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“Family breakdown, educational failure, economic dependence, indebtedness and addiction, (for) if the drivers of poverty are not addressed an ever-growing underclass will be created”
                                                     (Breakdown Britain:- The Centre for Social Justice, no date)



Introduction
Within this essay I will reflect on the ideological, social and political drivers behind the implementation and subsequent removal of the government policy known as ‘the Two child benefit limit’, in which benefit income was restricted to the first two children in any household. I will attempt to examine how a combination of neoliberalism, an emphasis on individual responsibility and austerity combined with electoral strategies allowed political parties to reshape welfare provision. 
I will examine the historical evolution of the UK benefits system in order to provide context to the narrative and drivers that led to the changes in social security, as well as comparing these to the 2026 reversal of the restriction, and explore the human cost of viewing families as ‘undeserving’ and if the lifting of the restrictions mark a real change in the perception of welfare and child poverty within the UK, and if evidence, advocacy and ideology can really make lasting political changes
Welfare, social security and ‘broken Britain’
The history of the welfare state and the implementation of ‘social security’ in the UK can be traced back to inception of early welfare systems like the Poor Laws in 1601 (Fujimura, 2018), which placed responsibility for the poor and destitute within individual parishes, and the ‘New Poor law’ of 1834 where work houses were introduced and “The principle of ‘less eligibility’, which required pauperism to be less appealing than living independently” (Darwen, 2025). 
The principle of less eligibility remains a recuring theme in modern welfare benefits systems, due to low levels of benefit, strict conditionality and ongoing stigma and this demonstrates the capitalist structure examined by Max Weber in which class and status are examined along with the idea of ‘social silos’ or how certain groups become isolated and insular, due to the conditions imposed upon them (Møen, 2025), while Streeck (2016) states that “neo-liberal capitalism leads to a de-institutionalized or under-institutionalized society of collectively incapacitated individualized individuals, as they struggle to protect against insecurity”.
There were many changes in the welfare state over the course of the twentieth century, from early liberal reforms championed by political leaders such as Winston Churchill and David Lloyd George that introduced pensions and unemployment insurance laid the groundwork for the post war introduction of an early version of the modern welfare state. The Beveridge report of 1942, which identified key threats to society, referred to as the ‘five giants’ ; these being “want, disease, ignorance, squalor, and idleness” (Whiteside, 2014) and led to the introduction of the National Health Service (NHS) and the 1948 National Assistance Act, which replaced the older Poor Laws (Braye, 2002). 
There remain ethical issues within both the way that the ‘five giants’ are interpreted, and by the powers provided to practitioners within the National Assistance Act, such as the power of compulsory removal (Hobson, 1998) which has been criticised as ethically questionable and open to abuse, due to issues around autonomy and proportionality (Greaves, 1991).
The Conservative government under Margaret Thatcher brought in a new era for the welfare system, focusing on reducing public expenditure, introducing stricter eligibility criteria, and promoting private provision. This period marked a shift away from the post-war consensus towards greater neoliberal policies. Despite the sweeping reforms in welfare benefits, and the Conservative parties aims to increase individual self-reliance, and shift the focus from  universal provision of welfare to targeted support unemployment under the Thatcher government rose to levels not seen since the 1930s, at the peak of unemployment 3 million people of working age were economically inactive, representing around 12% of the workforce, following changes to industrialisation in the UK, and the blocks applied to unions, unemployment grew from 1.09 million in 1979 to over 3 million by 1982/1983 (Clark et al., 1994). Critics such as Peter Townsend and Brian Abel-Smith argued that the government has delayed releasing statistics and using misleading terminology in addressing poverty (Römer, 2022) and that this use of statistics manipulated the public perception of the welfare state and the ‘deserving’ or ‘undeserving’ poor.
The ‘Third Way’, a political ideology brough to the forefront by New Labour in 1997 and described by Powell (2000) as “leaning to the right rather than the centre or centre-left, and having some roots in the New Poor Law and the mixed economy of welfare of Beveridge.” Introduced the predecessors to the current welfare benefits system, these including "Job seekers allowance, tax credits, and (plans aimed at) reducing poverty, including the National Minimum Wage (£3.60/hr in 1997), Working Families Tax Credit, and paid paternity leave. Key initiatives also included Sure Start, significant NHS/education funding, and the New Deal for the unemployed” Critics argued that the Third Way merely provided a "capitalistic communitarian" gloss to the neoliberalism of the 1980s, and that it prioritized corporate interests and failed to adequately challenge wealth inequality while ignoring wider social problems (Hale, Leggett and Martell, 2004). While supporters Such as Anthony Giddens and Anne Taket praised the political ideology for the way it introduced moral underclass discourse and social integrationist discourse to the forefront of British politics (Morrison, 2018).
The term ‘Broken Britain’ was coined around the mid-2000s and was used to describe alleged social decay under the labour government, and this rhetoric targeted family breakdown, high crime, benefits dependency and high crime. The phrasing was used to paint a picture of a fractured society and is an example of how agnotology, or the study of ignorance can be used to steer public opinion in the direction of political agenda (Croissant, 2014b).
Up until April 2017, benefit claimants were able to claim child related benefits, including Tax Credits for an unlimited amount of children, claimants could be in or out of work and benefit entitlement was calculated based on household income, and there was a complex set of benefit calculation rules including areas of disregarded income, and entitlement would be calculated annually, leading to the expectation of under or over payments (Hick and Lanau, 2018).
The tax credits system received praise for the manner in which it incorporated childcare payments into the system, and that claimants were able to move seamlessly between work/unemployment and change their hours without penalty due to the ‘annual; nature of the payment calculations and how short term changes in circumstances could be disregarded (Bitler, 2023) and was heavily criticised for lack of structure, lack of scrutiny and the fact it could be seen as a ‘sticking plaster’ for other issues, such as problems with the minimum wage and lack of childcare provision and support for part time work (Crettaz, 2011)If we look at child poverty statistics and government debt and expenditure from this time it can be concluded that the tax credits system had a positive impact on child poverty, reducing overall poverty by 30% for individual households, while Government spending increased due to the expanded eligibility, as well as due to increased costs of recovering overpayment and managing fraud, which in turn increased national debt (Office for Budget Responsibility, 2021).
Austerity and the political landscape
In response to the financial crisis of 2008 the Coalition government, and the conservate government that unexpectedly won a majority in 2015 pursued austerity measures, Austerity was a deliberate strategy of deep cuts to public spending and reductions and restrictions to benefits eligibility. The justification for these cuts was tied to a need to reduce the budget deficit, which was recorded at 10% of GDP after the crisis, as well as aiming to reduce public debt (Dwyer and Wright, 2014)
Using the enduring rhetoric of broken Britain, and promoting a "lower-welfare, higher-employment" economy meant that welfare spending was identified as a prime area for making savings, a further contributing factor was the proven increase in welfare benefit spending in the past decade (Walker, Druckman and Jackson, 2024).
The welfare reform act of 2012, which included the rollout of the new benefit Universal Credit and for the first time the introduction of a benefit cap was controversial, but passed through parliament with minimal opposition, due to the coalition government and many abstaining Labour party MPs (Da & Orss, 2018).
Following the majority win for the Conservative government in 2015 the serving Chancellor George Osbourne introduced the Summer Budget, which accelerated austerity and announced a projected saving of £12 Billion in annualised welfare benefit savings by the 19/20 tax year, this announcement included the introduction of a ‘two child limit’ to benefit claims as one of its flagship measures, and echoed the ‘strivers not skivers’ rhetoric that had become part of the Uk consciousness over previous governments (Williams, 2017). 
There were clear economic, ideological and electoral drivers behind the decision to introduce the two child limit as part of benefit reform which we will explore in detail below.
The Two child limit; Drivers, reception, criticism and impact. 
If we examine the economic drivers behind the decision to implement the two-child limit we can clearly identify from Andersen et al. (2024) and Hewer (2024) that the policy was designed explicitly to deliver immediate demonstrative savings that would have a long-term impact as part of the governments drive to reduce or eliminate the ongoing deficit. 

The Chancellor, Dominic Osbourne described the changes introduced in the 2015 budget as “putting working age benefits on a sustainable footing” (Morton, 2025) and argued that cutting spending on welfare benefits would free up resources for additional investment in infrastructure and education, although data from the Institute for Fiscal Studies and Sibieta (2021) shows that real time spending on education did not increase until 2019, and despite increases, especially in SEN spending, inflation means that in real terms rates of expenditure were lower than prior to the 2015 budget. 
 As the narrative of ‘ Broken Britain’ and a workshy population was already acceptable public opinion, emphasised by an ‘us vs them’ attitude, TV shows such as ‘Benefits Britian- life on the dole’ (Patrick, 2016) and the idea that ‘hard working’ families were suffering due to the large expenditure on benefits, this allowed the 2015 budget to pass with minimal protest, and little scrutiny of where other government funds were being spent (Richards et al., 2024).
The government framed the policy around the ideological principles of ‘fairness’ – putting forward a behavioural and moral argument that the benefits system should present the same financial challenges and realities as those faced by working households, with little differentiation between those working households who claimed working tax credits, and out of work households who claim Housing Benefit and Child tax credit (Louise Murphy, Greg Thwaites, 2025) and is quoted as saying “It’s important to support families, but it’s also important to be fair to the many working families who don’t see their budgets rise by anything like that when they have more children… those in receipt of tax credits should face the same financial choices about having children as those supporting themselves solely through work.” (Pearce and Kelly, 2025) with further rhetoric around the idea that limiting the amount of benefits claimable for children would stop families having children at ‘the taxpayers expense” (Grollman et al., 2025).
Within a wider ideological narrative of parental, financial and social responsibility and making work pay the changes were widely supported by the electorate, with polls showing overwhelming public support and is credited with being the reason the conservate government won with a majority at the 2015 election. 
There remains a larger question over voting, as 62% percent of the population voted in the 2015 election, which was an increase in previous years, but did those most affected by the changes contribute in a way that allows them to have a say in the shaping of their their own futures, the economically inactive of all ages are less likely to participate in voting (Ehs and Zandonella, 2021); did the ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ of the political exclusion of the working classes cause them to abstain. An additional problem is that of younger voters, the Intergenerational foundation found that “Patterns of electoral participation appear to have remained broadly unchanged since the 2010 general election, as there was still a strong generational gradient – younger voters were the least likely to participate and older voters the most likely;  The only change from 2010 was that young people were slightly less likely to vote, and older people slightly more so, making the generational divide even more pronounced” Lewandowsky, Ecker and Cook (2017).
The conservate government were able to appeal to their target demographic of voters, especially in marginal seats as well putting opposing political parties in the difficult position of appearing financially irresponsible for challenging the cuts (Ford, 2017).
The package of cuts that included the two-child limit was at its heart a savings measure in the final years of the austerity management program, and it embodied the Conservative belief in personal responsibility and fairness to taxpayers, it was overwhelmingly popular, easy to communicate, and helped the conservative government take the 2015 victory by appealing directly to “hard-working families”. The drivers neatly reinforce each other, providing clear justification for the cuts and clearly evidencable benefits (Elgot and Osborne, 2025).
What had not been considered or communicated in the presentation of implementation of the benefit cuts was the impact of poverty, and particularly child poverty in the UK. A report from The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (UK Poverty 2025: The essential guide to understanding poverty in the UK, 2025) found that “those living in very deep poverty – had an average income that was 57% below the poverty line, with this gap increasing by almost two-thirds over the past 25 years” and that poverty rates have not fallen in over twenty years, with the data finding that “Between 2020/21 and 2022/23, the average person in poverty had an income 28% below the poverty line, with the gap up from 23% between 1994/95 and 1996/97. The poorest families – those living in very deep poverty – had an average income that was 57% below the poverty line, with this gap increasing by almost two-thirds over the past 25 years.” 
The reality of this deepening poverty, including the rise in food bank usage, with over 1600 new food banks opening since 2010 (Evans et al., 2025) and the lack of suitable universal childcare provision (Durham University Business School, 2026) means that it remains difficult for families with children to find appropriate work which would allow the benefit cap to be lifted (Reeves et al., 2021).
Poverty also has further financial impacts, with public services ‘taking the strain’. Research from the Child Poverty Action group (CPAG) and the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child health found that poverty in the poorest families is impacting nutrition in children, as well as health issues arising from poor housing conditions, lack of access to healthcare provision leading to increased severity of symptoms before treatment is sought and poor transport networks of access to travel making attending routine appointments difficult. The cost to the NHS of the poorest households accessing emergency services totals around £3.5billion a year (Lemer, 2013).
Childhood poverty also causes intergenerational damage, where there is a higher risk of poverty later in life due to lower educational outcomes, and this can feed directly into increased public spending on schools and crime related costs (Jordan et al., 2025).
The two-child limit received criticism including around the controversial ‘rape clause’ which required those parents who were impacted by nonconsensual conception to disclose this, which would cause additional trauma. In addition, this clause further penalised women who were still in relationships with the perpetrators, undermining the complex nature of gender-based violence and abuse within relationships, as the clause was not applicable if the relationship continued. Research from CPAG found that “The number of working families affected by the policy who report that it has affected their ability to pay for food has risen from 78% in 2021/22 to 87% in 2022/23. The rate among non-working households has consistently reached 90% since 2019. Most families (58%) subject to the policy are working and CPAG estimates 1.5million children are currently affected by it, including 1.1 million growing up in poverty” (Chzhen and Bradshaw, 2024). 
Looking forward- the lifting of the two-child limit. Drivers, reception, criticism and possible impact.
In the Autumn Budget of 2025, the Labour Chancellor announced the lifting of the two child limit, to take effect from April 2026, the lifting of the limit means that the restrictions on third and subsequent children will be removed, and the policy first introduced under the conservative government will be reversed. The Labour government rolled out their own approach to welfare and poverty reduction, which does not include a full removal of the benefit cap, but the keystone of their new welfare policies is the removal of the two child limit.
The decision to remove the two-child limit was driven by a combination of economic, ideological, and electoral factors, which evidence Labours attempted move away from austerity area policies and towards a more inclusive and child focused stance. 
With the benefit of hindsight, the Labour party were able to identify that the most cost-effective way to reduce child poverty without any broader welfare changes was to remove the two-child limit, this formed their primary economic rationale in reversing the change brought in by the 2015 government (Hayre, 2024).
The change to the policy, which would reinstate benefit for more than one and a half million children is predicted to cost over £2 billion annually by the end of the decade, but it is also estimated to lift between 350000 and 450000 children out of poverty, and reduce the depth of poverty for many more children, with an almost immediate impact on wellbeing (Universal Credit claimants statistics on the two child limit policy, April 2025, 2025).
Campaigners and lobby groups such as the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and the Institute for Fiscal Studies have argued since the policy was introduced that the policy only created the illusion of savings, with the costs associated with poverty and deprivation outweighing the savings, and that alternatives such as free school meals have not gone far enough to alleviate child poverty (Stewart et al., 2025).
In the 2025 budget the government were able to put forward a fully costed justification for the change, which included additional measures that may not have been a priority for the previous government, including taking a firmer stance on tax avoidance, providing additional powers to the DWP which would reduce fraud and error in benefit claims and widespread reforms around disability based benefits. It remains to be seen how the impact of these changes, which is in effect a ‘shuffling of the deck’ will impact child welfare and wellbeing, especially when we consider the fact that children of disabled adults are nearly 50% more likely to live in poverty (Happer and Philo, 2013). The chancellor described the changes as “targeted support for the most vulnerable”  and argued that pressure would be reduced on the public services linked to child poverty but it remains in question how those that remain impacted by the overall benefit cap and that are impacted with the other benefit reforms included in 2025 budget will see their situations improve.
In identifying the ideological drivers that led to the policy being reversed we can see that the incoming labour government also took a moral stance, although this is a reversal to that taken by the conservative government. Labours argument was that the moral and fair thing to do was to end the punishment of children for the decisions and lifestyles of the adults who are responsible for them or the circumstances of their birth, and argued that penalising families for having children that they cannot afford is negatively impacting the children and does not have a positive societal impact. 

The leader of Labour party referred to the changes as “the end of a failed social experiment that used children as pawns in political dividing lines” (Diamond et al., 2024) this kind of statement feels like a return to a kind of ‘community focused’ socialism and is perhaps not a true reflection of the political stance of the current government but does acknowledge that if we take a long term view the tax payers of tomorrow may be better placed to meaningfully contribute to society if they are able to be lifted out of poverty and access fair and appropriate health, education and community services. The core Labour values of protecting children, tackling inequality at source, and viewing social security as a right rather than a conditional privilege tied to family size or work status were linked to the pledge of the Labour party to reduce child poverty and the change signalled a firm rejection of the ideology of the conservative government, who tried to shrink the welfare state in order to implement behaviour change, without putting the required support and education systems in place (K.Johnson, 2024).
Politically, taking the decision to remove the two child benefit limit largely helped to resolve internal conflict within the labour party, especially due to dissatisfaction from MPs who hold seats in marginal and high poverty area seats (although several MPs have left the party, feeling that the government do not go far enough to consider the wellbeing of citizens (Adu and Walker, 2025)) and the carefully costed justification for the change reduced external criticism and limited accusations of fiscal irresponsibility, although there remained criticism of flip-flopping where the government has backed down from previously announced cuts and changes to welfare provision (Stacey, 2025).
Public opinion remained strongly in favour of keeping the two-child benefit cap (Yougov 2025) but there has been a strong moral opposition to the impact on children and families over the lifetime of the policy from activists, the left-wing media and more progressive voters. The action of removing the cap will allow the Labour government to claim a strong anti-poverty stance and evidence that they have taken action to reduce child poverty and leave no child behind, the labour government hope to be able to remind voters of how child poverty increased dramatically under the conservative government, in stark contrast to child poverty rates under the last Labour government. 
While the changes had been widely called for from the start of the labour government, caution was taken by the incoming government, and no changes  were announced immediately, this allows us to perceive the government as financially responsible rather than aiming to please the electorate, and the other measures announced including support for energy bills and the expansion of free school meals have the potential to appeal to the wider electorate who may have been in favour of retaining the cap (Goes, 2025).
Conclusion
In conclusion, we can identify that the policy of restricting benefit to the first two children in any household, which was a flagship policy of conservative austerity acts as a stark reminder of how economics, ideologies and electoral promises can combine to reshape society while negatively impacting those who have the least input into their own situations. Using the narrative of ‘Broken Britain’ and the requirement for fiscal responsibility following the financial crisis of 2008 and Neoliberal principles, of which the foundations has been laid in the late 1980s, as well as the idea of personal responsibility, a conditionality of behaviour and ‘fairness’ allowed the government to introduce a moral element to benefits, which then legitamised the benefit cuts that saved billions in one streak while deepening child poverty and causing additional expenditure and debt in other streams through associated costs 
Public support for the cuts remained strong, and the conservative parties core electorate highlighted how pragmatism in voting decisions and a sense of detachment to ‘others’ can amplify ideologically driven decisions.
Viewed from a distance of over ten years since implementation, we can identify profound contradictions in the policy, it was a long way from success in the prediction that it would promote self-reliance and work incentives, and research shows that families were no more likely to make the decision to terminate a pregnancy if they would be impacted by the two child limit. Larger families, often in work were disproportionally penalised, with increased food insecurity and a reliance on emergency services causing intergenerational disadvantage (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2025) and the much maligned ‘rape clause’ exposed the human cost of prioritising short term fiscal savings over long term investment into community and society, which undermine claims of fairness and progressive attitudes. 
When the Labour government made the announcement that the two child limit would be removed this marked a real, significant ideological pivot and represented a targeted anti-poverty intervention which is estimated to lift half a million children out of poverty before the next election, as well as reducing future burdens on health, education, and social services.
From an ideological perspective the decision to remove the cap reframes social security as a right, and the eradication of child poverty as a priority rather than something that is only for the privileged marks a partial return to community focused values, although the possible impact of retained elements such as the overall benefit cap limit the full eradication of childhood poverty, it remains clear from the costed budget released by the labour party that the long term value of lifting children out of poverty and increasing taxation in other areas is a solid long term strategy. 
Electorally, the changes to the policy reduced activist pressure, unified the labour party (to an extent) and enabled a narrative to provide contrast to the failures of the conservative government in dealing with child poverty. The electorate, who were historically in favour of retaining the cap have somewhat shifted their view to support of the removal, due to a change in the narrative away from ‘Benefits Britain’ and an understanding that child poverty will remain dangerously high without intervention.
In tracing the history of the two child limit, from conception to removal, we can construct a cautionary tale, of how reframing poverty as the failings of individuals, rather than a wider societal issue can cause lasting harm, and how solid evidence and changing governments can begin to reshape policy for the better. Ultimately, true progress will require the deeper drivers of inequality to be addressed
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