
The two-child limit was introduced by the Conservative government in 2017,1  restricting 
eligibility to claim Child Tax Credit and Universal Credit to the first two children born in a 
household.2 It was one of the many policies implemented under the government’s 
commitment to austerity3 that negatively impacted the lives of children,4 mothers and 
single parents5 across the UK. The benefit cap was introduced in 2013, limiting the 
amount of money a working age household can claim in a year, and is usually discussed 
alongside the two-child limit due to the strain this second policy added to families in the 
UK.6 

In 2020, it was reported that over 4.3 million children in the UK were living in relative 
child poverty after housing costs,7 and as of 2024, 1.6 million children were affected by 
the two-child limit, depriving families of up to £3455 worth of support for each 
subsequent child a year.8 Children born into poverty are more likely to suffer from 
asthma, other childhood diseases and obesity,9 as well as developing food insecurity 
and mental health issues,10 but it is difficult for families reliant on these benefits to 
improve the lives of their children. In 2021, 44% of households affected by the two-child 
limit were single parents, and 86% of single parents in the UK are mothers according to 
the Office of National Statistics.11 This means that women had a higher chance of being 
affected by this policy. This policy also ignored the families that could not use 
contraception or have abortions because of their religion, and thus they were forced to 
suffer financial burden.12 Lastly, policies like the two-child limit have a knock-on effect 
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where poorer areas of the UK see less money coming in,13 creating gaps in the job 
market14 and stunting economic growth.15 This is more than enough evidence to state 
that the two-child limit is a form of structural violence, as by George Fink’s definition 
‘such violence emerges from the unequal distribution of power and resources or, in 
other words, is said to be built into the structure.’16 

The UK’s period of austerity began after the financial crisis of 2008, where cuts were 
made to social benefits17 and policies were introduced to promote fairness between 
people claiming benefits and those in paid work.18 A year before the benefit cap was 
implemented, the British Social Attitudes Servery reported that 62% of people believed 
unemployment benefit was too high, a 38% increase from the 1993 survey.19 This tracks 
with the rise of poverty porn in the late 90s and throughout the 2000s,20 along with the 
increase in ‘scrounger bashing’ rhetoric.21  There was a moral panic in the UK around 
families that claimed benefits,22 and this was fuelled by the government to justify 
welfare cuts.23 

Poverty porn is a term used to define media that showcases poverty and precarious 
lives24 and is often thought of an exploitative genre.25 Series such as The Jeremy Kyle 
Show, Skint and The Estate all feature benefit claimants to some extent, but focused in 
on controversial aspects such as underage motherhood, drug and alcohol addictions, 
and anti-social behaviour.26 Ultimately pushing a narrative that unemployed people are 
problematic and happy to be benefit dependant.27 This perception was further 
emphasised by news outlets, like in the case of Michael Philpott, a man found guilty of 
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manslaughter for six of his children.28 The news reported that his motive was welfare 
abuse,29 when in actuality Philpott was a misogynist and abuser who was attempting to 
frame his ex-girlfriend for the crime.30 It is clear that both entertainment media and 
news outlets in the UK have played a part in villainizing people on benefits. The narrative 
that all benefit claimants are ‘scroungers’ is untrue, as 59% of claimants were classified 
as being in work in 2023.31 It was also falsely stated by the welfare secretary Iain Duncan 
Smith in 2013, that 1 million people capable of work had been claiming benefits for at 
least 3 years, when in actuality 600,000 of those people were not classed as able to 
work.32 This negative perception of benefit claimants in the UK likely led to polices such 
as the two-child limit. 

Despite having one of the richest economies in the world, the UK has continuously 
punished the most vulnerable people in society,33 while other European countries such 
as Italy, Spain and Poland have introduced policies to support children and families.34 
The two-child limit was implemented during a period of time where the nation’s debt 
was partly blamed on benefit scroungers, but in the past this animosity was not so 
strong.  

For example, an early version of the benefit cap was posed in 1980 but did not go ahead 
due to fears it would appear as an ‘anti-family’ policy and there were also concerns of 
the hardships it would cause larger families.35 However, its popularity was undeniable 
three decades later, which lead to its introduction.36 There are positives in incentivising 
people to work, as the policy intends,37 encouraging independence and increasing tax 
revenue, but it is also difficult to fully support the policy when child poverty is on the 
rise.38  

The government’s commitment to austerity lead to many welfare cuts contributing to 
the reason the two-child limit caused families to struggle. Between 2000 and 2010 
relative child poverty decreased around five percent.39 During this period ‘Sure Start’ 
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was created, a programme designed to improve the lives of children under five in 
disadvantaged areas of the UK.40 This programme would have been helpful to families 
affected by the two-child limit, because it would have provided childcare, health advice, 
family support and more, giving parents more opportunity to look for work and lessen 
the stress of having to find money to pay for those services themselves.41 Of course this 
programme comes at a cost, and that is why its funding was cut,42 but you cannot make 
continuous cuts to welfare and expect everything to get better. 

When introducing the two-child limit, a set of exemptions were defined to combat this 
narrative that the government was blindly punishing families for claiming benefits.43 The 
exemptions included multiple births, adopted children and children conceived through 
rape.44 However, this last exemption was flawed because it required victims to prove 
non-consensual conception occurred.45 This created a risk that doing so could re-
traumatize women and have potential social repercussions, making it more difficult for 
a women to come forward.46 The exemptions were a good idea on paper, but in reality 
they were very exclusionary and limited support to only a select few who needed it.  

Originally the Labour government refused to abolish the two-child limit,47 however after 
increased pressure from the party, Chancellor Rachel Reeves announced that the two-
child limit would be lifted from April 2026.48 This would cost the government £1.7 billion 
annually,49 but child poverty is also costly, as it would cost the government £40 billion by 
202750 through greater unemployment and lower earnings.51 It is still early to see the 
results, but scrapping the two-child limit will lift an estimated 350,000 children out of 
poverty and improve the lives of 700,000.52  
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Going forward it is important to invest in supporting these children and their families. 
The government has expanded the eligibility of free school meals and has launched 
Best Start Family hubs which provide support for families with young children.53 There is 
still more to do though, such as investing in education, affordable housing54 and lifting 
the benefit cap,55 before real change can be achieved. Lifting children out of poverty and 
improving their living standards will have positive effects on the country in the future56 
as well as the children’s development.57 It is crucial that when new policies are 
introduced, that all citizens will be taken into consideration so that people are not left to 
suffer.  
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