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Summary 
How has welfare expenditure changed over the last two decades? What are savings from 
tax credits as a proportion of total tax credits expenditure? Which is the single largest 
measure to have reduced expenditure on Housing Benefit since 2010?  

The House of Commons Library Welfare Expenditure and Savings Tool (WEST) 
enables us to answer these and many more questions, combining multiple sources of 
expenditure and savings data into one easy to use, up-to-date analysis tool.  

Section 1 provides summary analysis of welfare expenditure and savings over time, 
produced using the analysis tool, while section 2 explains how WEST has been created.  

Expenditure on UK social security and tax credits is forecast to be £218.4 billion in   
2016-17, 28.3% of total managed expenditure. Assuming all savings announced between 
June 2010 and March 2016 are realised, as initially forecast, in full, a total of around £26 
billion will be saved in 2016-17 as a result of changes in welfare spending.  

This is roughly 10% of what welfare spending might otherwise have been had the 
then Government’s changes not been implemented. In 2020-21, savings equate to 
roughly 15% of what total spending might otherwise have been.  

Of all savings announced June 2010 to March 2016, the three single largest are:  

1 Switching the uprating of most benefits to CPI from 2011-12;  

2 Limiting the uprating of most working age benefits and tax credits to 1% for three 
years from 2013-14;  

3 Removing Child Benefit from families with a higher rate tax payer.   

In 2016-17 HMRC Tax Credits expenditure was around £4 billion lower than it 
might otherwise have been had changes not been introduced, the largest reduction in 
monetary terms to any welfare category. Expenditure on Child Benefit was around 
22% lower than it might otherwise have been, the largest reduction of any welfare 
category in percentage terms.  

The State Pension was the single largest source of expenditure in each year     
1996-97 to present, comprising 36% of expenditure in 1996-97 and 42% in 2016-17. In 
2016-17 State Pension expenditure was, assuming initial estimates were realised as 
forecast, around £1.6 billion higher as a result of measures introduced since June 2010. 

WEST is available to download as an Excel file accompanying this document online. 

 

What’s in “welfare”?  

WEST analyses UK expenditure on and savings from social security benefits and tax credits. This 
includes spending by the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), Her Majesty’s Revenue and 
Customs (HMRC) and Northern Ireland’s Department for Communities (DfC) on all UK child, 
working age and pensioner benefits and tax credits.  
Specifically, this includes:  

• DWP and DfC expenditure on disability benefits, ESA and incapacity benefits, Housing Benefit, 
JSA and Income Support, Universal Credit, Pension Credit and the State Pension – together with 
other, smaller sources of expenditure; and 

• HMRC expenditure on Child and Working Tax Credits and Child Benefit.   
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1. Expenditure & savings analysis 
Expenditure on UK social security and tax credits is forecast to be 
£218.4 billion in 2016-17. Assuming all savings announced by the then 
Chancellor since June 2010 are realised, as initially forecast, in full, a 
total of around £26 billion will be saved in 2016-17 as a result of 
combined changes in welfare spending.  

Fig. 1 UK expenditure on & savings from social security and tax credits 
£ billions, real terms (2016/17 prices) 

 
Sources 
House of Commons Library Welfare Expenditure and Savings Tool (WEST) 
DWP Benefit Expenditure and Caseload tables, March 2016 
OBR Economic and Fiscal Outlook March 2016 
OBR Policy Measures Database 
HM Treasury publications at fiscal events since June 2010 
 

This is roughly 10% of what welfare spending might otherwise 
have been had the then Government’s changes not been 
implemented, rising to roughly 15% in 2020-21.  

These figures are estimates, however: in practice, it is not possible to 
confirm changes to spending actually achieved by a measure once 
implemented, nor to retrospectively confirm what total welfare 
expenditure would have been had these measures not been introduced.  

Expenditure 
Figure 2 shows UK expenditure on social security and tax credits by 
benefit from 1996-97 to 2020-21 (forecast data from 2015-16 
onwards). Figure 3 shows expenditure on selected benefits and tax 
credits as a percentage of total UK welfare expenditure. 

Welfare spending increased by 3.4% between 2010-11 and   
2016-17. Welfare spending has increased by 61% in the past two 
decades, from £135.3 billion in 1996-97 to £218.4 billion in 2016-17 
(all figures real terms 2016-17 prices).  

UK welfare spending as a percentage of GDP was 10.4% in   
1996-97 and is forecast to be 11.2% in 2016-17, having peaked at 
12.4% in 2009-10. Welfare spending was 27.4% of total managed 
expenditure in 1996-97 and is forecast to be 28.3% in 2016-17. 
Spending per household was £5,671 per year in 1996-97, compared to 
£7,871 in 2016-17.1  

                                                                                               
1 DWP Benefit Expenditure and Caseload tables March 2016, “UK Welfare" 
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Fig. 2 UK expenditure on social security and tax credits 
£ millions, real terms (2016/17 prices) 

 
Notes 
“Other” includes social security expenditure in Northern Ireland 
“UC Additional Expenditure” indicates additional expenditure and/or savings as a result of introducing Universal 
Credit 
Sources 
House of Commons Library Welfare Expenditure and Savings Tool (WEST) 
DWP Benefit Expenditure and Caseload tables, March 2016 
OBR Economic and Fiscal Outlook March 2016 

 
Fig. 3 Expenditure on social security and tax credits 
Spending on selected benefits as a percentage of total UK welfare expenditure 

 
Notes 
Expenditure on State Pension, Disability Benefits and JSA, Income Support (non-incapacity) is for Great Britain 
only; expenditure on HMRC Tax Credits and HMRC Child Benefit is for the UK 
Data for years 1996-97 to 2014-15 based on outturn expenditure; data 2015-16 onwards has been forecast 
Sources 
House of Commons Library Welfare Expenditure and Savings Tool (WEST) 
DWP Benefit Expenditure and Caseload tables, March 2016 
OBR Economic and Fiscal Outlook March 2016 
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The State Pension was the single largest source of welfare 
expenditure in each year 1996-97 to present, comprising 42% of 
expenditure in 2016-17. In the same year, HMRC tax credits 
comprised 13% of welfare expenditure and Housing Benefit 11%.  

Expenditure on Disability Benefits from 1996-97 to 2016-17 increased 
by 110%, on the State Pension by 90% and on Housing Benefit by 
37%.2 Expenditure on ESA and incapacity benefits fell by 18% over the 
same period; expenditure on JSA and Income Support (working-age 
non-incapacity) fell by 59%. 

Savings 
Figure 4 shows additional expenditure on and savings from UK social 
security and tax credits spending announced at Budgets and Autumn 
Statements June 2010 to March 2016.3  

Net savings of around £26 billion will be made in 2016-17 as a 
result of combined social security and tax credits changes rising, if 
savings are realised in practice as forecast, to around £40 billion in 
2020-21.  

The largest three single savings measures, ranked by savings made 
2015-16 to 2020-21, are: 

• Switching the uprating of most benefits to CPI indexation 
from 2011-12 (announced Budget 2010); and 

• Limiting the uprating of most working age benefits and tax 
credits to 1% for three years from 2013-14 (announced Autumn 
Statement 2012); and 

• Removing Child Benefit from families with a higher rate tax 
payer from January 2013 (announced Autumn Statement 2010). 

This net saving of around £26 billion in 2016-17 is comprised of total 
savings of around £28 billion and additional expenditure of around £2 
billion.  

Of this £28 billion saved in 2016-17, changes to: 

• “General” measures, such as savings from uprating changes and 
freezes, account for £11.5 billion or 41% of savings;  

• HMRC tax credits (which equal around 13% of the welfare 
budget) account for £3.9 billion, 14%, of savings;  

• Child Benefit (5% of the welfare budget) account for £3.2 billion, 
12%, of savings;  

• Housing Benefit (11% of the welfare budget) account for £2.7 
billion, 10%. 

In 2016-17 there is forecast to be around £1.6 billion of additional 
expenditure on the State Pension and £0.1 billion on Pension Credit. 

                                                                                               
2 These comparisons exclude HMRC tax credits, introduced in their current form in 

2003-04. From 2003-04 to 2016-17 tax credits expenditure increased by around 
60%. 

3 The net total of savings shown in figure 4 therefore corresponds to the light green bar, 
“net savings”, shown in figure 1.  
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Fig. 4 Additional expenditure on and savings from UK social security 
and tax credits announced since June 2010 
£ millions, nominal terms 

Note: positive figures indicate a saving to the Exchequer, negative figures indicate additional 
expenditure 

 

 
Notes 
(a) “General” shows net savings made from measures not identifiable to a specific benefit or tax credit (for 

example, freezing most working-age benefits for four years from 2016-17) 
(b) “Universal Credit” shows savings made from Universal Credit specifically (such as changes to UC work 

allowances) only. That is, this line item does not include savings made from Universal Credit’s predecessors 
 
Sources 
House of Commons Library Welfare Expenditure and Savings Tool (WEST) 
OBR Policy Measures Database 
HM Treasury publications at fiscal events since June 2010 
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Child Benefit 0 365 1,070 2,525 2,950 3,142 3,231 3,246 3,264 3,283 3,301
Disability benefits 0 0 -75 140 660 1,190 1,994 2,863 2,856 2,848 2,848
ESA and incapacity benefits 0 0 340 845 1,250 1,560 1,605 1,591 1,722 1,812 1,918
HMRC Tax Credits 0 580 3,135 3,935 4,905 5,636 3,907 3,526 4,229 5,106 5,744
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2. About the analysis tool 
How has welfare expenditure changed over the last two decades? What 
are savings from tax credits as a proportion of total tax credits 
expenditure? Which is the single largest measure to have reduced 
expenditure on Housing Benefit since 2010?  

The House of Commons Library Welfare Expenditure and Savings 
Tool (WEST) enables us to answer these and many more questions, 
combining multiple sources of expenditure and savings data into one 
easy to use, up-to-date analysis tool.  

The tool: 

• Combines long-running data on social security and tax 
credits expenditure in the UK, from 1996-97 to 2020-21, with 
estimated savings from measures announced since June 
Budget 2010. 

• Collates latest available savings forecasts, as published by HM 
Treasury and/or the Office for Budget Responsibility, into one 
single, up-to-date, consistent data series. 

• Provides a comprehensive list of savings and expenditure 
measures, searchable by benefit and ranked by size of savings.   

Sources of data 
WEST reconciles four key data sources to present analysis of social 
security and tax credits UK expenditure since 1996-97 and of 
savings/expenditure measures announced by the then Chancellor June 
2010 to March 2016.  

Sources of savings data include:   

• OBR Policy Measures Database  
The Office for Budget Responsibility’s policy measures database 
includes all significant tax measures since Roy Jenkin’s final 
Budget in 1970 and, since June 2010, all tax and spending 
measures – including those on social security and tax credits.  

• HM Treasury publications at fiscal events since June 2010  
At every ‘fiscal event’ since 2010 – including Budgets, Spending 
Reviews and Autumn Statements – HM Treasury has published 
either a ‘red’, ‘green’ or ‘blue’ book. Each book contains a full 
table of all policy decisions announced at the event (in the case 
of Budgets usually table 2.1, “Policy Decisions”) and, in some 
cases, of updated savings / expenditure forecasts for measures 
announced at previous events (usually table 2.2). All books since 
June 2010 are available online – see below. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

WEST is available 
to download as an 
Excel spreadsheet 
accompanying this 
document online.  

http://budgetresponsibility.org.uk/policy-measures-database/


9 Commons Library Briefing, 26 July 2016 

Fiscal Event Date 

Budget 2010 22 June 2010 

Spending Review 2010 20 October 2010 

Budget 2011 23 March 2011 

Autumn Statement 2011 29 November 2011 

Budget 2012 21 March 2012 

Autumn Statement 2012 5 December 2012 

Budget 2013 20 March 2013 

Spending Round 2013 26 June 2013 

Autumn Statement 2013 5 December 2013 

Budget 2014 19 March 2014 

Autumn Statement 2014 3 December 2014 

Budget 2015 18 March 2015 

Summer Budget 2015 8 July 2015 

Spending Review and Autumn Statement 2015  25 November 2015 

Budget 2016 16 March 2016 

 

Sources of expenditure data include: 

• DWP Benefit Expenditure and Caseload tables 
The Department for Work and Pensions’ Benefit expenditure and 
caseload tables are updated following every fiscal event. The 
tables include full, long-running data series on DWP, HMRC and 
Department for Communities (Northern Ireland) social security 
and tax credits expenditure from 1948-49 and, as of DWP’s 
March 2016 publication, forecast expenditure from 2015-16 to 
2020-21. Note that, while HMRC administers Child Benefit and 
tax credits across the UK, DWP’s tables include a detailed 
breakdown of social security spending by benefit for Great Britain 
only. Social security spending in Northern Ireland is presented as a 
single, separate line item to produce a UK total.  

• OBR Economic and Fiscal Outlook 
The Office for Budget Responsibility produces an Economic and 
Fiscal Outlook at every fiscal event, setting out forecasts for the 
economy and the public finances and providing an assessment of 
whether the Government is likely to achieve its fiscal targets. This 
includes forecasts of welfare expenditure from, as of the latest 
March 2016 publication, 2014-15 to 2020-21 (shown, in the 
OBR’s March 2016 edition, in table 4.22 and supplementary table 
2.21).   
 
 
 
 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130129110402/http:/www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/junebudget_documents.htm
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/spending-review-2010
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130129110402/http:/www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/2011budget_documents.htm
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130129110402/http:/www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/as2011_documents.htm
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130129110402/http:/www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/budget2012_documents.htm
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/autumn-statement-2012-documents
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/budget-2013-documents
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/spending-round-2013-documents
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/autumn-statement-2013-documents
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/budget-2014-documents
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/autumn-statement-documents
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/budget-2015-documents
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/summer-budget-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/spending-review-and-autumn-statement-2015-documents
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/budget-2016-documents
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/benefit-expenditure-tables
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/benefit-expenditure-tables
http://budgetresponsibility.org.uk/efo/economic-fiscal-outlook-march-2016/
http://budgetresponsibility.org.uk/efo/economic-fiscal-outlook-march-2016/
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Forecasting expenditure and savings 
Policy decisions are announced by the then Chancellor at fiscal events 
with, in most cases, savings/costings estimates produced by 
Government departments and endorsed by the OBR.  

These policy costings are produced anywhere between 3 months and 1 
week prior to a fiscal event. The process below describes events leading 
up to publication of the OBR’s Economic and Fiscal Outlook and HM 
Treasury scorecard costings at Budgets and Autumn Statements.4 

3 months 
prior 

Compilation of ‘pre-scorecard’ forecast 
The OBR revises and updates its economic forecasts to 
account for recent economic developments and the 
global outlook 
 

2 ½ months 
prior 

OBR provides Government with its ‘economic 
determinants’ 
The OBR provides key ‘economic determinants’, such 
as unemployment, inflation and interest rate 
projections, upon which Government departments can 
base their own forecasts 
 

2 months 
prior 

‘Pre-scorecard’ forecast supplemented with 
additional analysis 
The OBR supplements its initial ‘pre-scorecard’ analysis 
with supplementary analysis from HM Treasury and 
other departments, with a particular focus on tax and 
spending streams and the overall state of the public 
finances 
 

1 ½ month 
prior 

Long-list of tax and spending measures costed by 
Departments 
Government departments provide the OBR with a 
long-list of potential tax and spending measures, 
together with draft costings 
 

1 month 
prior 

OBR scrutinises and endorses costings 
The OBR scrutinises these costings and recommends, 
where it judges appropriate, changes. A consultation 
process follows and, in most cases, the OBR 
subsequently endorses the Government’s costings as 
being “reasonable and central estimates” 
 

1 week prior Compilation of final forecast  
The OBR incorporates a final list of tax and spending 
measures into its forecasts and outputs a final, 
‘scorecard-inclusive’ forecast  
 

WEST assumes savings from measures announced by the then 
Chancellor at fiscal events were realised, as initially forecast by 
HM Treasury upon announcement, in full.  

In practice, it is not possible to confirm changes to spending actually 
achieved by a measure once implemented; nor is it possible to 
retrospectively confirm what total welfare expenditure would have been 
had a given measure not been introduced.  

                                                                                               
4 This simplified timetable is a summary of the process laid out in the foreword of all 

OBR Economic and Fiscal Outlooks 
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The compilation process 
WEST, as explained above, combines four data sources in order to 
analyse welfare savings and expenditure: the OBR Policy Measures 
Database, HM Treasury publications, the OBR’s Economic and Fiscal 
Outlooks and DWP’s benefit expenditure and caseload tables.  

Steps have been taken to ensure sources of expenditure data are 
consistent in their categorisation of benefits and use of definitions 
throughout the analysis. 

The compilation process to produce a comprehensive list of up-to-date 
savings estimate is somewhat more involved.  

At every fiscal event HM Treasury and the OBR publish policy costings 
for newly announced measures. In almost all cases these costings, 
having been produced via a process of consultation between HM 
Treasury and the OBR, are the same. In some cases, however, what 
appear as single costings in HM Treasury publications are broken down 
into their sub-components in the OBR Policy Measures Database – 
meaning, for some measures, multiple line items in the OBR Policy 
Measures Database equate to a single line item in HM Treasury 
publications.  

HM Treasury and the OBR adopt different approaches to updating 
forecast costings following their first being announced: 

• Once entered into the OBR Policy Measures Database, all forecast 
costings are updated to account for changes to the economic 
outlook (e.g. changes to inflation forecasts) only.  

• HM Treasury, in contrast, publishes re-costed estimates for 
select measures at later fiscal events. These re-costings take into 
account changes in the assumptions underlying the original 
estimates (for example, a change in the caseload of people 
expected to be affected by a measure).  

 
Neither the OBR nor HM Treasury updates policy costings to 
reflect money actually spent/saved from a measure once 
introduced.  

WEST takes the OBR’s Policy Measures Database as a starting point and 
inserts HM Treasury’s updated costings wherever available.  

The “Measures” tab of the WEST spreadsheet therefore contains five 
‘categories’ of measures: 

“Included” – an original costing for which no revisions have been 
published 

“Included, update” – a revised policy costing published by HM treasury 
at a fiscal event following the policy first being announced. This 
supersedes costings previously published (“superseded”) by HM 
Treasury and included within the OBR’s Policy Measures Database at 
previous fiscal events 

“Superseded” – an original costing published by HM Treasury and 
included within the OBR’s Policy Measures Database upon a policy first 
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being announced, subsequently superseded by a revised costing later 
published by HM Treasury (“Included, update”) 

“Included, spliced” – a single, revised policy costing published by HM 
Treasury at a fiscal event following the policy first being announced. 
This supersedes multiple line items/costings included within the OBR’s 
Policy Measures Database 

“Spliced” – One of multiple original policy costings published within the 
OBR’s Policy Measures Database replaced by a single, revised costing 
published by HM Treasury at a fiscal event subsequent to the policy first 
being announced 

Some updated measures (“included, update”) in WEST are marked with 
an “A”. This is because HM Treasury policy costings are produced for a 
five year horizon only. Where this is the case, savings from a measure 
have been assumed to continue unchanged from the last year for 
which forecasts are available.  

For example, the then Government announced in Budget 2010 that 
Local Housing Allowances (a component of Housing Benefit) would be 
set at the 30th percentile of market rents from 2011-12. Re-costed 
savings were published at Budget 2011 for the period 2011-12 to 2015-
16. In 2015-16 savings from this measure were forecast to be £505 
million. WEST assumes this saving is carried forward unchanged for 
years 2016-17 to 2020-21.  
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