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“The third way in welfare is clear: not 

to dismantle it, or to protect it 
unchanged, but to reform it radically—

taking its core values and applying 
them to the modern world.”   - Tony 

Blair, 1999 

THE UK CHILD POVERTY PLEDGE 
 
In a 1999 speech honoring welfare state architect William Beveridge, Prime Minister Tony Blair 
declared, “O ur historic aim will be for ours to be the first generation to end child poverty forever, 
and it will take a generation. It is a twenty-year mission, but I believe it can be done."1  
 
In his speech, Blair outlined his vision of a globally competitive United Kingdom, where the 
government  would partner with the voluntary and private sectors to fund welfare, ensure that 
workers received the necessary training and skills-upgrading to succeed, balance the rights and 
responsibilities of benefit recipients, and guarantee “work for those who can, security for those 
who can’t.” Calling the eradication of child 
poverty the first step in breaking the cycle of 
poverty, he committed the government to 
creating equality of opportunity: “the child 
born in the run-down estate, should have the 
same chance to be healthy and well educated 
as the child born in the leafy suburbs.”  Blair 
justified the 20-year commitment to end 
child poverty by quoting his Chancellor, 
Gordon Brown: “children are 20 percent of 
the population but they are 100 percent of the future.”  
 
These remarks served as the foundation for the UK child poverty pledge—a public commitment 
by the Labour government to end child poverty by 2020, with interim steps of reducing it by one-
quarter by 20042 and by one-half by 2010.3 Further targets, to reduce worklessness, and improve 
the quality of housing, education and health were also outlined.4  
 
Labour Efforts before the Child Poverty Pledge 
 
In 1997, Labour came to power after nearly 20 years of Tory rule. The 1999 commitment to end 
child poverty in a generation followed a set of earlier initiatives to address worklessness and 
poverty, including the following. 
 
Employment 
 
In 1995-1996,5 one in five households with adults of working age had no one employed.  
Addressing this “worklessness” was an early focus of the Labour government.  The 
government’s stated goal was to create employment opportunity for all. In an early document, 
the government outlined key criteria for a successful labor market: macroeconomic stability, 
flexibility, employability and skills, and making work pay.6  Initiatives to promote employment 
were begun for a broad range of target groups, including young people, unemployed workers, 
lone parents, and the incapacitated and disabled.  
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Social Inclusion 
 
Just months into his Premiership, Tony Blair launched the Social Exclusion Unit with goals of 
tackling deprivation and creating prosperous and inclusive communities.  Social exclusion came 
to be used as shorthand for “a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor 
skills, low incomes, poor housing, high-crime environments, bad health, and family 
breakdown.”7  
 
Child Care 
 
The government also began to develop a National Childcare Strategy, laid out in the 1998 Green 
Paper, “Meeting the Childcare Challenge.”  The Childcare Strategy aimed to expand choices for 
parents and improve the prospects of children by raising the quality of care, and making it more 
affordable and accessible.8   
 
Several themes emerged from Labour’s early reform efforts.  There was a strong emphasis on 
“joined up” services—coordinating services across government departments and working with 
both the private and voluntary (non-profit) sectors to provide services, often in a single visit.  
There was also an early emphasis on balancing the “rights and responsibilities” of service 
recipients, to encourage work and self-sufficiency. Finally, there was a heightened recognition of 
the importance of macroeconomic trends—the increased labor market participation of women, 
the decline in the demand for low-skilled workers, the increased wage premium attracted by 
individuals with higher education, and the increase in trade with countries with an abundant 
labor supply. 
 
DEFINING AND MEASURING CHILD POVERTY  
 
In 1999, when Tony Blair made the pledge to end child poverty, there was no official UK 
definition of poverty.  The definition often used by government was 60 percent of median 
income, a relative definition of poverty favored by most European countries.9  After a public 
consultation process, in 2003 the UK government adopted a long-term measure of child poverty 
comprising three components:  
 

• low income measured in absolute terms 
• low income measured relative to 60 percent of median income 
• a combined measure of material deprivation and low income.10   

 
The government has made clear that “action to tackle low income is at the heart of the UK’s anti-
poverty strategy, but it is not the only indicator.”11  According to the long-term measure, poverty 
is falling when all three indicators are moving in the right direction. 12 The long-term measure of 
child poverty is different from the indicators of progress published annually by the government  
in the Opportunity for All reports (which track efforts to address poverty and social exclusion), 
and from the existing targets set upon announcement of the government’s commitments, known 
as Public Service Agreements.13 The long-term measure will be used to inform future child 
poverty Public Service Agreement targets.14 For example, in the next Spending Review (due out 
in 2007), the government will set a target of halving the number of children suffering from both 
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“The concentration of poverty 
amongst households with children is 

the greatest indictment of our country 
in this generation and the greatest 

challenge of all.” - Chancellor Gordon 
Brown, Child Poverty Review, 2004 

material deprivation and relative low income, the third component of the long-term measure, by 
2010 or 2011.15 
 
Measuring Progress 

Progress towards the goal of cutting child poverty by 
one-quarter by 2004 is officially measured as the change 
in the number of children in low-income households 
(those below 60 percent of median as reported by the 
Households Below Average Income Statistics) against 
the 1998-1999 baseline figures.16    
 
The relative poverty threshold for a two-parent, one-child 
family in Britain—i.e., those families below 60 percent 
of median income—was £11,232 ($19,919) before 
deducting housing costs17 and £9,464 ($16,784) after 
deducting housing costs in 2004-2005.18 In the United 
States, the  poverty threshold for a two-parent family of 
three was $15,219 in 2004.19  The U.S. measure is an 
absolute measure and does not take housing costs into 
account; it is significantly lower than the most 
comparable UK measure in use (the before housing cost 
measure of $19,919). 
 
Assessing the Impact of Child Poverty  
 
Child poverty in the UK tripled between 1979 and 1995—one of the largest increases in child 
poverty in the industrialized world.20  By the mid-1990s, the UK had the highest proportion of 
children growing up in unemployed and low-income households and the highest teenage 
pregnancy rate, of any European Union country. 21 The UK also had one of lowest employment 
rates for lone parents in the developed world—40 percent of lone parents work, compared to 82 
percent in France and 60 percent in the United States.22 
 
Britain’s rise in inequality since the late 1970s 
is “almost unique among developed 
countries”—the only country that has seen 
widening inequality of a similar scale is New 
Zealand.23 Incomes in the top decile grew by at 
least five times as much as those in the bottom 
decile over this period; inequality rose by one-
third.24 
 
When Labour came to power it was confronted with these jarring statistics, just as emerging 
evidence from a number of longitudinal studies suggested that childhood poverty had significant 
long-term effects on labor market activity and more.25  
 

UK in the Mid-1990s: 
Before the Child Poverty 

Pledge 
4.1 million children—a third 
of all British children—were in 
house-holds below 60 percent 
of median income.  

One-third of all children 
were living in families without 
a full-time employee.  

One in eight children grew 
up in families with persistently 
low income, indicative of 
persistent lack of opportunity 
and constrained life chances. 
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• An analysis of the National Child Development Survey, a 1958 birth cohort study, found 
that children growing up in families with financial difficulties were less likely to stay in 
school and had poorer school attendance records. Poor school attendance was associated 
with being less likely to be employed at age 23 and having longer unemployment spells.  

• Tests of the children of these birth cohort members point to an intergenerational spillover 
of disadvantage: children whose parents grew up with financial difficulty or in other 
socially disadvantaged situations were more likely to have lower scores on tests 
administered to them at an early age.26   

• Another analysis of the 1958 survey found that child poverty increased the likelihood that 
someone would experience educational failure and, as an adult, be in social (public) 
housing, be dependent on benefits, and have low income.  For men childhood poverty 
was associated with higher odds of unemployment; for women, childhood poverty was 
associated with teenage motherhood.27 

• Analysis of the 1970 British Cohort Study found that significant differences in 
educational achievement by social class were evident in very young children at as early 
as 22 months.28   

 
COMPONENTS OF THE NATIONAL EFFORT  
 
The government’s commitment to end child poverty is reflected in a range of programs.   There 
are four broad goals of the government’s strategy:  
 

• “Work for those who can,” helping parents participate in the labor market 
• Financial support for families, with more support for those who need it most 
• Excellent public services that improve children’s life chances and break cycles of 

deprivation 
• Support for parents in their parenting role so they can guide their children through life 

transitions.29 
 
The following policies support the government’s effort to end child poverty; many continue to be 
modified and developed. 
 
Making Work Pay: Employment Policies 
 
The government believes that “helping parents into work is the most sustainable way to tackle 
child poverty and give children better opportunities to succeed in later life.” 30  In recognition of 
the importance of work, the government has implemented several work-focused policies, and 
included changes to policies governing tax and wages, welfare-to-work initiatives, and parental 
leave. 
 
Restructured Tax Rules 
 
The UK has undertaken a series of reforms to the tax and benefit system—including creating a 
Working Tax Credit and a Childcare Tax Credit—and established a minimum wage. These 
reforms aim to ensure adequate financial incentives to work, reduce child poverty, and increase 
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Administering Tax Credits: 
Some US/UK Differences 

The U.S. EITC is generally paid in 
lump sum at the end of the year after 
filing the required tax return; the 
WTC is paid through the wage 
packet. Beginning April 2006, the 
government will deposit payments 
directly into workers’ accounts.   

To claim the WTC, a worker must 
submit the tax form provided by 
her/his employer to Inland Revenue 
each year. Unlike the EITC, the 
WTC is intended to respond to 
changes in family circumstances 
throughout the year (although 
making these adjustments has 
proved complicated). A family’s tax 
and benefit supplements will be 
adjusted if their income falls during 
the year; an increase in income 
results in adjustments only if it is 
over £2,500 (an increase below this 
threshold is ignored to maintain 
incentives to increase earnings).   

financial support for all families. 31   As one document put it, “Government’s policies to 
modernise the tax and benefit system constitute the most fundamental programme of welfare 
reform since the 1940s.”32 
 
Working Tax Credit. The Working Tax Credit (WTC) replaced the Working Families Tax 
Credit in April 2003, supplementing the earnings of low-income workers. For the first time, low-
income workers without children or a disability could be eligible for a tax credit. The WTC is 
payable to the main earner in a family.  In designing the WTC, the government considered the 
tax and benefit systems of Australia and Canada,33 as well as the American experience with the 
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC).34  
 
The Working Tax Credit has several components— disabled worker element, a child care 
element, a “30 hours” element, basic or ‘adult’ element, and an element for couples and lone 
parents.  Families with children and workers with a 
disability are eligible for the Working Tax Credit 
provided they work at least 16 hours per week.  To 
maintain incentives for these families to move into 
full-time work, the “30 hours element” is paid to a 
claimant who works at least 30 hours.  Workers aged 
25 and over with neither children nor a disability are 
eligible for the Working Tax Credit if they work at 
least 30 hours a week.35  In 2005-2006, the maximum 
awards given to individuals or couples with incomes 
below a certain threshold were £1,620 ($2,866) per 
week for the adult element, £660 ($1,168) per year 
for the 30 hours element, and £1,595 ($2,822) per 
year for the couples and lone parents element per 
year.36 For families with income above the threshold, 
the tax credit is reduced by 37 pence for every pound 
over the threshold.37 
 
Childcare Tax Credit. The child care element of the 
Working Tax Credit, or the Childcare Tax Credit, is 
designed to help offset child care costs for couples or 
lone parents who work for at least 16 hours a week.  
In 2005/6 the Childcare Tax Credit is worth up to 70 
per cent of the first £300 ($532) a week in eligible 
child care costs for two or more children, or the first 
£175 ($310) a week for one child.  Thus, the 
maximum child care tax credit for a family with two 
or more children is £210 ($373) a week, and the maximum weekly credit for a family with one 
child is £122.50 ($217).  The percentage of eligible child care costs that can be covered is 
scheduled to increase to 80 percent in 2006.38  The credit gradually phases out as income 
increases, but continues to provide help to families with income well above the poverty level: for 
example, in 2003 a family with two children, maximum child care costs and an income of 
£35,000 a year can still receive up to £50 a week in support for child care.39 
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Minimum Wage. Tax credits work along with a national minimum wage (NMW) to provide a 
Minimum Income Guarantee for all working households.  Before Labour came to power in 1997, 
the UK did not have a national minimum wage.  A National Minimum Wage (NMW) was 
established in 1999 at a rate of £3.60 ($6.40) an hour for adults 22 and over, and has since been 
increased to £5.05 ($9.00). By October 2006 the rate will be £5.35 ($9.50).40  The increases in 
the National Minimum Wage have outpaced increases in the UK’s average earnings and price 
indices.41 The Minimum Income Guarantee has increased significantly since its inception, 
growing from £206 ($365) for a family (either couple or lone parent) with two children working 
full time in April 1999 to £294 ($522) in October 2004.42    
 
The Low Pay Commission estimates that over 1 million workers (over 4 percent of the 
workforce) benefited from the 2004 increase of the NMW,43 and a similar number of workers are 
believed to have benefited from the 2005 increase.44  Two-thirds of the beneficiaries of the 2004 
raise were women. 45 
 
As a result of the Minimum Income Guarantee and other steps, the lowest-paid workers have 
benefited from above-average increases in recent years—pay at the 10th percentile of distribution 
has risen nearly 10 percentage points faster than median growth, bringing to an end the long-
standing trend of average wages rising faster than those of the lowest-paid workers.46   
 
Together, these tax and benefit reforms have boosted the net income of poor families.  By April 
2006, the government estimates families in the poorest fifth of the population will be “on average 
£3,350 [$5,876] a year better off” in real terms as a result of tax and benefit reforms.47   
 
“New Deal” Welfare to Work Policies  
 
In efforts to promote employment, the government has launched a set of “New Deals”—
including the New Deal for Lone Parents, the New Deal 25+, the New Deal for Young People, 
and the New Deal for Disabled People. 
 
New Deal for Lone Parents. Before this policy, lone parents received only limited employment-
related assistance.48 The New Deal for Lone Parents is a nationally designed program that 
encourages work, offering the services of a personal adviser,  job search, training, and after-
school care to help parents who are not working (or working under 16 hours per week) move 
from welfare to work.  Among the program’s components are the following. 
 

• The  Work-Based Learning for Adults and Training for Work  program offers lone 
parents a wide selection of training and a £15 incentive per week to take part in training. 

 
• The Childcare Subsidy helps parents who are working fewer than 16 hours per week 

pay for child care, and covers the cost of child care for lone parents who have found a job 
through the New Deal for up to one week before they start work. 

 
• The Work Search Premium provides £20 per week to lone parents who participate in 

the New Deal for Lone Parent s and agree to undertake intense and active work search. 49   
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While all lone parents receiving Income Support (cash assistance) are required to attend work-
focused interviews, more extensive participation in the New Deal for Lone Parents is voluntary.   
Similar services through the New Deal for Disabled People are voluntary for individuals 
receiving Incapacity Benefit, while the New Deal for Young People is mandatory for all adults 
18-24, and the New Deal 25+ is mandatory for adults aged 25 and over. The latter two programs 
are for individuals receiving Jobseeker’s Allowance (unemployment benefits). The government 
has set a target that 70 percent of lone parents should be employed by 2010.  In 2005 56 percent 
of lone parents were employed, up from 45 percent in 1997.50  
 
Many of the services offered through the New Deals are now run through Jobcentre Plus, the 
national employment services agency that combines benefit delivery and employment services in 
a network of local offices around the country.51 
 
Parental Leave Policies  
 
The government aims to address work- life balance by increasing the length and compensation of 
maternity and paternity leave. 
 
Expanded Duration. In light of the research showing the importance of the early years in 
children’s development, the government expanded both maternity and paternity leave to give 
parents more flexibility in balancing “the demands of work in an increasingly competitive work 
economy and the need to ensure that … children have a good start in life.”52  Maternity leave has 
been increased to 26 weeks paid and 26 weeks unpaid after birth/adoption, and the government 
offers paid paternity leave for two weeks.  Labour has committed to extending paid maternity 
leave—first to 39 weeks in 2007, and then to 52 weeks by the end of this Parliament.53 A bill is 
currently out in consultation that would give fathers three months paid paternity leave and six 
months unpaid starting in April 2007.54 An entitlement to 13 weeks unpaid parental leave has 
also been established for all parents of children under age 6.55   
 
Increased Compensation. The level of Statutory Maternity Pay and Maternity Allowance has 
been raised from £55.70  ($99) per week in 1997-98 to £106 ($188) per week in 2006-07. 
 
Giving Children the ‘Best Start’: Assistance and Services for Children  
 
The studies of longitudinal data published in the late 1990s established the importance of 
education and early intervention, and steps have been taken in response to expand services and 
benefits targeting children. 56  In different ways, these new programs aim to provide children 
equal opportunity at educational and life success.  
 
Restructured Tax and Benefit Rules  
 
As noted above, part of the government’s restructuring of the tax and benefit rules was aimed at 
increasing support for children, regardless of parental work status. 
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The Child Tax Credit.  The Child Tax Credit (CTC) supplements the income of families with 
children, whether or not the adults in the household are working.  Roughly nine out of ten 
families are eligible—family income must be below £58,000 to qualify (£66,000 with a child 
under age 1), although the maximum awards are only available to families with incomes below 
£13,910.57  The CTC integrates several previous benefits into a single system of income-related 
support, and is paid either weekly or monthly to the primary caregiver.58  
 
The CTC has a family and a child element.  In 2005/6, the family element is worth up to £545 
($967) per year (doubled in the financial year of a child's birth), roughly the same amount 
available at the time of its introduction in 2003.  In 2005/6 the child element is worth up to 
£1,690 ($3,000) per year per child, up from £1,443 ($2,560) in 2003-2004. 
 
Over 6 million families and 10 million children are benefiting from the new tax credits, and 3.5 
million families have benefited from increases in the per child element of the CTC alone.59 In 
London, 94 percent more working families received CTC above the family element in 2004 than 
those that received equivalent forms of tax credit support in 2002.60 
 
The Child Benefit. Introduced in 1977, this cash grant is universal, and varies by birth order.  
As of April 2005, each family receives £884 ($1,540) for its first child and £593 ($1,033) for 
each additional child. The payment for the first child has increased 25 percent in real terms since 
1997.   
 
Below is a graph of the tax credits and benefits available to a couple with two children in 2006-
2007, depending on income. 
 

Tax Credits and Benefits, 2006-2007

0

50

100

150

200

250

0
12

1
24

4
36

6
48

6
60

9
73

1
85

1
97

4
10

96

Gross earnings (£/week)

B
en

ef
its

/C
re

d
its

 a
w

ar
d

ed
 

(£
/w

ee
k)

Income Support

Working Tax Credit

Child Tax Credit

Child Benefit

 
  Source: HM Treasury, 2005. 



The UK Commitment to End Child Poverty  
 

www.clasp.org   •   Center for Law and Social Policy   •   (202) 906-8000 
1015 15th Street, NW, Suite 400, Washington, DC 20005 

10 

Early Education: 
Some U.S./UK 

Differences 
Unlike the American early 
education programs like Head 
Start or Early Head Start, the 
SSLPs are open to all children 
living in the community; there 
is no individual eligibility 
determination. Sure Start 
targets much younger children. 
While the bulk of Head Start 
resources go to 3-,  4- and 5-
year-olds, Sure Start serves 
pregnant women and children 
from birth up to age 5.   

Child Care and Education Programs  
 
Many of these efforts to improve child care and education and to support parents have been 
encompassed in the government’s ten-year national child care strategy. 61 
 
Sure Start Local Programmes (SSLPs). SSLPs are area-based programs established to enhance 
health and well-being during the early years, and “to increase the chances that children will enter 
school ready to learn and prove to be academically successful in school, socially successful in 
their communities and occupationally successful when grown up.”62 SSLPs have been targeted at 
the most disadvantaged areas, creating one-stop service delivery that focuses on early 
intervention and integration of a wide array of services, including early education, child care, 
health and family support services.63  By design SSLPs maintain significant local autonomy, and 
the services offered vary from one SSLP to the next according to local needs—for example, 
family support services may range from smoking cessation advice for expectant mothers to 
midwifery and speech pathology.  Sure Start’s goal is to reduce the number of children living in 
workless households; the program is jointly managed by the Department for Work and Pensions 
(which is responsible for the New Deal for Lone Parents and other employment programs) and 
the Department for Education and Skills. 
 
Sure Start Children’s Centres build on the model of the Sure Start Local Programmes to offer 
integrated, area-based, early years services to all.  Government has committed to delivering 
2,500 Children’s Centres in England by 2008, and 3,500 by 2010, so that there will be at least 
one Children’s Centre in every community.64  The Centres will serve as the foundation for a 
broad early years infrastructure. 
 
Early Education. As of 2003, the government guarantees a places in part-time early education 
to all 3- and 4-year-olds whose parents want one.  Between 2007 and 2010 the government will 
introduce up to 15 hours a week free for 3- and 4-year-
olds, and it expects to eventually go up to 20 hours a 
week free.65  By 2008, the government will pilot free 
part-time early education for 12,000 2-year-olds in 
disadvantaged areas.66  Government investment in early 
care has increased from £2.1 billion in 1997/98 to 3.6 
billion in 2002/3.67 

 
Services for Older Children. The government has also 
implemented a number of programs to support older 
children and parents. Many of the policies targeted at 
young adults were created to increase participation in 
education, employment, and/or training. 
 

• The Children’s Fund serves 5- to 13-year-olds, 
promoting education achievement “with a focus 
on supporting parents both in their parenting, and 
with other issues including domestic violence, 
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counseling, family support, and health awareness.”68  It aims to shift the focus from 
remedial to preventative action. 69 

• Extended Schools, coordinated with Children’s Centres, help older students and their 
families through study support, lifelong learning, parenting support, access to sports and 
arts facilities; they also serve as a gateway to other public services. 

• Education Maintenance Allowances offer cash grants for young people over 16 to 
encourage them to remain in school. 

• Connexions , targeted at 13- to 19-year-olds, offers personal advisers and integrated 
services to help them make a smooth transition to adult life.  It goes beyond career 
services to offer young adults advice on subjects such as family relationships and 
substance abuse. Its main objective is to reduce the number of 16- to 18-year-olds who 
are not in school, training programs, or employment. 

 
In 2006, as a step toward creating a coherent system for 16- to 19-year-olds, the government will 
extend Child Benefit, Child Tax Credit, and Income Support to 19-year-olds completing a course 
of non-advanced education or training started before their 19th birthday, as well as to those 
unwaged trainees on specific work-based learning schemes arranged by government.70 
 
 
Leveling the Playing Field: Asset Policies 
 
Savings and asset-ownership are an important part of the Labour government’s strategy.  The 
government believes that savings and assets provide individuals with financial security for a 
“rainy day,” greater comfort in retirement, and access to greater independence and long-term 
opportunity throughout their lives.71  The government wants to ensure “that all children grow up 
knowing that they have a financial stake in society,” and that all young people are “able to 
embark on their adult lives with a financial asset to invest in their future.”72  Through the Child 
Trust Fund and the Saving Gateway, the Labour Government has begun to address the assets 
gap.   
 
The Child Trust Fund offers a universal, tax-exempt, investment and savings account for 
children born from September 2002.  The government gives a voucher of £250 for every child at 
birth, and family and friends may contribute to the account, up to an annual limit.  Children of 
the poorest families receive the largest amounts from the government—children whose families 
receive the Child Tax Credit receive an extra £250 at birth. 73  The account can not be accessed 
until the child is eighteen, and at this age there is no restriction placed on its use.  The 
government is currently consulting on further payments into the Child Trust Fund at age seven 
and at secondary school. 
 
The Saving Gateway pilot programs offer matched savings accounts to low-income families in 
select areas.  In the first pilot program begun in 2002, accounts could be opened with £1 or more, 
and people could save up to a maximum of £25 per month, with a total account limit of £375.  
The account matured in 18 months, and the government matched £1 for £1 upon maturation. The 
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evaluation of the first pilot found that the average balance in people’s accounts was £282, and 
over half deposited the maximum amount of £375.  A high proportion of participants said that 
they felt more in charge of their life because of their Saving Gateway account, and felt more 
secure financially.74  The latest pilot, begun in March 2005, is testing the effects of alternative 
match rates and contribution limits, initial endowments and the support of a range of financial 
education bodies.75 
 
 
THE CHILD POVERTY PLEDGE: RESULTS AND NEXT STEPS 
 
Results to Date 
 
Though many of these programs have not yet been evaluated and many of the long-term effects 
may not be apparent for some time, initial analysis indicates that policies are beginning to have a 
significant impact.  
 

• The government increased financial support for children through tax credits, Child 
Benefit and other benefits by £10.4 billion between 1997 and 2004, a rise in real terms of 
72 percent.76 

 
• Since the introduction of the New Deal for Lone Parents in 1998, 410,000 lone parents 

have entered employment.77 The number of children in workless households has fallen by 
about 400,000 since 1997.78   

 
• Between 1998-1999 and 2003-2004 the number of children in relative low-income 

households fell by around 500,000,79 and the government believes it is on track to meet 
its goals for 2004-2005.80  

 
Challenges and Next Steps 
 
Both government and independent evaluators admit that the UK will need to do much more to 
reach its ultimate goals.81  There have been challenges in both the design and implementation of 
some of the government’s flagship programs. These include the following.  
 

• Early evaluations of Sure Start Local Programmes found little evidence of program 
impact, positive or negative, on families and children in the designated areas, though the 
evaluators emphasize that these findings are provisional.82 As the government moves 
toward creating Sure Start Children Centres, it is emphasizing that it will ensure “a 
consistent approach and a clear focus on improving child outcomes.”83   

• The tax credit system continues to have problems with its automatic payment and 
deduction system—a recent audit by the National Audit Office found that error and fraud 
led to roughly £2 billion in overpayments.84 The most recent Pre-Budget report outlines a 
number of new policies intended to respond to the problems of overpayment, including 
an increase of the income disregard from £2,500 to £25,000 to reduce the circumstances 
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under which increases in income during a year will result in an overpayment for that 
year.85 

• While there has been a significant increase in employment among lone parents, the New 
Deal for Lone Parents reaches only a small proportion of the lone parents in Income 
Support—around 10 percent 86—and it is clear that progress needs to be much quicker if 
the UK is to meet its target of raising lone parent employment to 70 percent by 2010. 

 
Certain key indicators have not seen significant improvement since 1999. Despite the 
government’s efforts to reduce income inequality, the gap between rich and poor continues to 
widen—since the mid-1990s, incomes at the top of the income distribution have grown by more 
than £90/week more than those at the bottom. 87  Educational attainment still remains closely tied 
to social class, and outcomes for disadvantaged groups of children (including looked after 
(foster) children, disabled children, children with special educational needs, and young 
offenders) remain poorer than those of their peers.  As a “next step” the government has said it 
will focus on these groups of particularly disadvantaged children.88 
 
There are clearly significant challenges for the Labour government as it works to reach its next 
target of halving child poverty by 2020.  But the government  appears to be halfway there, and 
over the last five years it may have achieved something for which it never set a target: bringing 
poverty into the national political debate.  The Conservatives, the largest opposition party in the 
UK, recently launched a new Social Justice Policy Group to “study the causes and consequences 
of poverty in Britain and…develop practical ideas to empower the least well-off to climb the 
ladder from poverty to wealth.”89  
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