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ATTITUDES OF DIFFERENT 
GENERATIONS TO THE 
WELFARE SYSTEM
On a range of measures, support for the welfare system has fallen 
dramatically over the last two decades. This study examines those 
shifts in detail by looking at changes in attitudes by generation. 

Key points

Three different types of change in public opinion over time could be distinguished. ‘Period effects’ •	
involve changes across society over time. ‘Lifecycle effects’ see people’s views change as they go 
through different life stages. ‘Cohort effects’ see opinions shift from one generation to the next. 

While people’s views change at different points in their lifecycle, and there were differences in •	
attitudes between generations, there was more that united the generations than divided them.

There was solidarity across generations and broadly similar values underpinning people’s attitudes •	
and opinions.

Political rhetoric and media reporting have contributed to negative perceptions of the welfare •	
system, but there is not enough evidence to conclude that either has been the prime driver of 
changes in opinion over time. 

Different generations emphasised different substantive concerns about the welfare system, but •	
these concerns had a common theme – a desire for a strong reciprocal element between need and 
contribution. 

Public policy has attempted to reinforce such reciprocity through greater conditionality in welfare. •	
However, people doubted the state’s capacity to enforce conditions and also whether welfare 
claimants will contribute in the long term. 

The authors conclude that the issue is as much about entitlements as it is about conditions. The •	
decline in support for the welfare system has coincided with the growth of means testing and 
dilution of the principle of contributing. 
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bACKGROUND
On a range of measures, support for the welfare system has fallen dramatically 
over the last two decades. People have become less likely to support greater 
spending on welfare, and more likely to believe that the system produces the 
wrong results. However, the system has not lost all support. People remain 
positive about support that goes to certain groups, particularly pensioners and 
disabled people. But the shift in public attitudes remains dramatic, and forms an 
important backdrop to the debates about welfare reform today. 

This report examines these shifts in detail by looking at changes in attitudes by generation, based on 
the following four groups: 

the •	 pre-war generation – anyone born before 1945;

the •	 baby boomers, born between 1945 and 1965;

Generation X•	 , born between 1966 and 1979;

Generation Y•	 , born between 1980 and 2000.

Although the UK population is ageing, this is a moment of generational balance, as each of these 
cohorts is similar in size.

Generational politics 

It is often assumed that generations vote in their own self-interest, and that politicians will therefore 
favour the interests of generations with the greatest political power. The research found this to be 
true to an extent; for example, older cohorts were more likely to prioritise spending on pensions than 
younger ones, with views changing as people got older. However, there was also evidence of cross-
generational solidarity. Generation Y chose old-age pensions as one of their top two priorities for 
public spending, comfortably above unemployment benefits, even though younger people were more 
likely to be unemployed than any other age group. This suggests that people establish priorities for 
public spending according to values, not just interests. 

Another theory is that younger generations are becoming more individualistic than their predecessors 
and may therefore be less supportive of collective systems i.e. that the cohort effect is driving 
declining support for the welfare system. This research found that the oldest generation was most 
wedded to the system in principle, but also the most concerned about how it works in practice. 
The youngest generation, Generation Y, was relatively sceptical in both principle and practice by 
comparison to other generations. However, ‘period effects’ – shifts in opinion across society over time 
– remain the most important explanation for the decline in support for the welfare system.

One commonly held suspicion is that the way politicians and the media depict the welfare system 
has driven this large period effect. Both qualitative and quantitative evidence showed widespread 
misperceptions about the system. Some of this was likely to have been driven by newspaper reporting, 
which tends to be negative and focuses disproportionately on fraud. However, there was no direct 
correlation between the volume of negative stories about the welfare system and changing attitudes 
in public support. This suggests that media coverage has not been the primary driver of changing 
attitudes. Political rhetoric is another possible influence on public opinion, although the evidence 
suggests that this effect may also have been overstated. Any attempted explanation of falling support 
for the welfare state must take into account both perceptions and policy. Qualitative research for this 
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project found that negative views of how the system works – i.e. disagreeing with government policy 
– were at least as important as possible media-driven perceptions. 

Generational concerns

Substantive concerns about the way the welfare system works varied across generations, at least in 
emphasis. Many different factors drove these concerns, including experience, word of mouth, political 
values and wider dissatisfaction with government policies and practice: 

The •	 pre-war generation were typically concerned that the welfare system does not do enough 
to encourage personal responsibility or instil the importance of a strong work ethic. As a result, 
this generation wanted policies that discourage welfare dependency. However, they do support 
increased spending on the very poorest people. 

The •	 baby boomers felt let down by the system they have contributed to over time. This was 
something felt particularly acutely by those receiving low levels of out-of-work benefits, which 
they thought of as unfair given the amount they have contributed. They thought that the welfare 
system does not do enough to support people (back) into appropriate work. 

Direct experience of the tax credits system has disillusioned many in •	 Generation X with the 
welfare system. They were also concerned that means testing can lead to outcomes that are 
perverse; most often mentioned in this regard was the ‘couple penalty’ (where the workings of the 
tax and benefit system mean that couples would be economically better off living apart). Further, 
reflecting their life stage, they were dissatisfied that the welfare system does not do enough to 
mitigate the high cost of childcare for those in work.

Generation Y•	  tended to think that the welfare system does not reward responsible behaviour, for 
example, not adequately supporting graduates who have tried to improve their skills, by helping 
them to find appropriate work. Additionally, they had little faith that the system would provide 
social insurance across a person’s life, seeing it simply as a means of redistribution. 

These different issues were, however, all rooted in the same desire for increased reciprocity in the 
welfare system. Values that were broadly similar across generations underpinned these variations 
in opinions. People expressed solidarity for those who find themselves in need through no fault of 
their own, but also wanted a system with a strong reciprocal element that leads to rewards for ‘good’, 
responsible behaviour such as working, saving and having children only when families know they can 
afford them.

Policy-makers have attempted to reinforce reciprocity through imposing more conditions in welfare. 
However, people doubted the state’s capacity to enforce conditions, usually as a result of their own 
or friends’ experiences. Some also doubted whether welfare claimants will contribute in the long 
term. People’s concerns were therefore as much about levels of entitlements as they were about 
enforcing short-term conditions. They wanted to see incentives built in through better entitlements 
for contributors rather than harsher conditions for non-contributors. Over time, the growth of 
means testing and the decline of the contributory principle have brought about an important change 
in Britain’s welfare system. The balance has shifted from social insurance towards redistribution, 
diminishing reciprocity in the process. The decline in support for the welfare system has coincided 
with this change, reflecting international evidence that systems with stronger contributory elements 
correlate with more positive attitudes towards welfare systems. 

Conclusion 

Examining the views of different generations helps to shed light on present debates about welfare 
spending. Generations sometimes make choices according to their own interests, but value 
judgements are at least as important. For example, spending on pensions is popular because of cross-



generational solidarity, not simply ‘the grey vote’. Younger generations believe that pensioners are 
vulnerable and have contributed: the two factors that produce public support for welfare for different 
groups. On the other hand, older generations want younger people to get more help – through 
education, training and job creation – to become contributors in the future. 

Evidence also shows that the generations differ in their prevailing worldviews. Older generations 
have more pride in the welfare state and appear to support the system more than younger ones. 
However, these differences should not be overstated; there is no one-way cohort effect driving 
declining support for the welfare state. Nor should they be oversimplified – older groups may be most 
supportive in principle, but are often the most concerned about how the system is working in practice.

The most significant factor, however, is the ‘period effect’: the change in attitudes across society over 
time. There is a lack of evidence to justify the argument that political rhetoric or newspaper reporting 
have brought about this change, though both are likely to have contributed to negative perceptions of 
welfare.

Different generations tend to have different emphases in expressing dissatisfaction with the welfare 
system, but their roots are often similar: a concern that the system should support those in most need, 
while being underpinned by a reciprocal deal.

In recent years, the UK welfare system has become less reciprocal as the balance has shifted away 
from social insurance and towards a greater emphasis on transfers from wealthier people to those less 
well off. Whether policy strikes the right balance between these two elements in the years ahead will 
play a large part in determining if the welfare system can reverse recent trends and earn greater public 
support in the future. 

About the project 

The project was carried out by researchers at Ipsos MORI and Demos. The research selected four adult 
generational groupings with common currency in order to analyse the welfare-related questions asked 
in the British Social Attitudes Survey over the past 25 years. In addition, the research held twelve in-
depth interviews, eight discussion groups (two with each of the generations), a cross-generational 
workshop and three policy-maker roundtables. 
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