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It has been 80 years since William Beveridge was commissioned to report on the ways that Britain should
be rebuilt after the Second World War. As is well known, the resulting government White Paper ‘Social
Insurance and Allied Services’ published in 1942 became the blueprint for social policy in post-war
Britain. The report was clearly a child of its time as expressed in the gender divisions that underpinned
many policy recommendations such as (male) full employment and family allowances (for ‘dependent’
women and children in heterosexual coupled families) and thus soon became out of step with societal
developments in the decades after the war.  Furthermore, whilst not explicit, the report did not consider
the barriers to good employment that people of colour would have experienced.

Another weakness was that the �at-rate character of bene�ts did not manage to protect recipients from
poverty. Furthermore, the stronger than anticipated means-tested character of the bene�t system meant
it was not su�cient to meet the welfare demands of the middle class, resulting in the stigmatisation of
welfare recipients. Despite these shortcomings, the Beveridge Report formed the basis for the
introduction of the NHS and national insurance and assistance schemes after the war and had a major
in�uence on other countries, too.

When referring to the COVID-19 pandemic, the war metaphor has been frequently invoked by political
leaders. Just recently a government advisor called for a Royal Commission type report ‘to work out how
not to leave the badly wounded behind’. While we fortunately are not in the middle of a real war, the
current crisis caused by the pandemic unequivocally shows the many failings of the UK social security
system and �awed economic growth model as highlighted, for example, by the sharp increase in poverty
and insecurity. In the light of the ambition to ‘build back better’ calls for a new Beveridge Report beg two
questions: who should be involved in designing a new blueprint and what should the country’s future
welfare state look like ?

Who should be involved in developing a new welfare state blueprint?

It’s time for a new Beveridge Report. However, this should not be created by a small group of government
advisers or civil servants as was the case for the inter-departmental Committee on Social Insurance and
Allied Services in 1941 that Beveridge chaired. Instead, we need to ensure that any Commission is
representative of the country as a whole and takes a wide range of expertise into account to work out an
evidence-based and widely shared vision for the welfare state of the future. Promising examples of
participatory democracy are plentiful and we don’t need to look far for experiences with this new style of
policy designing – Scotland recently completed its �rst Citizens’ Assembly to help formulate new policies
for the country and the Commission on Social Security is explicitly led by experts of experience. We need
to incorporate a more bottom-up approach in understanding what people want, and what they are
willing to risk, pool or possibly sacri�ce when building a future welfare state.

When we facilitate such discussions, we need to ensure the representation of diverse voices. The white-
male-breadwinner-female caregiver model is insu�cient to account for the di�erent needs and demands
of our current society. For example, COVID-19 has had a signi�cant impact on gender equality due to
loss of work, working hours, and increase in mental health issues. These issues will not simply be resolved
by the end of the pandemic. Similarly, the economic outcomes and health risks of COVID-19 were more
severe within BAME communities. These issues must be central to any new Beveridge-style report rather
than being afterthoughts. Ensuring that the new report encompasses diverse voices including those of
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other groups of protected characteristics, such as disabled and LGBT+ communities will ensure the
development of policies that address diverse and complex needs that can bene�t everyone.

What would a ‘new Beveridge Report’ need to consider?

The main problems with the existing social security system include its heavily means-tested and in
general ‘mean’ character. It  stigmatises welfare recipients and has created a perceived distinction
between ‘them and us’, as eloquently demonstrated in the excellent book Good Times, Bad Times by the
late John Hills. Another challenge is the precarious labour market characterised by high income inequality,
the prevalence of poverty wages despite campaigns for a national living wage, and little employment
security in general including zero hours contracts. While these problems existed before the pandemic, the
lack of adequate social protection frustrated attempts to bring the virus down and the widespread
insecurity caused by the economic impacts of the lockdowns made many more people realise their own
vulnerability and question the existent welfare and labour market model.

Surveys reveal that the majority of the UK population regard the income distribution as unfair  and
would actually like to see a more progressive welfare state, although there are notable di�erences by
policy area. Support for the unemployed is a case in point with consistently low levels of approval from
the public. Interestingly, the latest British Social Attitudes Survey revealed a discernible increase in
support for spending on social security, but this policy area is still not a high priority for most people.
Nevertheless, it would be a missed policy opportunity if we were to focus only on those in destitution due
to the fact that a successful welfare state needs to encompass the middle classes to avoid the distinction
between ‘them and us’ that would undermine any proper collective e�ort. Despite its limitations, the Job
Retention scheme has provided the UK with a glimpse of what a proper unemployment bene�t scheme
could look like, and demonstrated both the need and support for such policies.

It is critical that a new Beveridge-style report  incorporates the growing need for better levels of care, both
childcare and social care. One key reason why the UK has fared so badly during the COVID-19 crisis was
due to what happened in our social care system as a consequence of harsh austerity measures over the
past decade. We also have seen how essential good quality childcare is to ensure a well-functioning
economy and society, yet many providers are on the brink of collapse, again largely due to funding cuts.

The unequal distribution of money, but also time need to be considered. The pandemic has provided us
with an opportunity to rethink values and priorities in terms of work, family, and leisure. A large number
of reports now indicate that workers would rather be given more time than more money – for family, for
their well-being, and other important pursuits in life. The lack of such work-life balance has detrimental
outcomes for workers’ mental health which is costly for the economy and society. We also know that time
poverty is key in understanding bad health choices, environmental choices, and other long-term
challenges. Related to this, we need to look into the future sustainability of welfare and employment. We
need to shift away from a low-skill, low-pay growth model. This includes a ‘Green Deal’, support for skills
development, a new generational contract and a successful transition to a wellbeing economy.

In every crisis there is an opportunity. This pandemic has brought immense su�ering to many which will
take a few more years to overcome. However, it also causes us to think about how we want to build back
our society better to future proof against risks ahead of us and incorporate the diverse needs and
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demands of citizens. We should not go back to our old ways in haste but take a moment to re�ect
collectively how we want our welfare states to look like in future.

Elke Heins is Senior Lecturer in Social Policy at the University of Edinburgh. @socpolEdinburgh
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