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Preface

Government enquiries rarely elicit evidence from those receiving the benefits
under review. A small-scale qualitative study of mothers receiving child bene-
fit was commissioned by the DHSS, but the results were not published among
the background papers to the government’s Green Paper, Reform of Social
Security. As those raising children are a minority at any one point in time,
their voices tend to be muffled in the results of more general opinion polls test-
ing attitudes towards welfare benefits. This can lead to claims that child bene-
fit is unpopular. But our experience tells us that child benefir is extremely
popular with the mothers who receive it Indeed, the Green Paper admitted as
much,

CPAG therefore decided to conduct its own survey into what mothers them-
selves think abour the child benefit scheme, as a contribution to the debate
around the Green Paper and subsequent reforms. The purpose of this survey
was to collect information and opinions about child benefit from mothers
throughout England and Wales. In particular, we wanted to find out what
child benefit is spent on and what it means to the mothers receiving it. We also
wanted to find out how satisfied (or otherwise) mothers are with the present
level of child benefit and the arrangements for paying it. We deliberately chose
a sample of mothers likely to be in families with reasonable incomes and,
therefore, above the qualifying limit for means-tested benefits for children.

Part Two of this pamphlet contains the results of the survey. Chapter 1 pro-
vides a briel summary of other studies of child benefit. Chapter 2 outlines the
framework and methods used for this study, carried our by Alison Walsh, who
was seconded to CPAG. The main findings of the survey are set out in Chap-
ter 3. Conclusions based on the results are discussed in Part Three, as are the
policy implications of these findings in the light of recent policy develop-
ments.

While we recognise the methodological limitations of the study, the findings
do, we believe, provide a strong endorsement of the case for an adequate child
benefit paid for all children, put forward by CPAG and many other organisa-
tions in their evidence to the government’s review. Before turning to the study
itself, we therefore, in Part One, place it in the context of the arguments that
we have put to the government in favour of the retention and improvement of
the universal child benefit scheme,

Rurh Lister
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PART I

Child benefit:
what is at stake?

Ruth Lister

‘Compared with what my mother-in-law could buy with her
family allowance 30 years ago—she had more spending power than
I have now.”



Child benefit: what is at
stake?

The beginning of the end for child benefit?

The replacement of child tax allowances and family allowances by child
benefit during the period 1977 to 1979 achieved a remarkable degree of all-
party support. Introduced by a Labour government, it embodied the pre-
vicus Conservative government's ideas for a child wx credit and also
received strong support from the Liberal Party, The consensus surrounding
the switch from child tax allowances and family allowances was based on a
recognition of the importance of paying money directly to the mother and of
the inability of rax allowances 1o help the poorest families below the tax
threshold. Despite continuing strong support within sections of the Conser-
vative Party, the all-party consensus around child benefit has now been
seriously fractured.

On 18 June 1985, almost 40 years to the day since the Family Allowances
Act received Royal Assent, Norman Fowler, Secretary of State for Social Ser-
vices, announced that child benefit would be increased by a mere 15p 10 £7 in
November. This represented a cut of 35p or nearly 5% in its real value.' In
terms of the overall child benefit budger, it amounted to a cut of £175m. Mr
Fowler justified the cut on the grounds that the government’s *first priority
must be to give help to families in greatest need’.? This help, in fact, amounted
to minor improvements in the means-tested family income supplement (FIS)
and housing benefit, the cost of which represented less than 15% of the savings
from child benefit.

This was not the first time that the present government had cut child bene-
fit. But widespread criticism of an earlier cut in 1980, not least from the Con-
servative benches of the House of Commons, led the then Social Services
Secretary, Patrick Jenkin, ‘to reaffirm the government’s commitment to
family support. We are committed 1o the child benefit system, and it is our
intention, subject to economic and other circumstances, to uprate child benefit
each year 1o maintain its value."* The 1980 cut was finally restored in the 1983
pre-election Budget and much was made of the fact that it was worth
marginally more than in 1979, The Prime Minister emphasised that the 1983
rise in child benefit was ‘evidence of our commitment to the family".*

Pre-election rumours that the government was planning ro means-test child
benefit were firmly denied by the Prime Minister, but they surfaced again in
the context of the review of the social security system announced by Mr
Fowler in April 1984 The persistence of these rumours, taken together with
the position adopted by the Children and Young People's Review team
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during its oral sessions,” suggested that the future of the child benefit scheme
wis under serious threat.

That threat has not receded even though the option of means-testing child
benefit itsell was rejected in the subsequent Green Paper (published in June
1985) which set our the government’s proposals. Instead, the government
plans to revamp and build up existing means-tested benefits for children at the
expense of child benefit. FIS will be replaced by 4 means-tested family credit,
the implication being that any extra expenditure on family credit will be
financed out of the child benefit budget. Thus, this year's cut in child benefit
looks like being the first of many. Indeed, it has been suggested in the press
that child benefit might be frozen completely in future years.” Our fear is that
this year’s cut marks the beginning of the end for the child benefit scheme.

The case for child benefit

The case for an adequate system of financial support for all children has
always been at the heart of CPAG’s work ever since its formation 20 years ago
in 1965. It rests upon @ number of principled and practical arguments both in
favour of providing financial support for all children regardiess of their
parents’ position, and against restricting such payments to poor children by
use of means tests.

The financial position of families

The government's Green Paper recognises that ‘in 1985 it is families with
children who face the most difficult problems®.” The Green Paper defines low
income in terms of the bottom fifth of the overall distribution of incomes;
according to the Central Statistical Office, the proportion of households in the
bottom fifth of incomes that contained children rose from 7% in 1975 10 17%
in 1983.* DHSS figures also reveal an alarming increase in child poverty in
recent years. Just between 1979 and 1981 (the most recent date for which
information is available at the time of writing), the number of children living
below supplementary benefit (SB) level nearly doubled 1o over halfa million. OF
these, 559 were the children of wage-earners. Ifwe include children in families
with incomes up to 40% sbove SB level (defined as low income by the DHSS),
there were 3.7m children that can be said to have been living in poverty or on its
margins. Of these, 1.75m were being raised in working families. Changing pat-
terns of poverty mean that people living in families with children now out-
number pensioners among the very poorest living below 5B level.

The extremes of child poverty need to be set in the context of the reduced
living standards many families experience during the childrearing years. An
analysis of official data by Michael O'Higgins of Bath University found that,
taking account of family size and composition, groups in different stages of the
life cycle form a clear hierarchy in terms of their net income, ‘with childless
non-retired households on top, households with children some way behind
and even, in some cases for more recent years, sharing the bottom with retired
houscholds’."
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What do vou think about the present rate of child benefit?

“Well, I think it should have gone up more than 35p the last ime. ..
35p doesn’t buy anything, well, a loaf of bread, that’s all. .. T think it
should be at least £10 for each child.’

*‘Well, I think personally it should be at least £10 per child. I mean,
you can'’t get nowhere. Not even on £10, you can't gert far..."

“When it went up this year by 35p, I thought it was ridiculous. 1 do
think they could have given a sum that would be acceptable, because
now you've got to wait another year for it to go up again.'

1 feel the same. [ don't think £27 a month, although it may sound a lot 1o
some people, is enough. [ mean you can't buy much clothes or shoes for
£27 .. .and even vests and socks and things like that, they all add up.”

‘1 think £10 a week's not really enough.’
‘T'd just like to see it raised, and I know a lot of people would.'

‘At the moment, I'm getting just over £27 a month, It should be
twice as much.’

*1 just wish it was more.’

'] just hope if they can’t raise it, they don’t cut back on it...vou
come to rely on it.'

O'Higgins found that, in 1982, the average equivalent net income (which
standardises income for household size and composition) for couples with
children was berween about 59% and 75% of that of older non-retired childless
couples. Between about 16% and 31% of couples with children were in the
bottom fifth of incomes, compared with only 8% of older non-retired childless
couples. At the other end of the scale, just under two-fifths of older non-retired
childless couples were in the top fifth of incomes, compared with between
only 6% and 18% of families with children.

His analysis led O'Higgins to conclude that ‘Rowntree's categorisation of
periods of “want™ and “plenty” remains valid: childrearing and old age are
periods of {(almost equal) relative want, whilst adulthood before and after
childrearing is a time of relative plenty.’

Against that background, we turn now to look at the principled arguments
in favour of helping all families with the cost of raising children.

The imporrance of child benefit for all families
‘For many years the Conservative Women's National Commirtee has been
promoting child benefit as the key benefit for the family. We argue strongly

that child benefit should have a high priority in our welfare system.’
(CWNC, 1385 ')




It is important to remember that child benefit replaced child rax allowances
as well as family allowances and, therefore, now performs the function of both.
Child tax allowances, introduced in 1909 {and paid earlier from 1798 1o 1806},
were 2 means of trying to achieve some degree of equity within the tax system
between those with and those without children. This is necessary because, at
any given income level, those with children have a reduced taxable capacity as
compared with those without children.

The family allowance, introduced in 1946, was in part 4 means of compen-
sating for the fact that the wages system cannot and should not take account of
family size. More fundamentally, it represented an acceptance that ‘the state
has a direct interest in the economic viability of the family and its ability to
support its children’, expressed through the family allowance as ‘a sharing of
responsibility with the family by the state’.!! According to Joan Brown of the
Policy Studies Institute:

the basis of this sharing principle is that families besides (hopefully) geining
pleasure and fulfilment from the children they have chosen to bring into the
world, are also performing a service to the nation as a whole since it is these
children, as adults, who will support services needed at some time or other
by all citizens . . . Everyone, whether they realise it or not, has a vested inter-
est in ensuring the viability of families and in being prepared to assist them
to carry out their role as successfully as possible.

Moreover, as most people have children at some stage of their lives, commun-
ity support for children can also be seen as a means by which the state, ina
small way, transfers income over the life cycle of individuals, redistributing
income through the tax/benefit system to a point in the life cycle when people
have higher expenditure commitments and tend 1o have fewer resources 1o
meet them because of the absence of or reduction in a second wage, Michael
O'Higgins' work, quoted above, shows how the present system is failing to
perform this role adequately, and a study of European social security systems
suggests that other countries are doing rather better,"

A Gallup Poll commissioned by the government for its review found that
nearly three-fifths of those interviewed believed it very or fairly important that
the state gives financial help to all families with children, irrespective of
income. Among actual recipients of child benefit, this view was held by about
seven out of every ten interviewed. Qur own study revealed strong support for
the universal child benefit scheme, with nine out of ten mothers supporting
the present arrangements. It also demonstrated clearly the importance of child

‘I know there is also the argument that well-off families shouldn't get
benefit, but the problem comes, where to draw the line. We are just
the wrong side of the line usually drawn for any help, and certainly
wouldn't want to do without child benefit—indeed, would find it very
difficult.’

benefit 1o these mothers, most of whom were in families with incomes above
the gualifying limits for means-tested child support and over half of whom
considered themselves to be middle class. The importence of child benefit
paid directly to the mother is discussed further below (see pp 9-10),

The tmportance of chald benefit for poor families

"We should all, [ suspect, like to see an increase in child benefit. [ think that
it is one of the most effective ways in which you can deal with the problem of

poverty and the problem of bringing help to children." (Rr Hom Norman
Fowler MP, 1952')

An analysis by the Social Policy Research Unit a1 York University has under-
lined the importance of child benefit to low income family budgets. On aver-
age, it represents about a fifth of the net disposable income of low income
families not on 5B,

Although the level of child benefir is not of direct relevance to those on SB,
because it is offset against their SB payments, child benefir is still of impor-
tance to those on benefit. It is more religble than 5B; is not affected by the
cohabitation rules (although one-parent benefit is); and, in two-parent fami-
lies, it directs the benefit 1o the mother, whereas in most cases the father
receives the SB payment. Furthermore, its role in helping families involved in
trade disputes, when SB payments are severely reduced, was underlined
during the recent miners® strike.'¥

The quotation from Norman Fowler, reproduced above, is typical of the
views expressed by many politicians across the political spectrum and by a
wide range of commentators and organisations. Mevertheless, as noted earlier,
the government appears now to have turned its back on the child benefit
scheme as a weapon for tackling child poverty, in favour of improvenients 1o
means-tested benefits and to rax allowances.

Child benefir v rax allowances

The Prime Minister justified the decision to cut child benefit with reference to
the government's ‘great emphasis on raising the tax thresholds, which are of
particular benefit to familics’." Yet, in the past, leading Conservatives made
clear that an increase in child benefit would be regarded in the same way as
an increase in tax thresholds because it performs a similar function. And
the belief was that child benefit would be increased in line with tax allow-
ances. This has not happened, despite pressure from the Conservative
Women's National Committee, among others. The Financia! Times made the
point that:

by locking for economies in the benefits but not in the tax allowances which
form part of the welfare system, [the government] is open to the charge of
unfairness. .. The real value of child benefit—in reality a substitute for
child tax allowances =is 1o be cut by nearly 5%, vet the Chancellor recently
raised the married man's tax allowance —enjoyed by couples without child-
ren— by twice the rate of inflation. "’
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The married man’s allowanee is now 17% higher than if it had been increased
by the statutory price-linked uprating formula under this government. Child
benefit is now 3% lower than if it had been consistently uprated in line with
prices. This has meant the aggravation of a longer term fiscal trend which has
penalised families with children and which Conservatives rightly condemned
when in opposition. This can be illustrated by looking at what has happened
to the real value of the tax break-even points for different groups over the last
25 years (tax break-even points are a measure of tax-free income devised by the
Inland Revenue to allow comparison between tax-free income before and after
the introduction of child benefit). Between 1959/60 and 1985/86, there was an
increase of 47% and 39%, respectively, in the real value of the tax break-even
points for a single person and a childless couple. For a couple with two child-
ren, the increase was only 4%, and for a couple with four children, there was a
decrease of 16%.'*

The present government’s policy of giving priority to higher tax thresholds
as a2 means of helping poor families in work simply does not make sense. It has
been clearly demonstrated that an increase in child benefit is a more discrimi-
nating and cost-effective way of concentrating help on low paid families in
need, This is for two main reasons,

First, an increase in tax thresholds gives most money to the highest paid who
can set it against the higher rates of tax, and least to the low paid lified out of
tax. Moreover, the hall a million working families with children with incomes
below the tax threshold gain nothing from such an increase. Child benefit, in
contrast, helps the very poorest families without giving the richest families any
more than anyone else.

Second, among the low paid, it is those with children who are most likely to
experience poverty. DHSS figures show that, in 1981, over four-fifths of those
living below the SB level where the family ‘head’ was in full-time work, were
in families with children.

Child benefit v means-tested child support

In March of this year, 38 organisations, representing families, women, child-
ren and the poor, wrote to the Prime Minister reminding her of her pre-election
assurance that ‘there are no plans to make any change to the basis on which
child benefit is paid or calculated’. The letter stated:

In our view, the retention of child benefit, paid at a reduced level in real
terms, alongside @ restructured system of means-tested child support would
mean a ‘change to the basis' of that benefit. The government would be
seen, we believe, to be paying lipservice only to the principle of a benefit for
all children, and would be widely suspected of intending to allow the reduced
universal benefit to decline in value until it withered away and was replaced
entirely by meanstested provision.

This is now precisely what is happening. The government’s Green Paper
endorses the principles underlying the universal child benefit scheme:
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The principle that we should give financial support 1o those who bear the
extra responsibility of bringing up children is one to which this Govern-
ment are committed., It acknowledges not only the duty to ensure that child-
ren should noet face hardship, but also the importance of supporting family
life and those who are ensuring our own future by caring for the next genera-
tion. "

However, having praised the child benefit scheme, acknowledging that it is
‘simple, well-understood and popular’,” the Green Paper effectively buries it
by making clear that, in furure, priority will be given 1o means-tested support
for children through a revamped FIS scheme,

Few will mourn the passing of FIS. It has suffered from all the problems
endemic to means-testing. Take-up has stuck at about 50% of those cligible,
far below the 85% target set by Sir Keith Joseph at the time of its introduction
in 1971. Yet it was deliberately designed to be a relatively “simple’, rough and
ready benefiv in order 1o maximise claims. It has been a key component of the
‘poverty trap’, reducing the incentive of low paid workers to improve their
financial position by their own efforts. Its administrative costs s a proportion
of total expendirure are nearly double those of child benefit,

But FI1S8’s successor, family credit, will not solve these problems. Indeed, it
is likely to exacerbate them and create new ones. (For & more detailed critique
of the family credit scheme, see Buryving Beveridge, CPAG's response to the
Green Paper, Reform of Social Security.) It is proposed thar the family credir
will be paid through the pay packet instead of through the post office. This
will mean, in most two-parent families, that the money will be paid to the
futher, instead of to the mother. (Nine out of ten two-parent families on FIS
are dependent on the father’s wage alone.®') At the same time, the child bene-
fit, which the mother will continue to receive, is being reduced in value.

Our survey underlines the importance o mothers of benefits for children
being paid to them through the post office. Over three-quarters felt that it was
essential or very important that child benefit be paid regularly and directly to
them. Among those whose partners were on 2 low wage, the proportion was
over 90%. Opinion polls tell the same story. A recent MORI poll found that
77% of peaple thoughr that benefits for children should be paid 1o the mother.
And the Gallup Poll commissioned by the DHSS ‘revealed strong support
(71%) for the current child benefit arrangement of paying benefit 1o the
mother rather than the previous system which involved a combination of tax
and family allowances (12%), Among child benefit recipients, support for
child benefit was even more marked, 80% for and 11% against.'

The view that benefits for children should be paid to the mother rests in part
on the belief that the money is thereby more likely to be spent on the children
(85 our survey shows that it normally is) and in part on a recognition of the
importance to mothers of having a source of income independent of their hus-
bands {also emphasised strongly by the mothers in our survey). The later
point has been made by Emma Nicholson, a Vice-Chairwoman of the Conser-
vative Party, with regard to child benefit;



It is cash that goes directly 1o the parent looking after the child which is in
most cases the woman. Many married women still don’t have an income of
their own. It matters a great deal to have econemic freedom; just that tiny
little gap between not having to ask and having that cash.™

‘1 think it essential that child benefit be maintained for those on very
low incomes. However, even in families where the husband's income
would appear more than sufficient, it does not mean to say thar the
wife and children have an adequate portion of it. At least child
benefit gives the mother a little bit of income and independence.

‘Speaking to many other women, it seems many are very dependent
as it [child benefit] is sometimes the only money they handle or is
very much part of the housekeeping money.'

“Not every well paid family benefit from their husband’s income.’

*Child benefit paid directly to me enables me to provide my children
with their needs, without my always asking my husband for more
money. My little independence.”

Married women without an income of their own are very much over-represented
among families eligible for FIS, and the same is likely 1o apply to family credit.

The importance of benefits being paid direct to the mother also has to be
understood in the context of the distribution of income within the family.
Research suggests that income is not always shared fairly within the family.
For example, a recent study of patterns of income within families (see p 17):

underlines an important point about the nature of family life: it can be very
misleading to regard the family as a single economic unit. Members of fami-
lies have much in common, but there are crucial ways in which their inter-
ests can be different or even in opposition. Child benefit is more important
for wives than husbands and it is important in different ways. Any proposals
for change must take account of the different positions of wife and husband
within families . . . Giving appropriate financial help to families depends on
understanding what happens to money weithin families.™

The government’s Green Paper argues that the pay packer is the most
appropriate place to pay the family credit. Bur it is clearly not most
appropriate from the point of view of the person providing day-to-day care of
the children, nor of the children themselves. The only basis for arguing that it
is most appropriate is if family credit is regarded primarily as an inducement
to accept low wages rather than as a means of rackling child poverty. And,
indeed, the Green Paper virtually admits this, arguing thar the new scheme
should ‘offer significant advantages for employers in ensuring that employees
perceive more clearly the total net remuneration they receive’.”

Although payment will be through the paypacket, claims will still have to be
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made to the DHSS. This is likely to mean even lower take-up than of FIS, as
rescarch suggests that the involvement of employers can discourage some
people from claiming means-tested benefits.” Furthermore, claiming will be
more difficult. Claimants will have to produce 13 weeks’ payslips, instead of
five as at present, and will have o resubmirt a claim every six months, instead
of every 12.

Some, although not necessarily all, of any savings from future cuts in child
benefit will go into the family credit, so that it will be rather more generous
than FIS. But in the absence of any figures, it is impossible to gauge just how
much more generous, Calculations by the Institute for Fiscal Studies and by
CPAG suggest that any gains are likely to be relatively small, and in many
cases will do little more than compensate for the loss of free school meals and
cuts in housing benefit. Indeed, in many cases these other cuts are likely to
outweigh the gains from family credir.

It is proposed that free school meals will, in future, be confined to those on
SE (1o be renamed income support). Those on family credit will receive some
compensation, although, once more, this will be to the disadvantage of mothers,
who are likely to have to meet the cost of the substitute for the free school
meal, while fathers receive the compensation. For the 300,000 children who
currently receive free school meals under local authorities’ discretionary
powers, there will be no compensation unless they become entitled to the
family credir.

The Secretary of State has emphasised the government’s desire ‘to do more
to help low income families with children’.” FIS is currently received by only
about 200,000 families. One of the background papers to the government's
Green Paper shows that in 1982 there were over 700,000 working families
with children in the bottom fifth of the income distribution — as noted already,
the Green Paper’s definition of low income. Similarly, FIS is paid on behalf of
only abour 417,000 children, a fraction of the 1%m children of working fami-
lies being raised in poverty or on its margins in 1981.

Leaked DHSS figures suggest that family credit may reach about 300,000
families, and that a hundred thousand low income families would actually get
less help than now under the family credit scheme.™ Those low income fami-
lies with incomes too ‘high' to qualify for means-tested child support will be
particularly badly hit by the decision to cut child benefit in favour of this
means-tested support. So will those who do qualify but who do not claim the
benefit and mothers in families where the income is not shared fairly, In each
case, we are talking of children in families where there is a clear ‘need’ for an
adequate child benefit, even on a very restricted definition of need.

We believe that the arguments against the structure of child support for
which the government has opted are overwhelming. We are supported in this
belief by the findings of the survey reported in this pamphlet. In the final
chapter, we make the case for a substantial improvement in the child benefit
scheme as the only acceprable basis for meeting the needs of the children of
this country.
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PART II

Child benefit:

what mothers say

Alison Walsh

‘Don't give us the humiliation of a means test. Don’t make us
wait a month. Don’t take it away from women and give it 1o the
man in the household.’



CHAPTER 1

Other studies of child benefit

As is the case with many of our social security benefits, there has been relatively
little research into child benefit, or its predecessor, family allowance.

Joan Brown has written an excellent account of the historical development
of child income support in the UK." In it, she draws atnention to the fact tha
child benefit (and, previously, family allowance) has wide support for a num-
ber of reasons. Child benefit is a way of contributing to the costs involved in
bringing up children. It is a means by which the whole community shares in
the costs of raising the next generation, thereby promoting its health and wel-
fare, and reducing poverty in families with children. The payment of a cash
benefit to mothers is important because child support then goes directly to the
parent with primary responsibility for children's welfare (generally the
mother).

As Joan Brown, Hilary Land,” Jean Coussins and Anna Coote® and others
have stressed, the payment of cash directly to mothers is of particular impor-
tance. It is a reliable, independent source of income, supplementing their
housekeeping money, which, for whatever reason, may fall short of the
amount needed 1o feed, clothe and generally provide for their children’s needs,
In addition, the receipt of a small income, for which they do not have to ask
their male partner, is of particular value to non-waged mothers—for whom
child benefit is the source of ‘a lintle pride and dignity’.*

As well as the collection of letters published under that title, CPAG also
instigated three other studies which related to the proposals in the early 19705
to replace family allowance with a system of 1ax credirs.?

In 1971, Virginia Bottomley (now a Conservative MP) produced a study of
28 low income families in London.® She focused on four characteristics of
family allowance: its payment to mothers; its payment weekly; the fact that it
was easy 1o save, and its value as a reliable source of income. In respect of pay-
ment to mothers, her findings supported the premise that family allowance
played a major part in ensuring adequate provision for children, and in reduc-
ing financial and power inequalities within couples, Weekly payment was
shown to be very important in tiding families over until the next payday, and
in preventing mid-week financial crises. In addition, getting family allowance
on a regular weekly basis made it relatively easier to save up for larger items
such as clothing, rent and fuel bills — although food was the single most impor-
tant item on which it was spent. Lastly, the study found that the reliability of
family allowance made it “a cornerstone in the budgers of low income families’,
and highlighted the crucial importance of the almost 100% take-up rate in
alleviating family poverty —a point siressed by CPAG elsewhere.’

In 1972, CPAG carried out an anitude survey of mothers, 1o discover how
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‘Child benefit is a life-saver to many families when money in the
bank is running out. I am strongly in favour of a weekly paid benefir.
Although 1 like to try to save a bit each week towards holidays, 1 find
I often need it for school outings (must have the money tomorrow) or
items of food.’

‘*For many mothers it is their only “income”. For this reason, | think
it is important that it can be obtained easily every week. It is there
during the week when the money has run out at the weekend.'

they viewed the replacement of family allowance by tax credits likely 10 be
paid to the father (as proposed by the Chancellor of the Exchequer in his Bud-
get speech earlier that year)" One thousand one hundred and ninety-six
women, 379 of whom were in receipt of family allowance, were interviewed.
The major finding was that 71% of the women disapproved of the proposed
change, while only 8% positively approved of it. Although disapproval was
strongest among those on low incomes, 69% of the middle-class sample also
expressed strong disapproval. The women defended family allowance not only
for its material benefit (ie, as an important cash addition to the family budget),
but also in principle, as a source of independent income over which mothers
had control.

The survey also looked at the items on which family allowance was spent,
and found that 71% of mothers spent it on food or clothes for their children. A
further 20% spent it on general housekeeping items, or specific ones such as
school dinners or rent. It has been shown elsewhere” that food occupies a
larger proportion of spending in low income families, and this was also shown
to be true in respect of family allowance income. Similarly, those with higher
family incomes were more likely to save up their family allowance over a
period of time. Access to the male breadwinner's income was shown to be most
uncertain among women in low income families.

‘Child benefit is to most mothers, myself included, the only
“*personal’ income that we have...It is a very important
independent income for the majority of mothers.'

| ‘I am not short of money. However, child benefit is the only money [
feel is entirely mine to dispose of. After having a well-paid job for
eight years, I see this as my one bit of “independent” money.’
‘It is important for all women, whether working or not, to have some
money they can say is their own. It gives a degree of dignity and
independence.’

The study concluded that it was children and women in low income families
who were most in need of the reliable and independent income which family
allowance provided, but the results also showed the strength of hostility
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among middle-class women towards the proposed shifi in child income sup-
port from the mother to the father.

In January 1973, CPAG commissioned a Gallup Poll to test “public support
for the payment of family allowance or child credits to the mother”. " The poll
showed overwhelming support, regardless of age or class, for continuing pay-
ment of child income support to the mother. Most notably, 93% of married
women with children felt that payment should continue 1o them. A key influ-
ence on their opinions was the tendency for increases in housckeeping allow-
ances to lag behind price rises,

Later research into child benefit, by David Piachaud, has focused on the
costs of raising a child.!! He has shown that the current level of supplementary
benefit scale rates for children, and of child benefit, falls far short of the actual
money needed to provide adequately for a child in our society today. This is
without taking into account loss of earnings due to time spent — predominantly
by mothers —on caring for children. His research prompts a reappraisal of the
level of child benefit, and of how this level relates to the degree of financial res-
ponsibility which falls on individual families with children,

David Piachaud also raises the question, highlighted by Joan Brown,'* of
huw much of the costs of children should be borne by the family, and how
much by the state. Both authors suggest that, at present, the sharing of the cost
burden via the benefit and tax systems is limited, and can hardly be said 1o
constitute a fair distribution of the money and time costs involved in raising
the next generation. An obvious consequence of this is that families with child-
ren, and especially young children, are much more likely to be living in
poverty than the childless,

One of the issues raised in all three of CPAG’s studies of family allowance in
the early 1970s was its importance in relation 1o access to and control over
money within the family/household. This has been the focus of a recently
completed research study by Jan Pahl, reported in New Sociery.'® In-depth
interviews with 102 couples (both jointly and separately with the man and
woman) were carried out to explore the way family finances are managed.
Four distinct patterns emerged:

1 The whole wage system: one partner, generally the wife, manages almost all
the money.

2 The allowance system: the wife is given housekeeping for set items, with her
husband responsible for all other spending.

3 The pooling system: both partners have access to all the money and share res-
ponsibility for managing and spending ir.

4 Theindependent management system: each pariner has his/her own income and
responsibilities, with neither having access to the whole household income.

The study showed that the whole wage and pooling systems were most com-
mon in families with total net incomes below £9,000 per year. For families
with incomes higher than this, the allowance and independent management
systems were more likely,
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The relationship between a couple’s money management system and the
importance of child benefit to the wife was explored. As Table | shows, the vast
majority of mothers, at all income levels, felt child benefit was important or very
important. However, it was most important for those women with restricted
access to family income (under the allowance system), and relatively less
important for women with independent incomes and independent money
management.

Table 1: Woman’s view of child bemefit in relation to family's money
mianagemeni system (Fo)

Whole mage Allomance Pooling Independenr Al

Very important 86 50 39 11 45

Important 7 50 54 78 49
Mot important 7 0 7 1 6

With regard to which items child benefit is spent on, it was found that, in
almost all cases, the cash went towards food, bills or items for the children.
Only six women said they saved the money, and only one said she spent it on
herself. A large majority of the women said that they thought they should have
the choice of how and when their child benefit was paid. The only support for
a switch from payment of it to the wife came from some men.

In her conclusion, Jan Pahl points out the danger of introducing means-testing
for child benefit on the basis of aggregated household income. Then, women for
whom it is most important would be deprived of an independent source of
income. This conclusion parallels the recommendation made by Jean Coussins
and Anna Coote, that an acceptable family policy must take account of ‘the rights
and needs of individuals within families, as well as those of the family asa unit"."
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CHAPTER 2

The survey of child benefit
recipients

In conducting a fundamental review of social security, it might have been
expected that the government would endeavour to find out the views of those
receiving social security benefits about the adequacy and structure of bene-
fits and make these views known. A survey was carried out into attitudes of
the public towards social security, the findings of which were published, but
the three questions on child benefit asked nothing abowt the experience or
importance of child benefit. A smaller scale study (of 54 parents) specifically
into child benefit was carried out, but the government itself has not pub-
lished the findings and independent publication of the study (which was com-
pleted in Movember 1984) was delayed.' Publication was oo late for account
to be taken of the findings in this report, but a summary is included in
Appendix 2.

CPAG, with irs long-standing concern abour child benefit, was anxious to
learn and make known opinions on the benefit—on its importance, its level, on
methods of payment —and on how child benefit is spent. A survey was there-
fore carried out.

[deally, a large sample, randomly drawn, would have been screened to iden-
tify chuld benefit recipients who would then have been interviewed. Such a
study might have cost more than CPAG's entire annual budget and was sim-
ply not feasible. It was therefore necessary to do the best possible survey
within the resources available.

The first requirement was to reach those receiving child benefit. This was
done through the Pre-School Playgroups' Association's monthly magazine
Contact, which is distributed throughout England and Wales. The readership,
predominantly women, is clearly biased towards those with pre-school child-
ren who are involved with playgroups and is nor perfectly representative of all
child benefit recipients, but, as will be seen in the next chapter, the readers -
and respondents —are widely distributed geographically and socially.

The second requirement was a questionnaire that was simple and clear
enough for self-<completion without prompting or guidance from interviewers
(who could scarcely be mailed owt with Comacr). To avoid ambiguity and
reduce the time needed for analysis, multiple choice or pre-coded guestions
were used wherever possible.

The questionnaire sought information of three main types:

I on how child benefit is spent: when it is spent and what it is spent on;
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2 on opinions about child benefit: its importance, amount, payment arrange-
ments, eic;

3 on the respondenis’ circumstances: age, number of children, employment,
etc.

It was decided to restrict the questionnaire to women receiving child benefit
since men constitute a very small proportion of recipients.

A pilot questionnaire was drawn up and distributed with the Islington PPA
newsletter in December 1984, An amended, final version of the questionnaire
was drawn up, and is included in Appendix 1. It was distributed in the March
1985 issue of Conract. Mothers were asked to complete and return the ques-
tionnaire to CPAG by 10 April 1985,

Almost 2,500 guestionnaires were filled in and returned to CPAG. This
represents 16% of those distributed, but this certainly understates the res-
ponse rate. Copies of Conracr are also distributed to local authorities, volun-
tary organisations, the media and even pressure groups, so that only a propor-
tion go to playgroup participants. Of the participants, a proportion are organ-
isers not receiving child benefit. Thus, the true response rate is well over 16%.
Mevertheless, this response may seem low. It should, however, be borne in
mind that cost restrictions meant that no pre-paid reply envelopes could be
sent out and that response rates to this type of survey are generally low. It is
certainly not suggested that the survey is perfect or ideal. But within the
resources available, the response does seem a sarisfactory basis for understand-
ing mothers’ experiences of and sttitudes to child benefir.
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CHAPTER 3

The findings

The findings of this study of mothers receiving child benefit have been organ-
ised as follows. First, data on the background of respondents (age, class, etc) is
set out, to give a summary of the composition of the sample population. The
findings are given in the same order as the questions appear on the question-
naire (see Appendix 1). Then, data on the dependent variables (how child
benefit is spent and opinions about it) is given. Quotes from some of the
mothers have been used to illustrate and highlight aspects of the statistical
data. Within each of the sections, similarities and/or variations in the findings
when related to the independent variables are indicated, and briefly discussed.

The sample size for the findings is the 2,001 cases in the sample of mothers
getting child benefit that were analysed. (Because of limitations of time, the
processing and analysis was restricted to 2,001 cases randomly selected from
the nearly 2,500 guestionnaires that were returned.)

(a) Summary of composition of the sample
Diagram 1: Regional distriburion of mothers

Mortherm -
YorksiHumber }:
E Midlands |70

EAnglia |-

South-sast 7
(excluding G London) [

South-west |

W Midlands |
Morth-west |

Wales [

G London |

The geographical distribution of mothers in the study is shown in Diagram 1.
The reason for the large response from the South-east is, at least partly, a reflec-
tion of the relatively high population contained in this region —even if Greater
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London is excluded. Also, there are comparatively more pre-school play-
groups in this region.

Table 2: Number of children for whom mothers were getting child benefit (%)

1 281 14.0%
2 1,221 6 1.0%
3 389 19.5%
4+ 110 5.5%
Total 2,001 100.0%

Table 2 shows the number of children for whom mothers were receiving
child benefit, The sample included mothers with children of all ages. 51% had
one or more children under 5. This figure is higher than the national average
of 37% because the survey was directed to users of pre-school playgroups.
Nevertheless, just over half of the mothers in the sample had one or more
children over 5, and two-fifths had one or more aged over 10.

A maijority of mothers (74%) received their child benefit weekly, the remain-
der (26%) monthly. This is in line with previous research findings and ofTicial
figures. Mothers were asked how often they collected their child benefit on the
first day it was due. Just under a quarter (22%) said they always did so; nearly a
half (47%) said they usually did; slightly more than a quarter (28%) said they
sometimes did, and only 47 mothers (2%) said never,

OF the mothers in the sample, 81 (4%) were in receipt of one-parent benefit
in addition to their child benefit. A further 42 (2%) were entitled to claim 1t,
but had not done so, A number of those mothers made it clear thar they were
not claiming the extra allowance for single parents because it would simply be
deducted from their supplementary benefir,

The ages of the mothers are shown in Table 3. There were no mothers
under 20 years old.

Table 3:  Ages of mochers

20-29 338 16.9%
30-39 1,310 65.5%
-3 128 16.4%%,
30+ 25 1.2%
Toral 2,001 100, 0%

93% of mothers were married and living with their husbands; 14 (less than
1%} were living with a male partner to whom they were not married, and the
rest were living alone with their children. Lone mothers were, therefore,
underrepresented in the sample, as abour one in seven families are headed by a
lone parent, Their underrepresentation probably reflects the method of dis-
tributing the survey — with single parents more likely to be working and using
alternative pre-school childcare facilities. Overall, differences in responses
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made by single parents and those by mothers living in couples were not signifi-
cant, The responses of single mothers largely concurred with those of mothers
in low income families (see pp 34 and 37 for specific comments about the level
of benefit provision for single parents).

An overwhelming majority of the mothers—85%—was living in owner-
occupied accommodation. Again, this probably reflects the form and method
of distribution of the survey, as well as the high response rate from the south of
England, where levels of owner-occupation are higher than elsewhere (exclud-
ing Greater London). Of the other mothers in the sample, 8% were council
tenants, 4% were in housing association or private rented accommodation, and
4% were living with family or friends, or in other types of acommodation such
as tied houses, etc. Where significant differences between responses made by
owner-occupiers and other tenure groups oceur, these are dealt with in the
later sections. The overall effect of the biss in the sample towards owner-
occupiers is also discussed in Chapter 4.

Table 4: Social class diseribution of mothers

Waorking class 739 36.9%
Middle class 1,030 51.5%
Upper class 10 0.5%
Mone of theseldon't know 22 11.1%
Toral 2001 100, 0%

In terms of social class (self-assigned), the sample was broadly representative
of class distribution in England and Wales, when compared with official
figures. To the question ‘Do you think of yoursell as working class/middle
classfupper class/none of these or don’t know?’, the mothers responded as indi-
cated in Table 4.

In terms of paid employment, the proportion of mothers in the sample with
a regular paid job-—1,005 (53%)—was below the national average. This is
probably because of the higher than average proportion of mothers in the
sample with children under 5, and the fact that working mothers with children
{who need childcare arrangements which coincide with their hours of work)
are less likely to be involved in pre-school playgroups. Only 3% of the sample
were employed for 30 hours or more each week; 29% were doing paid work for
8-30 hours per week, and a further 21% were employed for less than 8 hours
per week. Because the survey was distributed via the Pre-School Playgroups’
Association, a large number of the mothers were working in playgroups. The
remaining 47% of mothers in the sample had no paid employment. For those
mothers who were doing paid work, the frequency of payment is shown in
Diagram 2.

One hundred and forty-one mothers received direct income in the form of
state benefits other than child benefit. A majority of these were single parents.
Income in the form of state benefits ranged from less than £1 1o a maximum of
£73 per week. One hundred and forty-nine mothers had income from a source
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Diagram 2: Frequency of payment of the 1,005 mothers in paid work

other than child benefit, state benefits or wages (eg, maintenance or interest on
savings). Half of the mothers in this group received £10 weekly or less, and
only 12% received over £40 per week. Income from employment ranged from
less than £1 to £160 net per week. However, only 10% of the mothers who
were doing paid work took home more than £50 per week. Furthermore, 50%
had rake-home pay of less than £20 per week.

For mothers living with male partners, data on their partner's employment sta-
tus and net weekly income from all sources was collected: 94%of partners werein
full-time work, and less than 1% were in part-time work; 3% were unemployed,
less than 1% were chronically sick, and 2% were outside these four categories. It
is clear that the sample is biased towards those mothers with partners in employ-
ment, since national average figures for male unemployment are around 12%. It
would seem to derive from the higher response from the south of England, and
the fact that the sample did not include mothers from Scotland and Northern Ire-
land. It might also be that mothers in families where the male breadwinner is
unemployed are less likely to use preschool playgroups. The bias towards
mothers with partners in work parallels the bias towards ewner-occupiers,

The partner's income level distribution is illustrated in Diagram 3. The bias
towards partners in full-time employment tends to skew the figures towards
the higher income bands. However, the data are clearly representative of
income levels for men in paid work—although still veering slightly towards
those with above average incomes, since the £100-149 net weekly income band
corresponds to the typical net income of a married man earning the national
average wage. There were 131 instances in which the partner's income level
was not entered —almost all of these being where the figure was not known 1o
the woman. (The significance of this is discussed below, pp 30-32.)

(b)Y What child benefit is spent on

The mothers in the sample were asked to indicate whether they spent their
child benefit on each of six specified irems. It is clear from Table 5 thart, in

24

Diagram 3: Partrers' mer weekly income from all sources

order of frequency, children’s clothes and shoes, food and school expenses are
the items on which child benefit is most commonly spent. The use of it to pay
for fuel bills or children’s pocket money is significant, but intermittent rather
than regular. Nearly ewo-thirds of mothers never used child benefit for their
children’s pocket money, and an even higher proportion (nearly three-quarters)
never used it for fuel bills or heating costs.

Table 5: Frequency of child benefit being spent on six specified items (%)

1 2 J
Always  Unially  Somerimes 14243  Never  All

Food 243 278 5.6 87.7 12.3 100
Fuel 4.1 4.6 18.4 27.0 730 100
Children’s clothes 15.6 M5 49.8 4.9 5.1 100
Children’s shoes 16.6 24.2 49.0 BO.B 10.2 100
School expenses 13.3 15.6 39.5 6.4 ile 100
Pocket money 83 7.0 232 385 61.5 100

In families with older children, the more children in the family, the more
often child benefit was used 1o pay for school expenses and 1o provide the
children with pocket money. Overall, the more children in the family - what-
:w; ut-:;ir ages—the more likely it was that mothers would spend child benefit
on .

The age of the mothers in the sample made no clear difference to their par-
terns of spending of child benefit on the six specified items. Single parent
mothers were more likely to use their child benefit to pay for food, and twice as
likely to use it to pay for fuel costs, than married women. This almost certainly
reflects their sole responsibility for houschold bills, as well as the generally
lower level of their household incomes. A similar pattern of use was indicated
by council tenants and, to a lesser extent, by other tenants, compared with
mothers living in owner-occupied accommodation.

Social class differences had little effect on patterns of spending on the six
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items, although working-class mothers were slightly more likely always or
usually to spend their child benefit on food, fuel, children’s clothes and child-
ren's shoes, This would sugpest thar they had rather less flexibility in their
spending patterns than mothers from other social class groupings. This prob-
ably reflects a lower household income, on average, and the need for more
rigid budgeting,

The data showed thar Mexibility in the pattern of spending on the six items
was affected by the mother’s employment status, by her own income and by
her pariner’s. Not surprisingly, spending patterns were least flexible where
mothers were not engaged in paid work, or where they were working few
hours and earning a relatively small wage. This was also evident for morhers in
families where the man was not in full-time work. As with single parents, these
mothers —who relied almost entirely on income from various state benefits—
were more likely to use their child benefit ro pay for food, fuel and children’s
clothes and shoes. A similar spending pattern was clear for households where
the man’s wage was below avenige and/or the total household income was com-
paratively low. In particular, mothers in such families more often used their
child benefit towards fuel costs,

Table 6: Spending of child benefit on additional items (%)

Activities 5.5
Crutings 8.1
Holidays b7
Toys, books, games 4.5
Presents 9.4
Savings 1.8
Travel expenses 74
Sundry children's items 59
Childeare 37
General household spending 15.3
Rillsflarge houschold items 6.1
Adults 44
No items other than 6 basics 46.7

As well as spending on the six specified items, mothers were asked to list
any other items on which they always/usually/sometimes spent their child
benefit. While 47% of mothers never spent it on other items, 5% did. With a
maximum of four items coded per respondent, total coded responses were
1,579, In is clear from Table 6 that a significant number of mothers pur all
or part of their child benefit into their general household spending money.
Only a very small percentage of mothers used it specifically to buy cloth-
ing or other items for adults in the houschold. Of the small number who
said they did, it is worth noting that many had no other income in their
own right and were also in a low income household, or did not know what
their partner’s income was. Travel expenses were more ofien listed by
mothers in rural areas; childcare expenses by single parents. Qrherwise,
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there was little variation in the figures for spending on items additional to the
six specified items, when the different independent variables were taken into
account.

Diagram 4: Spending of child bemefir
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Looking at spending patterns overall (on the six specified items, plus the 12

additional ones) Diagram 4 shows clearly that mothers largely spend their

child benefit on the basic items which they have to provide for the healthy and
full development of their children.

{c) The importance of child benefit in providing for their
children’s needs

To assess the importance of child benefit in providing for their children's
needs, mothers were asked to tick one of five boxes 1o indicate whether it was
essential/very important/fairly important/not very important/not important at
all. As Diagram 5 shows, an overwhelming majority of mothers (93%) said
that child benefit was important in meeting the needs of their children - 75%
said it was very important or essential. The strength of feeling was highlighted
by the number of mothers who stressed how important child benefit was in
making ends meet when asked if there was anything else they wanted 10 say
about child benefit {in their own words at the end of the questionnaire). Of the
876 mothers who did give their own additional comments, 291 (33%) repeated
their view that child benefit was very important or essential. The following
comments are representative of those made.
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Diagram 5: Imporiance of child benefit in providing for children’s needs
A6%

B%
T[T '!|!_ 1%
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Mot very Mot important
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Withour child benefit payments, myselfl and many others simply could not
Sfeed our children.' {Mother of three, North Yorkshire)

"Wich the rising costs of mortgage payments and costs of heating fuels, my child
benefit means we are just keeping our keads above water. Withour it we wonld
sink.” (Mother of two, Cheshire)

‘Child benefir is an essential part of our income . . . I couldn’t cope wwithour it [
riced it so my child doesn’t go without, even if I have ro.’
{Morther of one, Dorser)

‘My husband is a skilled man and [ worked until the children. We simply
could not ear and pay our mortgage without child benefit.'
{Mother of three, Lancashire)

"My child benzfit is a life-line when we dare not go back to the bank."
(Mother of four, West Midlands)

I need it to survive financiafly.’ (Mother of two, Cumbria)

As might have been expected, there were some regional variations, with
mothers outside London and the South-east slightly more likely to say that
child benefit was essential in providing for their children. This would seem 1o
reflect lower wage levels away from the South-east of England, and may also
stern from differing household management systems (see p 17) in the north
and south—with the whole wage system more prevalent in the north.

The more children they had, the more important mothers felt child benefit
to be in meeting their children's needs. Thus, 39% of mothers with one child
Felt that it was essential in this respect, as against 63% of mothers with four or
more children. Even so, over half of the mothers with one child said child
benefit was very important or essential in providing for their child’s needs.
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Younger mothers were more likely 1o judge child benefit as essential for
their children, This reflects the generally lower household incomes in younger
Families. Single parents were twice as likely to say that it was essential in pro-
viding for their children as mothers in married couples (87% compared with
43%), again reflecting lower household incomes.

The importance of child benefit in meeting children's needs differed
between owner-occupiers and other tenure groups. Council tenants were twice
as likely 1o say that it was essential as owner-occupiers = 85% as against 42%,
Mothers living with family or friends (77%), housing association tenants
(72%) and private tenants (61%), were also far more likely to say that child
benefit was essential in meeting their children's needs. The starkest contrast
was in the figures for mothers who felt that it was not very important or not
important at all. All the mothers who felr it was not important at all, and all
but four of the 119 mothers who felt it was not very important, were living in
owner-oocupied accommodation. This divide was also clear between working-
class and middle-class mothers, bur was not quite so extreme.

The mother's employment status and income had relatively less effect on
whether child benefit was important in providing for children’s needs than did
the husband 's/partner’s. Most notably, of the 119 mothers who thought child
benefit was not very important, only three did not have partners in full-time
work. In houscholds where the man was unemployed, child benefit was twice
as likely to be seen as essential in providing for the children.

‘Maost people I know rely on their child benefir as a vital part of their
budger.’

‘We are an ordinary, average family, lucky enough to own a house and
be employed., We don’t live extravagantly and often have a job to make
ends meet —we certainly couldn’t manage without family allowance.'

‘In order to live rather than exist, even a family of our size who do
not live extravagantly, with a husband in full-time work, find that we
are always broke. Without child benefit, we would not be able to live
a life of reasonable guality.’

There was a clear relationship between the level of the father’s income and
the importance of child benelit for meeting the children’s needs. Figures for
mothers judging it to be essential ranged from 78% in the lowest net weekly
income band, to 50% in the middle band, and to 18% in the highest band. It
should be noted, however, that at levels far in excess of entitlement to Family
Income Supplement, mothers said that child benefit was an essential or very
important component of the family's income when it came to providing ade-
quately for the needs of their children. In the two lower income bands, no mother
said the receipt of child benefit was less than fairly important in meeting their
children's needs. Notably, where the mother did not know her partner'sincome,
31% of mothers said that child benefit was essential tothe children, whereas only
5% said that it was not very important or not at all so.
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Diagram 6: Importance of child benefit as a regular and direct payment 1o the

mother
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(d) The importance to mothers of child benefit as a regular
payment made directly to them

Mothers were asked to assess on a scale (essential/very important/fairly impor-
tant/not very important/not important at all), how important they felt it was
that child benefit was paid regularly and directly to them. As Diagram 6
shows, a huge majority of mothers considered child benefit to be important
because it is paid regularly and directly to them. Indeed, over 75% felt it very
important or essential because it gave them some independent income on
which they could rely, without having to go to their partners. Many mothers
made this point in their additional commients about child benefit, Others
stressed the importance of the regular receipt of child benefit in particular, in
terms of making ends meet between their partner’s paydays. These were
mainly mothers dependent on low or irregular household income, or with
limited access to the household income. The woman's employment status
made little difference 1o whether or not she thought it was important that child
benefit was a regular payment made directly to her. This is probably a reflec-
tion of the general insecurity of jobs today-especially part-time employ-
ment, in which most of the mothers in the sample who were working were
engaged.

The following comments (just five of the 204 made on the subject) illustrate
why mothers feel it is important to have child benefit as a regular source of
income paid directly to them.

‘It would be a serious mistake to consider basing it fchild benefit] on a
Samily's income —it is the one thing payable to me for my children that my
husband has no control over. Very important in many households —if you are
thinking of the children as of prime importance . ..’

(Mother of two, Surrey)
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‘Whilst wey husband earns over £100 per week 5o we are not on the poverty
line, he is bad ar managing money and mean with it. Therefore I couldn'r xet
through the week if I didn’t have my child benefit. For many women, child
benefit ensures they can feed their families for most of the week. It iz
essential it 15 paid directly to the woman of the family,’

(Mother of one, Cumbria)

‘Child benefit should be the right of every mother no matter whar her
income or, more imporiantly, ne matter what her partner’s income is. For
many of us, child benefit is the only money we have that we do not have to
ask our husbands for.’ {Mother of two, Hampshire)

‘As I have no real income that is entively my own, the weekly child benefit

payment gives me token financial independence from my husband. In other

words, it i my money 1o spend as | wish, withour resort 1o my husband,’
{Mother of one, West Sussex)

"Child benefit s my only income in my own right. It is therefore essential
that 1 should receive it, in order to maintain some seif esteem and Seel thar 1
can contribute to my family’s well-being.’ (Mother of one, Avon)

A number of mothers (94) said that they felt the payment of child benefit 1o
them was some recognition - even though token in amount - of the importance
of mothering. Some stressed the contribution of mothers to children’s welfare,
especially while the children were young. The vital role of mothers in raising
the next generation was also pointed out. The following comments are typical
of those made.,

‘Child benefit should be avatlable to the mother or person whose job is
looking after the children. .. ' (Mother of three, Kent)

‘Child benefit provides an indirect source of recognition thar motherhood

(however meagrely) is recognised by soctery to have its “costs™, and a smafl
payment helps to reinvest “mon-productive”™ women with a little status and
sénse of worthiness. .. " (Mother of two, Bedfordshire)

‘The present token amount of financial help in the form of child benefit needs
to be raised, if motherhood as a 7-10 year job is ever to acquire the sratus
needed to offset the stresses and isolacion it encails.’

(Mother of two, Yorkshire)

Mothers' opinions on the importance of child benefit as a regular payment
made directly to them showed little variation either regionally or in terms of
the number or ages of their children—except that mothers of four or more
children, and of older children, placed most importance on this feature.
Mothers in the 20-29 age group were more likely to see the regular payment
to them as being essential (59%). It is not possible to say whether this reflects
the lower household income level generally in this age group, or the fact
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that younger mothers were less likely to be doing paid work outside the
home.

The regular and direct payment of child benefit was twice as likely to be
seen as essential by single parents as by mothers living with a parmer. Similar
variations 10 those in respect of the imporiance of child benefit for children
also emerge when the importance of direct and regular payment to the mother is
looked at in terms of tenure and class — mothers living in non-owner-occupied
housing thought it of greater importance than owner-occupiers, and 86% of
working-class mothers reckoned it was essential or very imporiant, as
compared with 71% of middle-class mothers, and 79% of mothers who said
their social class was other/not known.

Whether or not a mother was doing paid work outside the home, and the
income she received for it, had a limited influence on her reply to this ques-
tion, although those mothers whose only direct source of income was child
benefit were the most likely to see its regular payment to them as essential (49%,
compared with 37% of mothers working for 30 hours per week or more),

Diagram 7: Preportion thinking regular and divect payment of child benefir
essential according to partner's employment status
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Partner's employment status and income were a much more significant
influence on the mother’s opinion about the importance of child benefit as a
regular payment directly to her. Diagram 7 shows how opinions as to whether
this was essential varied according to pariner’s employment status (the sample
size is 2,001 less single parents—ie, 1,878), Of the 179 mothers who said that
this aspect of child benefit was not very important or not at all so, only four did
not have pariners in full-time work.

Diagram 8 shows the proportions of women who said it was either essential
or very important that child benefit was paid regularly and directly to them
according to their partner’s net weekly income. Even in the highest income
band, over half the mothers in the sample felt it was very important or essen-
tial, while the figure for those with partners on average wages (£100-149 net
weekly income —well above the qualifying income levels for Family Income
Supplement) was over 80%.
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Diagram 8: fmpariance of child beneftr as a regular and dirvect payment to the
woman according to pariner’s net weekly fncome

(¢) Importance of the option of weekly payment of child benefit

When asked ro answer ‘ves’ or ‘no’ to whether they thought mothers ghould
have the choice of receiving child benefit on a weekly basis or not, the quite
overwhelming response was yes. Of the 2,001 mothers, only seven said no. In
other words, 98% of mothers favoured there being a choice of getting child
benefit via weekly payments. In fact, this choice no longer exists for all
mothers. In 1982, the government introduced monthly payment of child bene-
fit. Existing mothers were allowed to retain weekly payments if they wished.
But new mothers can only choose weekly payments if they or their husband
are in receipt of supplementary benefit or FIS, if they are a lone parent or if
monthly payments cause hardship.

Many chose to raise this issue in their additional comments. The quotes
below represent the opinions expressed:

T think child benefir showld be paid . ., by the payments most suitable to the
mother's omwn neads.” (Mother of two, Suffolk)

T need 1o be able to ger my child benefit every week now, as more and more
we are asked ro pay for many school items = trips, dinner money, school
Jund..." (Mother of three, Surrey)

I believe evervone should have the choice of being paid weekly or manthly.'
{Mother of two, Isle of Wighr)

‘Child benefir paid monthly 15 paid in arrears. Aparr from the collapse of my
monthly budger this would mean, I strongly object to the Government getting
Sour wesks interesr on my money." (Mother of two, West Midlands)

(f) Support for the present system of child benefit

It is clear from the survey that a very large majority of mothers want to retain
the present system of child benefit. When asked whether or not they thought
mothers should go on getting child benefit for each of their children in the way
they do now, 89% said yes’, and 11% said ‘no’.

Some of the minority of mothers who wanted the child benefit system
changed gave their reasons. About 6% of them wanted a selective rather than
an universal benefit—though a number of these said specifically that they
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would not want to see selection via a means-test. A few of this group wanted
child benefit to be paid at a lower rate, or stopped, beyond a set number of
children. A further group of 46 women said they wanted the system changed
in order to alleviate the interaction with other benefits. Most notably, many of
these mothers wanted child benefit to be disregarded for the purpose of
supplementary benefit assessment. Some mothers wanted an additional rate of
child benefit to be paid to those on low incomes; others suggested that the
present rate of one-parent benefit should be higher. Overall, almost half of the
mothers who wanted the arrangements for payment of child benefit changed -
ie, 98 out of 215-suggested changes involving imcreased spending on it and/or
other social security benefits (see also, pp 37-8).

(g) Level of child benefit

Mothers were asked to say whether the level of child benefit (then £6.85 per
child, per week) was far too low/too low/about right/too high/far too high.
Table 7 shows that less than 1% said it was too high or far too high. Con-
versely, over two-thirds thought it was too low or far too low.

Table 7: Mothers’ opinions about the level of child benefit (%)

Far too low 16.9
Too low 51.7
Abour right 31.2
Too high 0.2
Far 100 high 0.1

Comments made by mothers illustrate the dissatisfaction of the majority with
the then current rate of child benefit, and why they felt £6.85 per week to be
inadequate. (As noted in Part I, the rate announced for November 1985 will be
even lower in real terms.)

I would Iike ro see child bemefit brought up to a more realistic fevel, As i
stands at the moment it 45 1otally ridiculous. As a working Mum, with a
werking husband, who can't afford to clothe my children or kear my house
adequately —something must be done.”  (Mother of two, West Midlands)

It is insufficient to feed let alone clothe teenage boys.'
{Mother of two, Cleveland)

I feel stromgly thar £6.85 per week nowhere near covers expenditure on a
voung dependant. Whereas parvents must be expected to accepr some financial
responsibility for offspring, some allowance must be considered for hidden
needs of a voung family—a bigger house, higher fuel bills, more washing,
mare bus fares etc.’ {Mother of two, West Yorkshire)

"The amount of child benefir ought 10 be doubled.’
{Mother of one, Cornwall)
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“If child bemefit is to comtinue, 1t ought to be more realisiic — bearing in mind
school dinmers are £3.25 a week, shoes may now have 15% VAT on top of
their dear prices now, and the ever-increasing extras that schools give vou the
Yoption"" of —ie, rrips. plays, shows, erc. “Option™ s wsed, bur blackmail is
probably truer, as who wants to see thetr child be the one left in school while
the orhers are our?’ {(Mother of two, Cambridgeshire)

Differences in terms of region, number of children, ages of children, age of
mother, marital status, mother's employment status and income, and partner's
employment had very little effect on mothers’ opinions about the level of child
benefit. However, answers were significantly related to type of accommoda-
tion. As Table 8 shows, mothers living with family/friends, or as council, pri-
vate or housing association tenants are more likely to state their dissatisfaction
with the present rate of child benefit and to feel it should be more, or consid-
erably more, when compared with those living in owner-occupied accommoda-
tion, This probably reflects lower income levels and a higher incidence of
single parents among tenants than owner-occupiers. Working-class mothers
were more likely to feel that child benefit was too low/far too low - 74% as
against 65% of middle-class mothers, and 67% of mothers who said their social
class was none of these/don't know.

Table 8: Mothers’ opinions on the level of child benefit
according ta renure (%)
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