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Why does the age distribution of spending matter?

Analysing the age distribution of spending over time allows us to:

● Determine whether a disproportionate amount of money has been awarded to one age 
group at the expense of others

● Examine the impact of policies, programmes and laws which protect age groups 
unequally

● Examine whether spending on different age groups is responsive to need



How much is the government spending on different 
age groups?

● In 2018–19 the government spent:
○ £14,655 on each child,
○ £10,178 on each working-age 

adult, and
○ £20,789 on each pensioner.

● The gap in per capita spending 
between children and pensioners 
more than doubled between 
1999–00 and 2018–19.

● The gap in spending grew more 
rapidly during the last decade



Spending on social protection was the biggest driver 
behind the gap

● Government spending on social 
protection for each child has 
stayed relatively flat, despite no 
real improvement in the relative 
poverty rate.

● The triple lock played a key role 
in widening the gap from 2010 
onwards.
○ 71% of the increase in 

spending on each pensioner 
in 2010–11 was due to the 
rising state pension cost.



Children are less likely to benefit from universal 
provision
Benefits for children are usually means-tested. 
Pensioners benefit from a number of universal 
or near-universal services. For instance:

Transport 
● Per capita spending on free travel for each 

pensioner in England increased by almost 
12 times between 1999–00 and 2018–19.

● Free travel for children provided on a 
discretionary basis and usually 
means-tested.

Other examples:
● Winter fuel payments
● State pension vs child benefits



Other key drivers behind the gap in spending...

● Interest payments on public sector pension debt is costing us billions (£18.1 billion in 2018–19).
○ Second largest driver behind the gap in spending.
○ We spend 45% more on these interest payments than we do on child benefits. 

● Education spending on each child has declined over the past decade.
○ Rapid rates of growth in per capita education spending stagnated and began to decline 

during the last decade from 2010–11.

● Per capita spending on outpatient mental health services for pensioners has outpaced spending on 
each child.
○ Per capita spending on outpatient mental health consultations more than tripled for 

pensioners between 2011–12 and 2018–19, surpassing mental health spending on each child 
in 2013–14. 

○ Contrastingly, spending on children in only increased by 5.6%.



How to read the full report...

You can read the full report by visiting 
www.if.org.uk/research.

Please email melissa.bui@if.org.uk regarding 
any queries related to this presentation.

To follow our work…
● Website: www.if.org.uk
● Twitter: @inter_gen
● Spotify: “What IF” podcast
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