
 

            

 

Friday 24 October 2025 

The economic case for ending the two-child limit and the benefit cap 

To the Chancellor of the Exchequer and HM Treasury, 

We write as economists, academics, and policy experts to urge you to scrap the two-child limit on 
Universal Credit, and to remove the cap on benefits families receive, at the Autumn budget. 

The number of children currently growing up in poverty in the UK is 4.5 million,1 an increase of 
900,000 between 2010/11 and 2023/24.2 Unless you take substantive action, 4.7 million children 
will be living in poverty by the end of this parliament.3 Since its introduction in 2017, the two-child 
limit has become the largest single driver of rising child poverty in the UK,4 currently affecting almost 
1.7 million children.5 Each day the policy remains in place, 109 more children are pulled into poverty.6 
If the two-child limit remains in place, half of children in larger families will be living in poverty by 
2030.7  

Alongside this, the benefit cap restricts the amount of money a family receives. If the two-child limit 
is scrapped without also lifting the benefit cap, many families will feel little to no effect, and it would 
further entrench inequality.8 Scrapping the two-child limit and removing the benefit cap would 
immediately lift 400,000 children out of poverty, and the depth of poverty would be reduced for 
many more.9 

While the two-child limit was intended to change family behaviour,10 the evidence shows that it has 
significantly increased child poverty without achieving this.11 Most families affected by the limit are 
already in work.12 There is little evidence that the policy improves employment outcomes.13 Instead, 
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it deepens hardship for low-income working families and undermines public health, early years 
development and educational outcomes. This in turn increases pressure on local services, including 
schools, health and housing.14 Growing up in poverty harms children’s health, educational 
attainment and lifetime earnings. The long-term cost to the economy from lost productivity, reduced 
tax revenues and higher public spending outweighs the short-term savings from these policies.15 

The two-child limit and the benefit cap are economically inefficient. Both policies penalise families 
based on size. Children in larger families are no less deserving of support than others, and the savings 
generated are relatively modest when set against the damage done. The two-child limit generates 
savings of around £3.6 billion per year by 2024.16 Meanwhile, the cost of child poverty to the UK 
economy has been estimated at £39 billion per year – more than ten times the savings generated by 
this policy.17 Lifting the benefit cap would cost an additional £1 billion per year.18 Scrapping the two-
child limit and removing the benefit cap are the most cost-effective and targeted investments into 
reducing child poverty, and would deliver returns over the long term.  

Any potential mitigations to the negative effects of the two-child limit and benefit cap would not 

adequately address the issues created by these policies. Introducing any exemptions or mitigations 

would sever the link between need and entitlement, which is a key principle of the welfare state; it 

would also exacerbate stigma, complexity, and arbitrariness, while costing almost as much as full 

repeal. Full abolition of the two-child limit and benefit cap would cost £4.5 billion per year at full roll-

out – just over 1% of the projected welfare bill in 2029/30. The best option is to fully scrap both 

harmful policies.19  

Not only are these policies damaging for children, they are also damaging for the economy, and put 
us out of step with other high-income countries, none of which have equivalent policies. The UK is 
ranked 37 out of 39 countries on the UNICEF Innocenti scorecard, which ranks countries based on 
income poverty rate for children and success in reducing child poverty.20 

Ending these policies would represent a strategic choice to invest in the life chances of children, 
support families, and build a stronger economy for the future. We urge the government to remove 
the two-child limit and abolish the benefit cap in its child poverty strategy, to help ensure that every 
child has the support they need to thrive. 

Sincerely, 

• Professor Jonathan Bradshaw, Emeritus Professor of Social Policy, University of York 
• Professor Katherine Brickell, Professor of Urban Studies, King’s College London 
• Professor Philip Brown, Professor of Housing and Communities, University of 

Huddersfield 
• Professor Paul Bywaters, Emeritus Professor of Social Work, University of Huddersfield and 

Emeritus Professor, Coventry University 
• Professor Mary Daly, Professor of Sociology and Social Policy, University of Oxford 
• Sara Davies, Associate Professor in Household Finance, University of Bristol 
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• Professor Danny Dorling, University of Oxford 
• Professor Lee Elliot-Major OBE, Professor of Social Mobility, University of Exeter, Former CEO 

of The Sutton Trust 
• Professor Brid Featherstone, Emeritus Professor of Social Work, University of Huddersfield 
• Dr Ciara Fitzpatrick, Senior Lecturer, Law and Social Justice Institute, University of Ulster 
• Sam Freedman, public policy expert 
• Professor Sayantan Ghosal, Adam Smith Chair in Political Economy, University of Glasgow 
• Professor Donald Hirsch, Emeritus Professor of Social Policy, Loughborough University 
• Dr Stuart Hodkinson, Associate Professor of Critical Urban Geography, University of Leeds 
• Professor Ruth Lister, Professor of Social Policy, Loughborough University 
• Professor Eva Lloyd OBE, Emeritus Professor of Early Childhood, University of East London 
• Professor Helen Lomax, Professor of Childhood and Children’s Participation, Sheffield Hallam 

University 
• Professor Jo Michell, Professor of Economics, UWE Bristol 
• Professor Jane Millar, Emeritus Professor of Social Policy, University of Bath 
• Professor Simon Mohun, Emeritus Professor of Political Economy, Queen Mary University of 

London 
• Professor Susan Newman, Professor and former Head of Economics, The Open University 
• Professor Ruth Patrick, Professor in Social and Public Policy, University of Glasgow, and Visiting 

Professor, Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion (CASE), London School of Economics and 
Political Science 

• Professor Sally Pearce, Professor of Education, Strategic Lead for Early Years and Director of the 
Early Years Community Research Centre, Sheffield Hallam University 

• Ann Pettifor, Director of Policy Research in Macroeconomics (PRIME) 
• Professor Kate Pickett, Professor of Epidemiology, University of York 
• Professor Jonathan Portes, Professor of Economics and Public Policy, King’s College London, 

Former Chief Economist at the Department for Work and Pensions and the Cabinet Office, 
Former Director of the National Institute for Economic and Social Research (NIESR) 

• Professor Paul Ramchandani, Professor of Education at the Play in Education, Development and 
Learning (PEDAL) Research Centre, University of Cambridge 

• Dr Howard Reed, Senior Research Fellow, Northumbria University, Director of the economic 
research consultancy Landman Economics, former Chief Economist and Director of Research at 
the Institute for Public Policy Research 

• Professor Aaron Reeves, Professor of Sociology, London School of Economics and Political 
Science 

• Professor Josh Ryan-Collins, Professor of Economics and Finance at the UCL Institute for 
Innovation and Public Purpose (IIPP) 

• Professor Malcolm Sawyer, Emeritus Professor of Economics, University of Leeds 
• Professor Andrew Sayer, Emeritus Professor of Social Theory and Political Economy, Lancaster 

University 
• Professor Lisa Scullion, Professor of Social Policy, University of Salford 
• Dr Mark Simpson, Senior Lecturer in Law, Ulster University 
• Professor Helen Stalford, Professor of Law and Social Justice, University of Liverpool 
• Professor Guy Standing, Professorial Research Associate and former Professor of Development 

Studies, SOAS University of London 
• Professor Kitty Stewart, Professor of Social Policy, London School of Economics and Political 

Science, and Associate Director of the Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion (CASE) 
• Professor Engelbert Stockhammer, Professor of Political Economy, King's College London 
• Professor Holly Sutherland, Emeritus Professor at Institute for Social and Economic Research, 

University of Essex 
• Professor Alexander Teytelboym, Professor of Economics, University of Oxford 
• Kay Tisdall, Professor of Childhood Policy 
• Dr Jan Toporowski, Progressive Economy Forum, Visiting Professor, King's College London and 

Research Associate, London School of Economics 
• Professor Chris van Tulleken, Professor of Infection and Global Health, University College 

London 



 

• Professor Beth Watts-Cobbe, Professor and Deputy Director, Institute of Social Policy, Housing 
and Equalities Research (I-SPHERE), Adam Smith Panmure House Fellow, Heriot-Watt 
University, Edinburgh  

• Dr Adam Yousef, Head of Economics at the Greater London Authority (GLA), and Policy Fellow, 
University of Cambridge 

 


