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The benefits crisis isn’t driven by idleness but by a widening gap between what work pays
and what life costs. Until that hidden shortfall is acknowledged, the system will keep
producing dependency - and blaming the people trapped in it.

Every few months, a familiar headline resurfaces: the benefits bill is spiralling. It’s costing
more than defence, more than policing, more than many of the things politicians like to
invoke when they want to sound serious about national priorities.
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And the explanation offered to the public is always the same. Too many people aren’t
working. Too many people are “choosing benefits”. Too many people are “economically
inactive”.

It’s a simple story. It’s also the wrong one.
Because beneath the political theatre lies a far more uncomfortable truth:

Millions of people in Britain are working - often in demanding, low-paid jobs - and still
cannot afford to live without benefits, charity, or debt.

This isn’t a moral failure. It isn’t a behavioural problem. It’s a structural one. And until we
acknowledge that, the benefits bill will keep rising no matter who occupies Downing Street.

The real cost of independence - and the myth of the minimum wage

The national minimum wage is often presented as a kind of moral floor: the lowest amount a
person can legally be paid while still supposedly being able to live a basic, independent life.

But when you calculate the actual cost of living independently - rent, utilities, food,
transport, clothing, and the unavoidable basics of modern life - the picture changes
dramatically.

In a blog | published in October 2023, | calculated the Real Cost of Living Wage at £14 per
hour for a 40-hour working week. Updating that same calculation for today’s prices - driven

primarily by rising rent, utilities, food, and transport costs - puts the figure at £14.92 per
hour.

That’s the real price of independence within the money-centric system we have today.
Not comfort. Not luxury. Just the ability to live without relying on benefits, charity, or debt.

Now compare that to the legal minimum wage — which is today set at £12.71. The gap isn’t a
shortfall - it’s a chasm. And that chasm is where millions of people live.

The dependency nobody talks about
Here’s the part the national conversation consistently misses:

If wages don’t reach the Real Cost of Living Wage, then the benefits system isn’t a safety
net - it’s a subsidy for low pay.

People in minimum-wage jobs aren’t failing.
The system is failing them.

Yet the public narrative frames benefit claimants as if they’re all unemployed, unmotivated,
or unwilling to work.
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In reality, a significant proportion of Universal Credit claimants are already working. Many
work full-time. Many work in physically demanding, emotionally draining roles.

They’re doing everything society asks of them - and still can’t make ends meet.
That’s not a benefits trap.
That’s a wage trap created by the structure of the system itself.

Why people on benefits don’t rush into minimum-wage jobs

Politicians often ask why someone on benefits doesn’t “just get a job”.
The answer is brutally simple:

Because a minimum-wage job doesn’t lift them above the Real Cost of Living Wage.
It just changes the type of dependency.

Instead of relying entirely on benefits, they rely on:

e benefits
e charity
e debt

¢ and often, going without essentials

All while working in jobs where they’re treated as low-value by employers and customers
alike.

If taking a job doesn’t improve your life - and may even make it harder - the system is
broken, not the person.

The political blind spot: the system needs dependency to function

This is the part that rarely gets said out loud.
If every employer were required to pay wages that met the Real Cost of Living Wage:
¢ many low-margin business models would collapse
o profit extraction would shrink
e prices would rise
e the labour market would rebalance in favour of workers
In other words:

The money-centric system we have today depends on wages being too low to live on.
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And because wages are too low, the state steps in to fill the gap - not out of generosity, but
out of necessity.

Without benefits, millions of workers simply couldn’t survive.

This is why governments of all colours avoid acknowledging the Real Cost of Living Wage or
any term or form of words that would make this reality open and clear.

It exposes the contradiction at the heart of the system.
Why the benefits bill keeps rising
The benefits bill isn’t exploding because people have suddenly become lazy.
It’s rising because:

e Living costs have surged

¢ Wages haven’t kept up

¢ More people are working in low-paid, insecure jobs

¢ Health-related claims have increased sharply

o The gap between wages and the Real Cost of Living Wage keeps widening
The system produces dependency faster than it reduces it.
And yet the public is encouraged to blame the people trapped in it.

The human cost of a misdiagnosed problem

When politicians misdiagnose a structural problem as a behavioural one, the consequences
are predictable:

e people in poverty are blamed

e workers are shamed

¢ the public is misled

¢ the real causes go unaddressed
e resentment grows

¢ the benefits bill keeps rising

Meanwhile, the people stuck beneath the Real Cost of Living Wage - many of whom work
incredibly hard - are framed as freeloaders.

It’s not just unfair.

It’s dishonest.
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What would happen if everyone earned the Real Cost of Living
Wage?
Here’s the irony:

If every job paid at or above the Real Cost of Living Wage:

many people on benefits would happily return to work

people in high-pressure jobs might downshift to simpler roles

the labour market would stabilise

dependency would fall

e the benefits bill would shrink
People don’t avoid work.
They avoid exploitation.

The truth we need to face

The benefits bill is rising because the economy relies on low wages and then blames the
people who can’t survive on them.

Until we acknowledge the gap between the minimum wage and the Real Cost of Living Wage
- the hourly rate required for independence in a 40-hour week - nothing will change.
Governments will keep blaming individuals. The public will keep resenting the wrong people.
And the benefits bill will keep climbing.

This isn’t a story about laziness.
It’s a story about a system that no longer delivers independence through work.

And until we face that, we’ll keep treating symptoms while ignoring the cause.
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Further Information

To explore more of Adam Tugwell’s writing, including the online edition of this post, please
visit:

www.adamtugwell.blog
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