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What is the two-child limit?

• From 6 April 2017, means-tested child benefits – approx. 
£2,845 per year per child – no longer payable for children 
in households that already had 2 or more children
• Affects: Universal Credit, Child Tax Credit, income-based 

Jobseeker’s Allowance, Income Support for lone parents, & 
Housing Benefit.
• Does not affect Child Benefit

• Announced by George Osborne in the July 2015 budget 



Why the two-child limit matters

• Internationally unusual
• Predicted to be a major driver of increases to child poverty 

in coming years (affecting more & more children with 
every year it continues) 
• An example of a policy strongly driven by ideology, 

politic/ks rather than (in spite of) evidence
• A policy that along with its sister policy (the Benefit Cap) 

divorces the link between entitlement and need
• Draws attention to analyses of how poverty varies 

according to household size



The Benefit Changes 
and Larger Families 
project
• Work presenting today is linked to a 

major mixed methods research 
project, also funded by the Nuffield 
Foundation, on the impact of recent 
welfare reforms on larger families 

• The project has a focus on the two-
child limit and the benefit cap 

• Mixed methods: combines 
qualitative longitudinal research 
(QLR) with quasi-experimental 
quantitative techniques

• QLR: walking alongside 44 families 
affected by these policies over 18 
months  

• www.largerfamilies.study

http://www.largerfamilies.study/


Zooming in on the fertility effects of the two-child limit 



“to ensure that families in receipt 
of benefits face the same 

financial choices about having 
children as those supporting 
themselves solely in work”. 

HM Treasury Summer Budget, 
2015. 

The two-child limit 
implicitly aimed to 
disincentivise 
families on benefits 
from having more 
than 2 children

“Quite simply, we have been encouraging 
working-age people to have children and not 

work, when we should be enabling working-age 
people to work and have children. So it’s time 
we asked some serious questions about the 

signals we send out through the benefits 
system”. 

David Cameron’s Welfare Speech, 2012



“In practice people may respond to the 
incentives that this policy provides and may 

have fewer children. There is no evidence 
currently available on the strength of these effects 

although the Institute for Fiscal Studies found a 
relationship between support for children in the 

benefit system and childbearing….Given that 
families are aware of the policy they may make 

the choice not to have (further) children.”

DWP Impact Assessment for the two-child limit, 
2015

“This policy does not attempt to 
limit the number of children people 
have. Claimants are able to have as 
many children as they choose, in the 
knowledge of the support available.” 

(Work and Pensions Select 
Committee, 2021). 

vs.

But though the government anticipated a 
decline in fertility, it denied that it was 
trying to stop people from having children



Existing evidence on the fertility 
response is inconclusive

● 2 margins for the fertility response:
● Conceptions
● Abortions 

● British Pregnancy Advisory Service (2020): according to a 
small survey (N=240), 57 percent of women likely to be 
affected by the two-child limit stated that the policy was a 
relevant factor in their decision-making about whether to 
carry their pregnancy to term 

● But abortion trends do not suggest a significant change in 
trend after 2017

● Further evidence is needed on overall fertility effects



Number of abortions by number of previous live births, England and Wales 

Source: Published FOI 
data, DHSC (2021).



Quantitative 
research findings





This work was produced using statistical data from ONS. The use of 
the ONS statistical data in this work does not imply the 

endorsement of the ONS in relation to the interpretation or 
analysis of the statistical data. This work uses research datasets 
which may not exactly reproduce National Statistics aggregates



Are women on benefits with 2+ children less 
likely to have a child after the two-child limit, 

relative to other women?

Has the two-child limit reduced 
fertility in larger families?



Causal identification strategy
• Not sufficient to simply look at descriptive fertility trends among women 

on benefits with 2+ children
• We need to control for other, more general, trends in fertility that are 

not attributable to the two-child limit 
• We use over 3 million administrative birth records and household survey 

data to compare differential trends in fertility before and after the 
introduction of the two-child limit

• We estimate the causal effect of the policy using a Differences-in-
Differences-in-Differences (Triple Differences) approach

• Our identification strategy exploits variation over family size, socio-
economic status, and child’s date of birth

• This enables us to estimate the causal impact of the two-child limit on 
fertility in larger families



Data
Administrative birth registrations 
microdata for England & Wales, 2012-2019 

• Secure-access microdata, accessed 
via the ONS’s Secure Research Service

• Individual-level data for all births 
(approx. 3 million) on date of birth of 
the child, number of previous live 
births born to the mother, multiple 
birth status, maternal and paternal 
age, country of birth and postcode of 
residence of the mother

• No data on benefits receipt 
• But NS-SEC occupation category is 

coded for a random 10% of births

Annual Population Survey, 2014-2019 
• Largest household survey in the UK, 

with data at individual and household 
level on benefits receipt, employment, 
number of children

• Secure-access version, accessed via 
ONS’s SRS

• 2 purposes:
• To provide data on benefits 

receipt
• To estimate the number of women



• We divide the population of women aged 16-45 into 4 groups:
• Those on benefits with 0 or 1 child

• Those on benefits with 2+ children

• Those not on benefits with 0 or 1 child 

• Those not on benefits with 2+ children 

• By manually combining estimates of the number of births and women (from the 
births data and the APS respectively), we track over time the probability of a 
woman having a child for each of these subgroups 

• Using a Triple Differences design, we then estimate changes before and after the 
introduction of the two-child limit
• Allow for differential fertility trends by socio-economic status and by family size 

• Once we’ve accounted for these, we can ‘net out’ the causal impact of the policy on the fertility of 
low-income women with 2+ children

Method



𝑃(𝑐ℎ𝑖𝑙𝑑)!" = 𝛽# + 𝛽$𝐿𝑜𝑤𝑖𝑛𝑐!" + 𝛽%𝐿𝑎𝑟𝑔𝑒𝑟!" + 𝛽&𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡" + 
𝛽'(𝐿𝑜𝑤𝑖𝑛𝑐!"*𝐿𝑎𝑟𝑔𝑒𝑟!") + 𝛽((𝐿𝑜𝑤𝑖𝑛𝑐!"*𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡") + 𝛽)(𝐿𝑎𝑟𝑔𝑒𝑟!"∗𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡!") + 

𝛽*(𝐿𝑜𝑤𝑖𝑛𝑐!"*𝐿𝑎𝑟𝑔𝑒𝑟!" ∗ 𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡!") 

𝑃(𝑐ℎ𝑖𝑙𝑑)!" is the probability of having a child for individual 𝑖 in time period 𝑡

𝐿𝑜𝑤𝑖𝑛𝑐!" is a dummy variable equal to one if the individual is on a low income (as defined either by benefits receipt 
or by low-income occupation), and zero otherwise

𝐿𝑎𝑟𝑔𝑒𝑟!" is a dummy variable equal to one if the individual has two or more children

𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡! is a dummy variable equal to one if the year of observation is 2018 or 2019, and zero if it is 2015 or 2016 
(missing if 2017)

∈!" is the error term

Empirical specification



Preferred specification: by family 
occupation

- 0.36 pp





How large are these effects?
• We find a measurable, but relatively small, impact on the number of births to affected 

families 

• We find that the probability of having a third or subsequent child declined by 0.36 
percentage points (or 5 percent) after the reform 

• This amounts to a decline of approximately 5,600 births a year

• Meanwhile, 50,000 children are pushed into poverty every year by the policy 
according to CPAG estimates 

• This is a much smaller effect than one would expect from existing literature

• Brewer et al (2012) found that expansions in the generosity of benefits during the 
2000s led to relatively large increases in fertility – approx. x3 as large as our 
estimates 

• Difficult to investigate causal mechanisms with the quantitative data available



Qualitative longitudinal 
research (QLR) findings



Fieldwork 
to date:

Characteristic Number of participants
Age of youngest child in years:
0
1
2
3
4

3
9

13
7
2

Number of children:
3
4
5
6
7
8

16
7
7
1
1
2

Location:
London
Yorkshire

13
21 

Gender:
Female
Male

31
3

Ethnicity:
Black African
Black Caribbean
Bangladeshi
Pakistani
Arabic
White British

7
1
5
7
1

13

• Round one:
43 telephone interviews,
2 in-person interviews

20 affected by the two-
child limit, 14 by the two-
child limit and the benefit 
cap, 11 by the benefit cap

• Round two:
31 telephone interviews
3 in-person interviews



1. The assumption that people are aware of 
the two-child limit and the impact it will 
have

‘Entitlement will remain at the level for two 
children for households who make the choice to 
have more children, in the knowledge of the 
policy.’



I was just so shocked; I suppose at the 
time I didn’t really question anything 
because I was so surprised by what 
they’d said, and then I went away and 
looked into it online and realised that 
actually what they’d said to me on the 
phone was right.

(Laura, single mother, three children)

Approximately half of the participants affected by the two-child limit 
were not aware of the policy when the affected child was conceived. 

While I was pregnant with them I wasn’t 
on any benefits, I didn’t even know 
anything about benefit then...my third 
child, he was around two years old when I 
was going on benefits. So that’s when I 
realise there is two child limit, you know, 
but I didn’t know about it cos I wasn’t on 
benefits

(Ifemelu, single mother, three 
children)



2. The assumption that all 
conceptions are the result of choice

The main people groups affected by the policy 
will be those ‘in receipt of tax credits or 
Universal Credit who choose to have a first 
[sic] or a third or subsequent child after April 
2017’. 



I had the coil I fell pregnant and I had 
the implant I fell pregnant. So it’s not 
something that I did it on purpose, you 
know what I mean? 

(Khadra, coupled mother, six children)

Obviously me being pregnant it weren't 
something I wanted, you know, the 
situation with me and him, it had to go 
to Court cos there was some, there was 
abuse in the relationship.

(Kalima, single mother, five children)

Contraception failures and 
unplanned pregnancies

Non-consensual conceptions and/or 
domestic abuse



3. The assumption that people can 
predict whether or not they will need to 
claim social security support in the 
future

‘Families who were not previously claiming 
benefits have made decisions about the 
affordability of life choices in the knowledge 
that their financial (and other) circumstances 
could change over time.’



It didn’t concern me because obviously I was 
in a financially stable place; also it was my 
husband’s first child as well so we were quite 
happy to not have to even take that into 
consideration really, we wanted the child and 
we was fairly stable. So it didn’t really affect 
us much at that point.

(Jessica, single mother, four children)

Yes I was aware [of the two-child limit] but you 
know that you’re still okay, you’re working, 
you’re not actually dependent on them. So you 
thought you will be fine, until the pandemic 
changes everything.

(Meryem, single mother, three children)



4. The assumption that people make 
choices about whether or not to have 
children based upon what they can 
afford.

The policy will ensure that ‘those on benefits 
face the same financial choices around the 
number of children they can afford as those 
supporting themselves through work’.



Not really, no. I always wanted a 
little boy so I thought just try one 
more time and I finally got my little 
boy.

(Kelly, single mother, three children)

I don’t just have kids to get benefits 
and stuff like that, I have kids 
because I love ’em.

(Sara, single mother, four children)

Did the two-child limit impact on your decision to have a third 
child?



5. The assumption that the policy will be 
beneficial to children and to family 
stability
‘The proposed changes enhance the life chances of children 
as they ensure that households make choices based on their 
circumstances rather than on taxpayer subsidies. This will 
increase financial resilience and support improved life 
chances for children in the longer term.’

‘Encouraging parents to reflect carefully on their readiness 
to support an additional child could have a positive effect 
on overall family stability.’



It's put me under pressure to 
try and rush my younger 
one's potty training which 
he's clearly not ready, he's 
not getting there but I can't 
afford nappies, so it is 
stressing me out...I don't 
have money at the end of 
the month.  I have to make 
ends meet, I have to sell 
things, I have to do whatever 
I can.
(Alisha, single mum, five 
children, subject to the two-
child limit and the benefit 
cap)

I think the biggest impact 
that it has on them is just 
my stress levels and my 
worries about money 
affects, I don’t want to say 
it negatively affects my 
ability to parent them cos it 
doesn’t, I’m a loving parent 
and I’m always there for 
them, but especially my 
oldest, he picks up on the 
fact that there’s money 
worries and that I’m 
struggling and that I’m 
worried about finances.

(Laura, single mother, three 
children)

I think our breakup was to 
do with financial... I 
wasn’t working, so yeah, 
that created, because of 
the financial he was like 
“We already like get paid 
to have four kids and then 
we have to support this 
one, the fifth one and 
then now the sixth one.” 
And because we were 
having lots of argument…

(Khadra, single mother, 
six children, London)



Policy implications
• Are the limited fertility effects ‘good news’? 

• Ethical concerns about limiting fertility

• Economic concerns - fertility rates are well below replacement rate in the UK 

• However, they also imply, as a matter of arithmetic and logic, a significant 
increase in child poverty

• Already, poverty among larger families (with 3+ children) has soared since 
2013/14, and accounts for most of the increase in child poverty since then 
(Stewart et al, 2021) 

• Almost half of larger families are already living in poverty 

• The two-child limit is doing significant harm to affected families with worrying 
implications for family wellbeing and children's outcomes

• We can’t assume that doing the ‘opposite’ of a policy will have equal effects in the 
opposite direction!



Summary
• The two-child limit withdraws approximately £2,845 per year per child from families within 

the benefits system who already had 2 or more children

• This was an attempt to influence the fertility decisions in families of two or more children

• Existing evidence suggests that benefits increases lead to relatively large increases in 
fertility – one would expect a relatively large reduction in fertility due to the two-child limit

• Yet we find that this large benefit cut only led to a very small impact on fertility – of just 
under 6,000 births a year 

• This is likely to be due in part to lack of awareness of the policy, which may improve over 
time

• But it also may be due to unplanned pregnancies, changes in circumstances, different 
bases for fertility decisions

• Our findings suggest that the main function of the two-child limit is not behavioural 
change but increases in poverty



Read the research here:

Reader, M., Portes, J., and Patrick, R. (2022) Does cutting child benefits 
reduce fertility in larger families? Evidence from the UK’s two-child limit. IZA 
Discussion Paper No. 15203. https://docs.iza.org/dp15203.pdf

Patrick, R., and Andersen, K. (2022) The two-child limit & ‘choices’ over 
family size: When policy prescription collides with lived experiences. 
CASEpaper 226. London: Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion.
https://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/CASE/_NEW/PUBLICATIONS/abstract/?index=931
0

https://docs.iza.org/dp15203.pdf
https://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/CASE/_NEW/PUBLICATIONS/abstract/?index=9310


Thank you! 
Questions?



• There is a substantial body of work suggesting that increases in benefits 
generosity lead to increases in fertility (Brewer, Ratcliffe & Smith, 2012; 
Laroque and Salanie, 2014; González & Trommlerová, 2021)

• There is less evidence on benefit cuts, with a couple of notable exceptions 
(Cohen, Dehejia & Romanov 2013; González & Trommlerová, 2021)

• Effects appear to be sensitive to institutional context 
• Research on family caps in the US broadly suggests no fertility effect 

(Joyce, Kaestner, Korenman & Henshaw 2004, Camasso & Jagannathan 
2016, Kearney 2004, Dyer & Fairlie 2004)

• Effects are heterogeneous across the income distribution – so policy design is 
important
• Milligan (2005) found that fertility responses to an unconditional cash 

payment for families with children was larger for better-off families

Literature



• Given previous research and the policy context, we 
expected to see a reduction in fertility 

• The financial impact of the two-child limit is almost x2 as 
large in PPP terms as that of the hypothetical benefit 
increase modelled by Laroque & Salanié (2014)
• By their elasticity, we would expect to see a reduction in the 

probability of having a 3+ child of more than 7 percentage 
points due to the two-child limit

Hypothesis



Are women on benefits with 2+ children less 
likely to have a child after the two-child 
limit?




