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The debate over the future of the State Pension triple lock is often framed as a simple
guestion of fairness: should pensions rise each year by the highest of inflation, wage growth
or 2.5%7? But the timing of Reform UK'’s recent pledge to retain the policy - announced
immediately after the party removed its housing spokesperson over comments about the
Grenfell tragedy - highlights something more political than economic. The announcement
reflected the sensitivity of the moment, not a deeper understanding of what the triple lock
represents within the wider economic system.

The triple lock itself, introduced in 2010 by the Conservative—Liberal Democrat coalition and
applied since 2011, was designed to ensure the State Pension kept pace with living costs. On
paper, it is a straightforward mechanism. In practice, it has become a symbol of
intergenerational tension and a lightning rod for wider anxieties about the sustainability of
the welfare state.

Yet much of the public debate rests on a misunderstanding - not of the triple lock, but of the
system that surrounds it.
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The National Insurance Illusion

A significant part of the resentment directed at pensioners - and at benefit claimants more
broadly - stems from a widespread belief that National Insurance functions like a personal
contribution scheme. The idea is simple: pay in during working life, draw out later if needed.
It is a reassuring narrative, and one that shapes how people judge who is “deserving” of
support.

But it is not how the system works.

National Insurance is, in practice, another form of taxation. It creates the impression of a
ring-fenced fund, but the money is not stored or invested on behalf of contributors. It flows
into the wider fiscal system, supporting pensions, disability benefits, the NHS and more. The
distinction between NI and income tax is largely psychological - a way of obscuring the true
scale of the tax burden.

This misunderstanding fuels the belief that some groups are “taking out” more than they
“putin”.

Pensioners are portrayed as receiving disproportionate benefits, while claimants are accused
of drawing on funds they have not earned. Yet both groups are navigating a system shaped
not by individual choices, but by structural economic forces that have made independent
living increasingly difficult.

Few pensioners enjoy the “gold-plated” incomes often imagined. And for many, the wealth
tied up in property is not liquid wealth at all - it is simply the roof over their heads.
A Safety Valve in a Distorted Economy

The official justification for the triple lock is to protect pensioners from falling living
standards. But its deeper purpose is more systemic.

It acts as a safety valve in an economy where wages have failed to keep pace with the cost
of living for years, and where millions rely on top-up benefits simply to survive.

Recent calculations suggest that the real minimum income required for independent living is
around £14.92 per hour for a full-time worker - far above the statutory minimum wage. In
this context, the triple lock is not generosity. It is a stabiliser in an economy where the
fundamentals no longer align with the lived reality of ordinary people.

The triple lock attracts scrutiny precisely because it exposes this gap: the distance between
what the economy delivers and what people need to live.

The Extractive System Behind the Debate

To understand why the triple lock is under pressure, it is necessary to look at the broader
economic model. Since the financial crisis of 2007—08 - when the Labour government bailed
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out the banks on the grounds that they were “too big to fail” - the UK has relied increasingly
on debt-fuelled growth. Public money, or rather public borrowing, was used to stabilise a
financial system whose own excesses had caused the crash.

The result was an acceleration of an extractive economic system: one that draws value out
of industry, infrastructure and natural resources faster than it replaces them.

Over time, this leaves the state with fewer productive assets and greater reliance on
financial engineering to keep the system afloat.

The Covid-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine intensified these pressures. Government
spending surged, supply chains fractured, and inflation returned with a force not seen in
decades.

In such an environment, policies like the triple lock become both more expensive and more
politically contentious - even as they become more essential for those who rely on them.

Reform UK and the Politics of Constraint

Reform UK’s pledge to retain the triple lock, while simultaneously promising deep cuts to
welfare, illustrates the bind facing all political parties.

The party argues that reducing benefits will free up resources to protect pensioners. But
most people receiving benefits are not living comfortably; they are surviving on the margins
of a system that no longer delivers affordable housing, adequate wages or predictable costs.

The irony is that many of the people who would be affected by such cuts were encouraged
to come to the UK in the first place to sustain a model that depends on population growth
and consumer spending to generate GDP. The same pounds circulate through the economy,
creating the appearance of growth even when underlying productivity is stagnant.

Reform’s position is not unique. Every major party faces the same structural constraints.
None can deliver the full range of promises they make without confronting the underlying
economic model - something no mainstream political actor has yet been willing to do.

There is, ultimately, no way to rob Peter to pay Paul when both are already struggling.

A System at Its Limits

The triple lock debate is therefore not really about pensioners. It is about a system
approaching the limits of what can be sustained through borrowing, population growth and
statistical measures of economic activity.

When the government can no longer create enough debt to paper over the cracks, policies
like the triple lock become flashpoints.

The question is not whether the triple lock is fair. It is whether the economic model that
makes it necessary can continue in its current form.
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Conclusion

The triple lock has become a symbol of a deeper truth: Britain’s cost-of-living crisis is not a
temporary shock but a structural feature of an economy that no longer aligns with the needs
of its people.

Pensioners are not the cause of this problem, nor are benefit claimants. They are simply the
most visible participants in a system that has been stretched to breaking point.

The debate over the triple lock is, in the end, a debate about the future of the UK’s
economic model - and whether any political party is prepared to confront the realities that
underpin it.
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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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