
Playing with
children’s
lives
Is the benefit cap a lottery for vulnerable 
children, with no voice and at risk of losing their 
homes, their schools and their friends?



How children will be affected
by the benefit cap
Almost 200,000 children will be affected by the benefit 
cap.1  Local authorities, charities and the Government’s 
own impact assessment, have warned that children 
face homelessness, overcrowding or having to move 
school as a result of the benefit cap.2 Urgent questions 
remain unanswered as to how the cap will affect children 
and what can be done to ameliorate its impact. Local 
authorities face impossible decisions; tasked with 
imposing the cap they will inevitably need to move some 
families from their homes, and with the cap applying to 
temporary accommodation, there is often nowhere for 
these families to go. Both children and local authorities 
are caught in a hopeless game, with any wrong move 
potentially leading to homelessness, family separation, 
disruption to education or worse.

Capping support
40,000 households will see their benefits capped at 
£350 a week for a single person and £500 for couples or 
families with children.3  This is just one of a number of 
changes that are radically reshaping the welfare state, 
including reforms to disability benefits, the introduction 
of Universal Credit and reductions in the amount of 
support families can receive to help with rent. In total, by 
2015 £18 billion will have been taken out of the welfare 
budget.4 

The benefit cap introduces a limit on the amount in 
benefits households can receive if no one is working. 
While there are a few exceptions, in general, the benefit 
cap includes any out of work benefits a household 
receives, any housing benefit and any child benefit or tax 
credits. Local authorities are tasked with implementing 
the cap. When they find families receiving more than 
the £500 limit, they will cut their housing benefit until a 
household’s total benefit payments are reduced to the 
level of the cap.

The level is fixed across the country, meaning that in 
some areas with lower rents or in households with fewer 
children it will have little impact, but many large families 
in areas with high rent, like London, will see a significant 
drop in their benefits.5 

While Action for Children welcomes the Government’s 
commitment to supporting more parents into work,6 we 
want to ensure that these reforms do not adversley affect 
vulnerable children and families – especially as reports 
suggest those living in London face moving as far away 
as Bradford or Leicester.7

The predicted impact of the cap
It is expected that the benefit cap will predominantly 
affect families with children; some support has been 
put in place to address this, yet we fear a significant 
number of children are at risk of becoming homeless 
and losing the benefit cap game.

The number of children affected
 ͡ 89% of affected households will contain children. 8

 ͡ 190,000 children will be affected.9

 ͡ Children are seven times more likely to be affected 
by the benefit cap than adults.10

 ͡ 57% will see their benefit fall by more than £50 a 
week.11 

 ͡ 20% will see their benefit fall by more than £150 per 
week.12 

The impact on children and families
 ͡ Families face having to move up to 200 miles to find 

somewhere they can afford to live.13 

 ͡ There’s an increased risk of family breakdown in 
families subject to the cap.14 

 ͡ More and more children will become homeless; 
the past year saw a 19% increase in the 
number of children living in bed and breakfast 
accommodation.15 

The impact on local authorities
 ͡ While local authorities have access to an extra 

£65 million in Discretionary Housing Payments for 
2013/14 to help introduce the benefit cap, this is 
a fraction of the shortfall families will be facing.16 
Therefore local authorities have the problem of 
whether they should subsidise families or move 
them out of the authority. In 2013/14 London local 
authorities expect to spend almost £400 million 
housing homeless households in temporary 
accommodation.17  

 ͡ The benefit cap is expected to affect a wide range 
of local authority services, including support for 
Children in Need under section 17 of the Children Act 
1989, school places, adult social care and housing 
services.18 

 ͡ Some schools in inner London risk being left without 
pupils.19



Unanswered questions about the cap
The Government’s goal is for the cap to reduce 
welfare spending and increase work incentives. Local 
authorities left delivering the cap face many challenges 
to making this a reality, in particular in supporting 
children as the cap is implemented. Evidence has 
shown various negative effects occurring for children 
who are required to move home frequently and because 
of eviction during their childhood.20

As the government rolls out the benefit cap nationally, 
key questions remain unanswered on how the cap will 
work for children. 

How many vulnerable children will be 
affected?
We need to understand how many children affected by 
the cap have additional vulnerabilities be they Children 
in Need, children who are the subject of Child Protection 
proceedings or who have special educational needs. 
While some transitional support is in place in the form 
of Discretionary Housing Payments, this is a total of £65 
million spread across 40,000 families, an equivalent 
of approximately £30 per week, while households are 
on average facing a shortfall three times this amount.21 
Guidance draws attention to targeting the support there 
is on families where there are child protection issues, 
but this excludes children with a range of additional 
needs including, children with special educational and 
other support needs.22 As a result of the benefit cap, 
these children risk having to move area and leave their 
vital support networks.

Will the cap deliver for children?
The Government’s own Major Projects Authority gave 
the benefit cap an amber/red rating in its 2013 annual 
report, meaning ‘successful delivery of the project is in 
doubt’.23 Thousands of children will be affected by the 
cap and if it fails to realise its ambition of improved 
work outcomes, many will see significant disruption in 
their lives and no improved outcomes.

How many children will have to move 
school?
With many schools already at bursting point,24 the 
Government has yet to share information on how many 
children will be expected to move area, and therefore 
school, as a result of the cap. The reverse of this may 
also occur, with schools losing pupils.25 The impact of 
both of these scenarios needs to be understood. 

What will the impact be on children in 
‘troubled families’?
The criteria of a ‘troubled familiy’ includes out-of-work 
households.26 Many of these families are receiving 
intensive targeted support, which risks being disrupted 
if these families have to move as a result of the benefit 
cap.

What is the role of child benefit in the 
cap?
Child benefit is paid for each child in a family, so by 
including child benefit in the cap the Government risks 
penalising people for having large families. While it is 
housing benefit that will be reduced, as families face 
increasingly difficult decisions there is the risk that 
in reality it is child benefit that is capped, as money 
intended for children is spent on essentials such as 
food, rent and heating. 

How will local authorities be able to meet 
children’s needs?
Local authorities are expected to ensure families are re-
housed within their area and are banned from placing 
children in bed and breakfast accommodation for 
longer than six weeks.27 The reality for many authorities 
is that this simply will not be possible. Authorities must 
either enforce the cap and relocate families in bed and 
breakfast accommodation or in a different area, or 
subsidise families to remain in their current home.

What will the emotional impact of the cap 
be on vulnerable children? 
Stress and pressures associated with moving may affect 
children’s behaviour and wellbeing. While consideration 
is being given to the financial cost for adults, little 
consideration has been given so far on the emotional 
impact on children. 

Will the cap incentivise parents to work?
Parents want to work and do the best for their 
children. The Government already places tough job 
search requirements on people claiming Jobseeker’s 
Allowance. In many cases, it is barriers posed by 
childcare and the need to find work that fits with their 
children’s lives that prevent parents from working 
rather than a lack of ambition.28  Many parents affected 
by the benefit cap are living in more expensive areas 
with greater employment prospects. However, for those 
parents with a very young child, they may not be in a 
position to take up these employment opportunities 
immediately when the cap comes into force. This could 
result in them having to move to areas where there are 
no jobs. 



These fundamental questions need answering
if the Government wants to avoid playing
games with children’s lives.

For the children who are affected it could not be 
more serious; they risk having their lives turned 
upside down with as much predictability as a 
roll of the dice.

For Tom the journey is just beginning, but this 
is how it could end for him if these questions 
aren’t addressed.

Tom’s story
The following outlines Tom’s story, 
which is a worked up example based 
on the different benefit changes 
currently taking effect.

Playing fair...



March 5th 2013
I live on an estate with Mum and Dad, the twins and 
my big sister Beth. Beth gets upset really easily and 
has to have everything exactly the right way, so I help 
take care of her. Gran lives with us too, she’s really 
old now and Mum spends more time looking after 
her than the twins. While Mum looks after all of us, 
Dad’s a deputy manager at a shop selling tellies and 
fridges. We’ve got a dog called Rosie, two goldfish 
and you can see the Emirates from Gran’s bedroom 
window. 

April 8th 2013
Mum and Dad sat us down to tell us that Gran’s really 
ill and that Mum can’t look after her any more. They 
said she’s going to go and stay with lots of other old 
people but we can go and visit all the time. I’ll miss 
Gran, but Mum says I can have her old room which’ll 
be good.

May 1st 2013
A man in a suit came round yesterday to talk to Mum. 
She said he was from the Council and not to worry, 
but I saw her crying. When Dad got home they told us 
that we had to move house. I don’t really understand 
why, but now Gran’s gone we can’t afford the rent.

June 18th 2013
Mum and Dad have found us a new house. It’s nice, 
but I can’t see the Emirates anymore and we can’t 
take Rosie. It’s also a long way from Gran and I feel 
bad because I used to go and see her on my way 
home from school but I can’t now. Beth’s not having 
a good time, she spends all her time in her room and 
hardly talks to anyone. 

August 25th 2013
Dad’s lost his job. He says it’s alright because he’ll 
get another, but Mum looks really upset, she hardly 
ever smiles now.

May 12th 2014
Dad hasn’t managed to find a new job, he says it’s 
because people don’t want to buy TVs anymore, which 
I don’t understand because everyone has one. He 
also says we have to move house again. I tell him I 
don’t want to move, I’ve only just got things the way I 
like them and I’ve just started secondary school.

June 3rd 2014
Mum’s really upset. They’ve been looking everywhere 
but can’t find a house anywhere near mine and Beth’s 
school, the twins’ schools and Gran. We have to be 
gone by tomorrow and she’s putting everything in 
boxes. She says we’re going to stay in a hotel and 
I should think of it like a holiday. The last hotel I 
stayed in had a pool and you always got a really big 
breakfast.

December 15th 2014
I don’t like living in the hotel, there’s no pool and there 
are funny marks on the walls. We can’t even have a 
Christmas tree. Mum and Dad have been fighting, I 
think Dad thinks we should move away and go live 
with his family near the Wolves but Mum doesn’t want 
to leave Gran.

January 1st 2015
Mum says she’s had enough and she doesn’t care 
where we live as long as we get out of the hotel. Her 
and Dad have found a house near Auntie Jane we can 
live in. It means a new school though and we’ll hardly 
ever see Gran.

March 22nd 2015
I hate it here. The other kids pick on me for being 
an Arsenal fan, Beth’s miserable because she can’t 
go to her club anymore. I haven’t seen Gran since 
Christmas, Mum says we might go at Easter, but I 
heard her talking to Dad, she thinks it’ll upset me to 
see Gran so ill. Dad still doesn’t have a job and he and 
Mum keep arguing, sometimes I find him asleep on the 
sofa when I come down in the morning. Mum’s started 
going to work at night at a petrol station, she doesn’t 
like it but says we need the money. 

Tom’s diary
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Dad gets 
a bonus at 
work.

We all go on 
holiday, even 
Rosie.

I come top 
in my school 
test.

Mum buys me 
an Arsenal 
shirt to say 
well done.

Dad says 
people aren’t 
buying tellies 
anymore.

We have to be 
careful what 
we spend.

Gran has to 
move out as 
she’s really 
poorly.

We don’t have 
enough for 
the rent now 
and have to 
move.

I make the 
football team 
at school.

Dad comes 
to watch me 
play.

We have to 
move house
again.

Mum’s really 
upset.

Dad loses 
his job and 
we have no 
money.

We have to 
give Rosie 
away.

Dad still can’t 
find work.

I wear a 
jumper so 
Mum can’t see 
the bruises. 
It’s worse for 
Beth.

Dad still 
hasn’t found 
a new job.

Beth’s really 
struggling.

No one at my 
new school 
likes Arsenal 
- they took my 
scarf.

Dad and Mum 
keep fighting.

We have to 
move to near 
Wolves.

I get a Gunners 
scarf from Gran.

It’s 
Christmas.

I won’t 
see Gran 
anymore.

I keep finding 
Dad on the 
sofa in the 
morning.

We live in a 
hotel now.

This game is based on Tom’s story. It is a worked up example 
showing the possible impact of the benefit changes taking 
place.

Tom’s snakes and ladders



Tom’s Mum
There’s six of us in total, me and Dave, Beth, Tom 
and the twins. We had a nice place up in North 
London, with plenty of room for the kids and my 
Mum – ever since Dad died she’d struggled on her 
own, so I said she should move in with us so I could 
look after her. It was great for Beth, as there was a 
local club she really enjoyed and the teachers at her 
school understood she needed a bit of extra help 
and Tom loved it because it was near his precious 
Arsenal.

It all started going wrong though when Mum fell 
ill. She had a bad bout of flu and never really 
recovered. In the end we decided she really needed 
to go somewhere she could get 24 hour care. It 
broke my heart, but we found somewhere nearby 
and the kids would call in on their way home from 
school and for a while it seemed like the best of 
both worlds. We didn’t know that we’d lose the 
house. Dave’s got a good job, but money’s always 
been a bit tight, particularly with four kids (we 
didn’t plan on 2 for 1 with the last one!) but we’ve 
always made ends meet. Mum used to give a bit 
towards the rent, but even so, we’d worked out 
that we should just about be ok. Then the man 
from the council came and said that we were 
‘underoccupying’ and we either needed to pay more 
rent or move somewhere smaller – I asked him if 
he’d tried living in a three bed with four children.

There was nothing for it though, ends simply 
weren’t going to meet so we had to find somewhere 
new. Never in a million years were we going to get 

There’s six of us in total, me and Dave, Beth, Tom and 
the twins. We had a nice place up in North London, 
with plenty of room for the kids and my Mum – ever 
since Dad died she’d struggled on her own, so I 
said she should move in with us so I could look after 
her. It was great for Beth, as there was a local club 
she really enjoyed and the teachers at her school 
understood she needed a bit of extra help and Tom 
loved it because it was near his precious Arsenal.

It all started going wrong though when Mum fell ill. 
She had a bad bout of flu and never really recovered. 
In the end we decided she really needed to go 
somewhere she could get 24 hour care. It broke my 
heart, but we found somewhere nearby and the kids 
would call in on their way home from school and for a 
while it seemed like the best of both worlds. We didn’t 
know that we’d lose the house. Dave’s got a good 
job, but money’s always been a bit tight, particularly 
with four kids (we didn’t plan on 2 for 1 with the last 
one!) but we’ve always made ends meet. Mum used 
to give a bit towards the rent, but even so, we’d 
worked out that we should just about be OK. Then 
the man from the council came and said that we were 
‘underoccupying’ and we either needed to pay more 
rent or move somewhere smaller – I asked him if he’d 
tried living in a three bed with four children.

There was nothing for it though, ends simply 
weren’t going to meet so we had to find somewhere 
new. Never in a million years were we going to get 
something through the Council, so we ended up in a 
private place. The ridiculous thing is it actually costs 
more, but the woman at CAB said that because the 
rules are different we now get more help paying the 
rent!

We thought that was it, we’d had a rough spell but 
were through the worst, but then Dave lost his job. It 
was redundancy, so he had a bit of a payout and we 
were hopeful we’d be able to keep things going until 
he found something new – he’s always worked right 
since leaving school and while we know things are 
tough, with all that experience we never thought it’d 
be a problem finding something.

Despite applying for everything going and doing all 
the different schemes and courses the Jobcentre sent 
him on, Dave just couldn’t find anything. Then it felt 
like history repeating, another visit from the Council, 
this time to say that as  Dave had been unemployed 
for nearly a year our benefits were going to be cut. We 
tried to find somewhere new, but £500 a week’s not 
much when you’ve four kids and in the end we just 
couldn’t find somewhere in time. We were told that 
we’d have to register as homeless and the Council 
would put us up in a hotel. It was humiliating, poor 
Dave, I could see the effect it was having on him, he 
blames himself.

Calling it a hotel would be generous, it was filthy. We 
kept going back to the Council but they said there 
simply wasn’t anything we could afford. In the end it 
was a question of either Dave finding a job or leaving 
London. Neither of us wanted to go, but Dave had 
already been looking a year and who knew how much 
longer it might take. We ended up moving to near his 
sister up in Wolverhampton.

The kids are miserable, Beth hates things changing 
and hardly says a word now. Now Tom’s pining for 
his football team. He’s also come home with bruises 
from school. In the end I’m the one who’s found a 
job, working evenings at a local petrol station. It 
doesn’t pay much but it’s something and it means 
Dave spends more time looking after the kids which is 
a good thing, although I think they spend the whole 
time in fron of the telly. Dave’s really struggled with 
everything, he’s been to the Doctor’s and is taking the 
pills – they dont seem to help, what he needs is a job.

Tom’s mum story
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