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Critically analyse how one ‘hot topic’ has been covered by the media in the last six months. As well as referencing all of the media sources that you use you should also make reference to appropriate research and theory where possible. Develop and apply critical thinking to societal issues and the impact of poverty and social class

This submission will critically engage in current debates surrounding a ‘hot topic’ that has been covered by the media in the last six months. It will specifically focus on universal credit and how it will affect more vulnerable individuals in the community as it is widely reported, contentious issue. It will give a description of what universal credit is and who may be affected by it. The media has extensively reported on this topic and many agencies have painted the change to social benefits in a negative light. The welfare state and the Government’s power and control over society are in constant debate and the media have been predominantly critical of the proposed change to the system. 
Universal credit is a new welfare benefit in the United Kingdom that will replace the majority of existing welfare benefits such as housing benefit, child tax credits and council tax benefit. This welfare benefit is for individuals and families who may be out of employment or earning low income. All these welfare benefits plus more are going to be replaced with one monthly payment of universal credit (Themoneyadviceservice, 2018). It is suggested that universal credit will prevent individuals from falling into the ‘poverty trap’. However, universal credit can only be applied for online, this is criticised by many local members of parliament amongst others as many individuals who already live in deprived areas have no access to the internet, therefore this already disadvantages them in being able to access universal credit (Pettinger, 2013). 
Arguably, universal credit is the largest change in state benefits that the welfare system has seen in over forty years. Possibly affecting over eight million people in the United Kingdom. At a local level, this controversial new benefit is said to be causing hardship to society’s most vulnerable people. The waiting time for the first payment of universal credit is approximately six weeks and thus pushing people in to financial difficulty with household’s bills such as rent and even the affordability of food shopping (Thethi, 2017).  The BBC report that there will be a significant rise in the use of people needing food banks. This is because individual’s income may change and the long delay that claimants face while swapping to universal credit (Hume, 2018). The Trussell Trust (2017) confirms that in areas of full universal credit, there has been a thirty per cent average increase in six months, compared to the previous year.
The Guardian has critically reported about the changes to the Universal credit describing how ‘expensive IT blunders and design faults’ have caused delays and anxiety for many claimants of universal credit. Despite the fact that the universal credit is aimed at motivating people to seek employment, it has been critiqued that it may in fact see many people less likely to find employment.  The reason for this is that cuts to the universal credit benefit mean it is now less likely to motivate jobless people to move into work (Butler,2018 para 2). The Times reports that the waiting times, initially thought to be six weeks, will now actually be thirty-one days (Wheeler and Shipman, 2017). The Times generally report on the changes to universal credit in a more positive light than other media sources.
Despite welfare state reforms to encourage more people back into employment, it is argued that the huge cuts in benefits is pushing people deeper into poverty and many now have to rely on food banks as a means to feed themselves. People are said to be unable to even meet their own basic needs due to the cuts that the British Government are enforcing (Lambie-Mumford, 2017). The disorganisation of universal credit is considered to be the cause of many individuals being sanctioned of their benefits by the unrealistic tasks that claimants face on a daily basis. It is claimed that because of the universal credit change over more individuals are now socially excluded than they have been in the past and implications of this are being seen across the United Kingdom with more people needing the use of charities and food banks just to eat and stay alive (Pierson, 2016). Despite this, the Government propose that universal credit will benefit over three million households and claim that these households will be one hundred and seventy-seven pound a month financially better off on average. Indicating that it will bring over three hundred thousand children out of poverty. They consider that more people will become employed and more money for every hour they work will benefit individuals. As well as this they are suggesting by having monthly payment this will help individual be able to manage themselves and be prepared to go in to employment (Gov, 2014).
Many inaccuracies have been reported about this highly controversial change.  The BBC stated that one hundred thousand Universal credit claimants would lose their money over Christmas. Reporter Paul Lewis informed viewers ‘up to’ one hundred thousand in-work Universal Credit claimants would get no benefits over Christmas (Doyle, 2017). This comment was later retracted, and the reporter admitted that the actual number of people affected would be much less.  Tory MPs heavily criticised the BBC for its coverage of the universal credit scheme which they say has been unfairly targeted. It is felt that many of the reports have been ‘alarmist’ and misleading (Doyle, 2017).
Measurements of living standards over the past decade have been dramatically decreasing, capitalism and the growth of it is considered to be top of the Governments agenda, rather than the responsibility to make every person equal (Elliot, 2017). The British Government vowed to tackle child poverty and inequalities in society in 1997, however, Britain has one of the highest rates of child poverty in a developed country. Despite the amount of capital Britain retains, the Government appear to be socially reproducing inequalities throughout society. The changes they make to the welfare state are not beneficial the poorest and most vulnerable people in society and this appears to be widening the gap between the rich and the poor (Matheson, 2014).
Universal credit has been described as a ‘social policy disaster’ (Thethi, 2017). The Institute of Economic Affairs carried out research which discovered that the British welfare system is flawed and failing. It was started to help the most vulnerable people in society yet despite this, the cuts that are being made to it are having a drastic impact on the standard of living for some people in today’s society. The Governments expenditures are too high and thus may be the cause for the cuts to social security benefits and other public-sector services that are vital to the wellbeing of the British public (iea, 2015). Cultural hegemony can be considered as a way for which the Government is able retain social classes throughout society. Having the power and control to be able to influence social norms and values, thus being legitimately having the ability to socially reproduce social inequalities in society (Cole, 2017).  Due to universal credit being paid in one monthly payment, it encourages greater personal budgeting and responsibility (Iafrati, 2017). If individuals do not hold social capital through a network of relationships, or cultural capital through a good education, budgeting this new larger amount of money could cause difficulty (Bourdieu, 1986).
In conclusion to this submission, it could be said that universal credit is a strategy for the Government to cut back spending money on people in society who need it most. It has been suggested that the cause for the cuts to social security benefits and other vital public-sector services, are due to Governments high expenditure (iea, 2015). The introduction of universal credits will supposedly prevent individuals from falling into the ‘poverty trap’ (Pettinger, 2013). However, statistics confirm that the need of foodbanks has increased by thirty per cent in areas of full universal credit (Trussell Trust, 2017). In addition, universal credit can only be applied for online, which may pose difficulty for individuals living in deprived areas, with no access to the internet. Despite the fact that universal credit may have advantages of having one simple payment, however budgeting this larger payment over a long period of time, may cause difficulty for vulnerable individuals, with less social and cultural capital. Universal credit is aimed at motivating people to seek employment. On the other hand, it has been critiqued that cuts to the credit will reduce the motivation of unemployed people to move into work (Butler,2018 para 2).
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