_new/research/money_matters/report.asp  
5 Hirsch, D. (2013) An estimate of the cost of child poverty in 2013. 
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/Cost%20of%20child%20poverty%20research%20update%20%282013%29.pdf  

http://www.cpag.org.uk/
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/uk-child-poverty-gaps-increasing-again
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/uk-child-poverty-gaps-increasing-again
http://socialmetricscommission.org.uk/MEASURING-POVERTY-SUMMARY-REPORT.pdf
http://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/case/_new/research/money_matters/report.asp
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/Cost%20of%20child%20poverty%20research%20update%20%282013%29.pdf
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1. Restore children’s benefits 

The benefit freeze has meant that child benefit and child allowances in tax credits and universal credit 

(UC) are no longer making the contribution to covering the basic needs of children, such as food, 

clothing, and fuel, that they used to. Child benefit will have lost 23% of its real value by 2020, 

compared with 2010, thanks to sub-inflationary uprating and the current freeze. Reducing these 

losses must be a priority. The universality of child benefit and the simplicity of making a claim ensures 

that take-up rates are consistently high, and research suggests that child benefit is spent on children – 

helping to protect their wellbeing when household budgets are under increasing pressure and the 

costs of a child are rising.6 Topping up child benefit is a simple and effective way to increase families’ 

incomes, and research shows that an increase of £5 would reduce child poverty in the UK by up to 

16%.7 Other benefits for children also need to be unfrozen and their value restored. See table below 

for more details.  Restoring the value of the child element of universal credit and tax credits as well as 

child benefit would mean 300,000 to 400,000 fewer children in poverty.8 

 

2. Restore work allowances and add a second earner work allowance in universal credit 

Cuts to work allowances in universal credit not only reduce the financial incentive for claimants to 

start work or increase earnings, particularly for single parents, potentially incentivising people to stay 

in lower hours ‘mini-jobs’,9 they also reduce overall awards for claimants who earn more than the 

new lower allowances, as a greater portion of their award is subject to the taper. In addition to the 

outright cut, work allowances were frozen in 2014 and again following the cuts, further reducing their 

value. At a population level these cuts will cost the average lone parent £570 a year, and the average 

couple with children £180 a year rising to £710 and £250 respectively when the freeze of work 

allowances is also included. These are population averages meaning that for those on universal credit, 

losses could be much higher. For lone parents the average loss will be between 3 and 4 per cent of 

annual income. Restoring the work allowances would mean 200,000 fewer children in poverty. 10 

 

Restoring the work allowances, and introducing a second earner work allowance for couples, would 

boost the incomes of families and help make work pay. ‘Just about managing’ families (although it 

could be argued that many might feel that they are in fact struggling to manage) would gain, on 

average, £380 a year (2 per cent) from the reversal of cuts to work allowances, and £130 a year (0.5 

per cent) from a second earner work allowance equivalent to the current first earner allowance. This 

would also reduce child poverty by 100,000.11  

 

Child poverty figures also show that children in single earner households are at much higher risk of 

poverty than those in a household with two workers; to tackle child poverty, we need to support and 

encourage second earners to work. This change is essential to make the claim that universal credit 

will always make work pay meaningful.  

                                                 
6 A poll of 642 child benefit recipients found that spending priorities for child benefit included clothes and shoes (51%), food 
(26%) and education and related items (16%), see ‘Save Child Benefit’, CPAG 2012  
7 See http://jonathanbradshaw.blogspot.com/2017/10/analysis-of-impact-of-increases-to.html. NB this analysis was carried 
out before the introduction of the lower benefit cap which would reduce this figure somewhat.  
8 Tucker, J. (2017) The Austerity Generation: the impact of a decade of cuts on family incomes and child poverty, Child 

Poverty Action Group 
9 D Finch, Universal Challenge: Making a success of Universal Credit, Resolution Foundation, 2016  
10 Tucker, J. (2017) The Austerity Generation: the impact of a decade of cuts on family incomes and child poverty, Child 
Poverty Action Group 
11 Ibid. 

http://jonathanbradshaw.blogspot.com/2017/10/analysis-of-impact-of-increases-to.html
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3. Abolish the two-child limit and benefit cap 

Approximately 171,000 families with children have been affected by the benefit cap, the majority of 

these are lone-parent families (115,797).12 The policy disproportionately affects lone parents with 

young children (under 5- year-olds) who are already at higher risk of poverty.13 The benefit cap will 

cost the average lone parent family £230 a year in the tax credit system and £290 a year under 

universal credit at population level. Given that currently around one in forty lone parents is affected 

by the cap at a given time, this means that individual losses can be huge. Families with more children 

are hardest hit on average. In the universal credit system, the benefit cap will cost the average family 

with three children £460 a year, and the average family with four or more children £1,200 a year. 

Removing the benefit cap would mean 100,000 fewer children in poverty and also 100,000 fewer in 

severe poverty.14 

 

The ‘two-child limit’ restricts eligibility to payments in child tax credit, housing benefit and universal 

credit to two children per family. When fully rolled out in universal credit, it is likely to affect around 

870,000 families, with at least 2.9 million children.15 Around two-thirds of these will be in working 

families, and around two-thirds will have just three children. Our research indicates that the two-child 

limit will cost families with three children on average £460 a year, and families with four or more 

children on average £1,210 – 2 per cent and almost 5 per cent of their income respectively – in a tax 

credit system. In a universal credit system, the two-child limit is expected to cost the average family 

with three children £530 a year, and the average family with four or more children £1,180 a year. 

These are average losses across the population meaning that for those families affected the losses 

can be much greater, at up to £2,780 a year for each third or subsequent child.16 

 

It is not acceptable that children should be disadvantaged by simply the order of their birth. This 

policy forces parents to make impossible decisions, for example if they experience an unplanned 

pregnancy due to contraception failure, or conceive a wanted third child and then lose their jobs. It is 

also proving hard to implement with universal credit systems not yet able to apply the policy. The 

right thing would be to scrap this policy altogether. Removing the two-child limit would mean 200,000 

children fewer children in poverty and 200,000 fewer in severe poverty.17 

 

4. End benefit freezes altogether 

Research has found that parents working full time on the ‘national living wage’ (NLW) are significantly 

short of the income needed to give children an acceptable minimum living standard – as defined by 

the public – and the shortfall will grow as inflation combines with the current freeze on benefits to 

constrain family budgets even further.18 

 

                                                 
12 Department for Work and Pensions (2018) Benefit Cap Quarterly Statistics: GB households capped to May 2018  
13 Tucker, J. (2017) The Austerity Generation: the impact of a decade of cuts on family incomes and child poverty, Child 
Poverty Action Group 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 See http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/inflation-and-benefit-freeze-dragging-working-parents-further-away-being-able-

meet-basic-fam 

http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/inflation-and-benefit-freeze-dragging-working-parents-further-away-being-able-meet-basic-fam
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/inflation-and-benefit-freeze-dragging-working-parents-further-away-being-able-meet-basic-fam
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For example, in April 2010 benefit income for a single parent with two children and no other income 

or savings (excluding housing costs) was around £198 a week. This would have to rise to around £267 

per week by 2020, in order to keep up with rises in costs of living. But their actual income is expected 

to be around £214 per week by 2020. This is a real loss of £53 per week or £2800 per year.19  

 

5. Review Universal Credit status and migration plans 

From 2019 the roll out of universal credit is set to accelerate with the start of managed migration. We 

have serious concerns about both the readiness of universal credit for accelerated scale-up and the 

planned migration process. We urge that this opportunity be taken to ensure that ongoing problems 

with universal credit are thoroughly reviewed and that no further migration is carried out until 

progress has been made in key areas and a safer process for the movement of 2 million existing 

benefit claimants on to UC has been developed. 

 

Before accepting further claims we recommend that the UC system be fully reviewed, with a 

particular focus on: 

 Progress on areas identified by the Secretary of State in a recent speech as being in need of 

change, including debt repayments, support for the self-employed, and payment cycles for 

those20 in work. 

 Progress in the tailoring of conditionality for claimants. The most recent DWP claimant survey 

found that just 54% of claimants have a claimant commitment which takes full account of 

their circumstances.21 

 The readiness and automation and digital systems to accept increased claim volumes, as 

recommended by the NAO.22 Too many processes remain manual leading to a high risk of 

errors (as evidenced by the high rate of administrative problems appearing in CPAG’s Early 

Warning System).  

 The number of claimants experiencing financial hardship. The most recent survey found that 

28% of claimants were having financial difficulties or falling behind with bills even 8-9 months 

into their claim and half of claimants have had to seek additional funds to get by.23 

 The way in which decisions and information are communicated to claimants, who often 

struggle to understand how calculations and decisions have been made or how they can 

challenge these decisions.  

 

We are also extremely concerned about the managed migration process as currently planned. The 

proposed mechanism relies on people responding to a letter from the DWP and claiming UC by a 

deadline day (with no guarantee of more than a month’s notice), and if they fail to do so their other 

benefits will simply stop. This will leave many people with zero income at risk of destitution and 

homelessness. 

 

The draft regulations do not provide any safeguards for people who have not claimed universal credit 

by the deadline. Currently, 1 in 5 universal credit claims fails due to difficulties claimants experience 

                                                 
19 See http://www.endchildpoverty.org.uk/feeling-the-pinch-summary-report/ 
20 See http://www.reform.uk/publication/speech-by-rt-hon-esther-mcvey-mp/  
21 See https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-credit-full-service-claimant-survey  
22 See https://www.nao.org.uk/report/rolling-out-universal-credit/  
23 See https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-credit-full-service-claimant-survey  

http://www.endchildpoverty.org.uk/feeling-the-pinch-summary-report/
http://www.reform.uk/publication/speech-by-rt-hon-esther-mcvey-mp/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-credit-full-service-claimant-survey
https://www.nao.org.uk/report/rolling-out-universal-credit/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-credit-full-service-claimant-survey
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with the process of claiming, such as being unable to provide the right information. If the same 

proportion of claims fail in the managed migration, 400 000 households will be at risk of ending up 

entirely without income. This figure does not include those who do not start a claim, for example 

because they have not understood the letter, are severely ill or have no digital access/literacy and no 

support.  

 

The DWP has admitted that it is not able to identify all claimants who will need support to ensure that 

everybody claims UC successfully. It is therefore vital to design a process which will safeguard all 

claimants, with protections built in at every stage, rather than relying on identifying and targeting 

particular groups. These protections need to be built into the regulations from the start.  

 

We are therefore calling for an alternative process to be developed, and we recommend that the 

DWP take responsibility for creating UC claims and moving people across seamlessly. This was done 

for claimants of Incapacity Benefit, Income Support and Severe Disablement Allowance when they 

were moved on to Employment and Support Allowance, meaning that nobody saw their money 

simply stop. Until such a process is in place, or at minimum, other strong safeguards in place to 

prevent people simply losing all their income if they have not claimed universal credit by their 

deadline day, the managed migration should not go ahead. 

 

6. Invest in welfare rights advice 

Professional welfare rights advice is essential if families are to make and establish successful claims to 

UC, given the magnitude of the change from other benefits to UC. In a recent project, CPAG 

recovered £4.2 million in unclaimed or restored benefits (which had been wrongly denied) for 

claimants attending two foodbanks in Tower Hamlets. This support assists the DWP in its aim of 

ensuring that claimants are receiving the correct entitlement, and yields money which is quickly 

returned into the local economy thus supporting local businesses and jobs. However, local authorities 

lack funds to support welfare rights advice and many services have been reduced in recent years. 

Provision of additional resources to local authorities and to the advice sector is essential if families are 

to receive the help they need to manage the arrival of universal credit.  
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Table. Effect of changes to Universal Credit on child poverty 

 
Cost  

(£millions 
/ year) 

Child poverty reduction potential 

Children in poverty (AHC) Children in poverty (BHC) Children in severe poverty (BHC) 

 Total Under-5s Over-5s Total Under-5s Over-5s Total Under-5s Over-5s 

Reversal of cuts since 2013/14 

All cuts  14,086 1,000,000 300,000 700,000 1,000,000 300,000 700,000 900,000 300,000 600,000 

Uprating of UC and child benefit  9,179 300,000 100,000 200,000 400,000 100,000 200,000 200,000 100,000 100,000 

Freeze of child benefit and child element 1,596 200,000 - 100,000 100,000 100,000 100,000 100,000 - 100,000 

Freeze of child benefit 722 - - - - - - - - - 

Freeze of child element  1,066 100,000 - 100,000 100,000 - 100,000 100,000 - - 

Removal of first child premium 1,758 100,000 - 100,000 200,000 100,000 100,000 100,000 - 100,000 
Child element cuts (first child premium & 
freeze) 2,824 200,000 100,000 200,000 300,000 100,000 200,000 200,000 100,000 100,000 

Work allowance cuts and freeze 4,158 200,000 100,000 200,000 200,000 100,000 200,000 200,000 - 100,000 

Benefit cap 1,652 100,000 - 100,000 100,000 - 100,000 200,000 - 100,000 

Two-child limit 751 200,000 100,000 100,000 200,000 100,000 100,000 100,000 - 100,000 

Hypothesised changes (if applied since 2013/14) 

Second earner work allowance (100%) 1,292 100,000 - 100,000 100,000 - 100,000 100,000 - 100,000 

Second earner work allowance (50%) 593 - - - 100,000 - - - - - 

Increase in under-25 rate 1,022 - - - - - - - - - 

55% taper rate 3,190 200,000 100,000 100,000 200,000 100,000 100,000 100,000 - - 

Triple lock of child benefit  1,737 100,000 - - 100,000 - 100,000 100,000 - - 

Triple lock of child element 4,591 400,000 100,000 300,000 500,000 200,000 300,000 300,000 100,000 200,000 

Triple lock child benefit & child element 6,294 500,000 100,000 300,000 600,000 200,000 400,000 400,000 100,000 200,000 

Triple lock of child element* 2,833 300,000 100,000 200,000 300,000 100,000 200,000 200,000 100,000 100,000 

Triple lock child benefit & child element-* 4,536 400,000 100,000 300,000 400,000 100,000 200,000 300,000 100,000 200,000 
All changes (with higher second earner 
work allowance) 12,943 900,000 300,000 600,000 700,000 300,000 500,000 500,000 200,000 300,000 
* With first child premium still removed.          

Source: analysis of 2014/15 family resources survey using the IPPR tax-benefit model. This table is taken from Tucker, J. (2017) The Austerity Generation: the 

impact of a decade of cuts on family incomes and child poverty, p.83. Downloadable from www.cpag.org.uk/austerity  

http://www.cpag.org.uk/austerity

