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Economic dependency and worklessness are amongst the most destructive forces in our
society. Wherever long-term worklessness is found, so too is social breakdown. Successive
governments have failed for decades to tackle a chaotic welfare system that has trapped
generations of people in poverty and left them unable to realise their potential.
Following the Centre for Social Justice’s (CSJ) pioneering Breakthrough Britain research
published in 2007, we are revisiting the challenges posed by the welfare system and other
broader barriers to employment. Our central guiding question remains the same: what more
can be done to help people find work, stay in work, and achieve economic independence?
We continue to argue that work, not welfare, is the best route out of poverty. There really is no
viable alternative to work. The public share this view. CSJ/YouGov polling conducted for this report
found that 85 per cent of people agree that work is the only reliable route out of poverty.

1 Economic dependency and worklessness in the UK today
Since we published Breakthrough Britain, countries all over the world have suffered the worst
financial crisis since the Second World War. Despite the hardship it has brought, the recession
is not the primary cause of the UK’s high economic dependency and worklessness.
The number of people in the UK who are dependent on at least one out-of-work benefit

rose slightly during the recession but has hovered between four and five million for more
than 15 years;
25 per cent of local authorities actually saw working-age dependency on benefits rise
during the economic boom;
Despite GDP falling by more than six per cent, the employment rate has remained
relatively static. It fell by around two percentage points during the recession but never
dropped below 70 per cent.
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a) Out-of-work dependency is alarmingly entrenched in some UK neighbourhoods
Economic dependency and worklessness at a national level is a cause for concern. But these
figures mask the fact that in some pockets of the UK, the problem is far more deep-rooted.
In Liverpool, for example:
Some neighbourhoods have more than 40 per cent of working-age people claiming out-

of-work benefits;
Nearly 16,000 people have been on out-of-work benefits for 10 years or more;
The working-age welfare bill reached £1.9 billion in 2011–12.
There are other neighbourhoods in the UK where the majority of working-age people are
claiming out-of-work benefits. In one neighbourhood in Denbighshire it is almost 70 per cent.

b) Intergenerational worklessness does exist
Some think-tanks and journalists have claimed that intergenerational worklessness is a rare or even
non-existent phenomenon.This is justified by the fact that the Government does not collect figures.
Yet this is not the same thing as the problem itself not existing. Our research has found that:
96 per cent of our Alliance of poverty-fighting charities surveyed say it exists;
Many of our Alliance members see it regularly; second, third or even fourth generation.

c) Youth unemployment is a serious cause for concern
Youth unemployment rose by nearly twice as much as it did for older people during the
recession (as a share of the population). There are many parts of the country where the
number of NEETs (young people not in education, employment or training) is close to one
in four. But youth unemployment has been rising since 2004, well before the recession.

d) In-work dependency
It is sometimes assumed that everyone who is economically dependent is out of work. This is
not the case. There are many people claiming benefits who are in work.
Under this Government, around 4.3 million working families are receiving one or more of

Working Tax Credit, Child Tax Credit, Council Tax Benefit and Housing Benefit;
Under the previous Government, nine out of 10 families with children were eligible for
some form of welfare support.

e) Welfare spending
Since the modern welfare state was created by William Beveridge, the amount
governments have spent on welfare has risen significantly.
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The government originally spent just £11 billion a year in real terms in 1948 on welfare

(4 per cent of GDP). It now spends more than £200 billion a year (13 per cent of GDP);
During the recent economic boom, welfare spending on people of working-age rose by
around 40 per cent in real terms;
Nearly two-thirds of the real terms cash increase in working-age welfare spending
(between 1997–98 and 2010–11) was driven by higher spending on Tax Credits, which are
substantially more generous than the benefits they replaced;
The Coalition Government is forecast to spend £1 trillion on welfare over the course of
this Parliament;
Birmingham is the local authority which spends the most overall on working-age welfare,
spending £5.5 billion in 2011–12;
Sefton is the local authority which spends the most per capita on working-age welfare,
some £6,278 per person in 2011–12.

2 Barriers to work
The problems of economic dependency and worklessness pre-date the recession and will
not be resolved by a return to economic growth alone. There is much more that can be
done, even in the absence of growth, to break down the barriers which prevent thousands
of people from finding, taking and staying in work.

a) Preparing people for work
One of the best ways of ensuring that a young person does not end up dependent on benefits
is to ensure that they are equipped with the right skills for the 21st century workplace. Whilst
this is well recognised by government and employers alike, the UK is failing to properly
prepare our young people for work.
‘Hard’ skills (e.g. numeracy and literacy) are important for getting a job but almost four

million people of working-age in the UK have no qualifications at all;
35 per cent of businesses are dissatisfied with the basic literacy of school and college
leavers and 30 per cent are dissatisfied with their basic numeracy;
The UK has slipped down the global league tables. Between 2000 and 2009 (latest available
figures) it has fallen from 4th to 16th in science, 7th to 25th in reading and 8th to 28th in maths;
‘Soft’ skills (e.g. work ethic and time-keeping) are also important for getting a job but
employers report a poor work attitude and ethic as the main reason (62 per cent) for
turning away applicants;
68 per cent of our surveyed Alliance members said they come across young people
growing up in workless households who think that some jobs are ‘beneath’ them.

b) Back-to-work support
Back-to-work support can be vital for those who find themselves unemployed. This ‘journey’
usually begins at Jobcentre Plus (JCP). However we are concerned that JCP is not doing
enough to reduce economic dependency and worklessness.
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Less than half (48 per cent) of JCP staff work in face-to-face operations;
Evidence from our Alliance strongly suggests that many JCP advisers either do not spend

enough time getting to understand the needs of claimants, or that the quality of advice
depends heavily on the quality of the individual adviser;
Many claimants still have no up-to-date CV after claiming benefits for 12 months;
Some Alliance members feel so strongly about this that they have set up alternative
employment services for people which allow them to bypass JCP;
JCP measures its performance on the number of people it gets off benefits. It is successful
on this measure but this is not the same as getting people into sustained work. On this
measure its performance is less clear;
Among small businesses (which make up 84 per cent of employers) less than 20 per cent
use JCP to recruit.

c) Housing
Social housing has an important role to play in providing affordable accommodation to
people on low incomes. Yet social housing can act as a barrier to finding employment.
Only 23 per cent of social housing tenants are in full-time work;
Across the country, one in eight moves is linked with work. However, only a few thousand

social tenants each year move home for job-related reasons;
There are ‘neighbourhood’ effects which mean those in social housing are less likely to work
than those in the private rented sector.

d) Other barriers to work
Without childcare, many parents are unable to work. But childcare in the UK is expensive,
both for government and for parents.
A parent buying 50 hours of childcare per week for a child under two faces an average

annual bill of £11,000 per year;
In 2013, the Government will spend £2.3 billion on the childcare subsidy. This is the second
highest in the OECD.
Transport can also act as a barrier to employment, both in terms of its cost and availability. Not
only can expensive or inaccessible transport prevent an unemployed person from getting to work,
it can prevent them from searching for a job in the first place as they cannot get to an interview.

3 Next steps
This ‘State of the Nation’ review outlines the scale of economic dependency and worklessness
in the UK today and offers insight into some of the factors that are driving it.The second phase
of the Breakthrough Britain II review will form innovative and radical policy recommendations
for the government to tackle economic dependency and worklessness. We will do this by
taking evidence from a wide range of organisations and individuals and travelling the country
to learn from those already working effectively to reverse social breakdown.
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CSJ Working Group
The Baroness Stedman-Scott OBE, DL (Chairman), Chief Executive, Tomorrow’s People
Tom Wardle (Author and Researcher), Centre for Social Justice
Nicholas Boys Smith, Deputy Secretary General of the European, Conservatives &

Reformists Group and former Advisor to Peter Lilley MP
Corin Taylor, Senior Economic Adviser, Institute of Directors
Chris Arthur, Operations Director, ManpowerGroup
Maeve McGoldrick, Policy and Public Affairs Manager, Community Links
Anne Linsey, Chief Executive, YMCA Training
Mike Hughes, Founder and Chief Executive, Twenty Twenty
Deven Ghelani, Director, Policy in Practice
Charmaine Young CBE, Chief Executive, Berkeley Foundation
Professor Mike Brewer (Advisor to group)
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About the Centre for Social Justice
The Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) aims to put social justice at the heart of British politics.
Our policy development is rooted in the wisdom of those working to tackle Britain’s deepest social
problems and the experience of those whose lives have been affected by poverty. Our Working Groups
are non-partisan, comprising prominent academics, practitioners and policy makers who have expertise in
the relevant fields. We consult nationally and internationally, especially with charities and social enterprises,
who are the champions of the welfare society.
In addition to policy development, the CSJ has built an alliance of poverty fighting organisations that
reverse social breakdown and transform communities.
We believe that the surest way the Government can reverse social breakdown and poverty is to enable
such individuals, communities and voluntary groups to help themselves.
The CSJ was founded by Iain Duncan Smith in 2004, as the fulfilment of a promise made to Janice Dobbie,
whose son had recently died from a drug overdose just after he was released from prison.
Managing Director: Christian Guy
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