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Abstract

In keeping with the thematic analysis employed in previous GUMG research, this chapter examines the competing explanations for the cost of living crisis (COLC) that were widely available to journalists. We present data from political speeches and debates, from think tanks and from charitable and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), outlining how the crisis was framed and interpreted in terms of its drivers and impacts alongside policy proposals for solutions. This data forms the basis for the content analysis in this book where we identify which voices and perspectives are amplified or silenced within contemporary media ecosystems. This chapter thus adds to the extant literature critiquing the relationship between the media and the primary institutional definers of controversial social issues (Hall et al, 1978).
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Introduction

The GUMG method is based on the premise that there are competing explanations for crises which circulate via both digital and legacy media. Each relies on different assumptions, supporting evidence (or in some cases a lack thereof), and reflect the interests of different societal groups, to varying degrees. As discussed in Chapter 1, the cost of living crisis (hereafter referred to as COLC) is a key phrase used to capture a complex interplay of economic, political, social and cultural factors which have negatively and progressively impacted many communities since 2010 Our ultimate aim in this book is to identify which perspectives on the COLC are amplified and silenced within contemporary media ecosystems, and what impact this has on public perception of these issues. For all its ubiquity, there remains a lack of consensus on its causes, implications, and solutions. What is clear is that labelling it a crisis is an “ideological and political act”, one that is packaged and presented to the public through digital and traditional media (Raboy & Dagenais, 1992:3). A moment of crisis is, by definition, a decisive moment that provides a unique opportunity for making a diagnosis (Morin, 1976 cited in Raboy & Dagenais, 1992). In this chapter we review how different institutions defined COLC. We begin by exploring how it has been used by politicians in the UK Parliament between 2010 and 2022. A qualitative investigation of Hansard records was conducted to ascertain how the main political parties explained the COLC, what evidence they presented in support of their analysis, and their solutions to the crisis. Our focus then switches to how charities, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and think tanks interpreted the COLC. In order to contextualise our media analysis later in this book, we examine how organisations from across the political spectrum operationalised the term, the factors they identified as driving it, and their proposed policy solutions. We conclude by summarising the main arguments that shaped public discourse on the COLC during this period.

The emergence of COLC as a key phrase within UK political discourse

This chapter adds to the extant literature critiquing the relationship between the media and the primary institutional definers of controversial social issues (Hall et al, 1978). The dominant interpretations of crises are typically those provided by political elites, whose statements circulate prominently via both digital and traditional media. Therefore, in order to better understand its origins, we must first understand how the term COLC has been operationalised by politicians to date, what factors are identified as contributing to this crisis, and how might they be resolved?  It is important to note that the term has longevity within political discourse. Analysis of Hansard records to date shows that it has been mentioned in Westminster sporadically throughout the twentieth century (See Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Mentions of the term Cost of Living Crisis in Hansard, 1900-2023.

It is perhaps intuitive that politicians would frame rising living costs as a crisis during events such as the 1930s Great Depression (also known as the Great Slump), the 1973-1975 recession, and the 2008 Global Financial Crisis.  All of these were characterised by rising energy costs, inflation and unemployment (see James, 2023 for an overview). 

Closer scrutiny of Hansard shows that there was a significant increase in the number of times COLC was mentioned in both Houses of the UK Parliament after 2013. (see Figure 2). The term was used a total of 3754 times in the Commons and Lords between 1 January 2013 and 20 July 2023. This coincided with the first phase of significant cuts to public spending, and concurrent tax rises, brought in by the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government. This austerity programme saw cuts to working-age benefits of more than £30 billion and the introduction of new measures such as work capability assessments for disabled people and a two-child cap for child benefit. It was heavily criticised by non-profit organisations for violating the UK government’s ethic of care and leaving the social safety net in a “tattered state” (Barford & Gray, 2022, p.122).
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Figure 2: Number of mentions of COLC in Hansard, 2013-2023.

Early mentions of the COLC were attributed to Labour Members of Parliament (MPs) responding to UK government policy announcements in areas such as housing, welfare reform, and the funding of local services. For example, during a Commons debate in January 2013, MP for Garston and Halewood Maria Eagle argued that the government should intervene to address the rising cost of transport, which was “adding to the cost-of-living crisis now making life much tougher for households across Britain” (Hansard, 9 January 2013, col. 394). The government’s insistence that public spending cuts were the only way to address the debt crisis was identified as a key factor driving the COLC. A similar theme emerged during a debate on the expansion of food banks in Wales a month later. Cardiff West MP Kevin Brennan challenged Welsh Secretary Stephen Crabb on whether the growing number of food banks was a “symptom” of a COLC caused by government policies, asking the Minister whether he was “ashamed of its small-minded demonisation of the poor” (Hansard, 12 February 2013, col.252WH). In other cases, the COLC was invoked by opposition MPs in statements to the House attacking the Conservatives’ ideological pursuit of a smaller state. For instance, in May 2013, Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Owen Patterson faced questions about reports indicating the government would scrap regulations for bread and flour to be fortified by nutrients. He was asked by Andrew Gwynne, Labour MP for Denton and Reddish, whether he believed fortifying flour was a: “burden on business or an important way of ensuring that hard-pressed families facing the cost-of-living crisis get the nutrition that they need” (Hansard,16 May 2013, col.787). A recurring theme in these statements was that this was a crisis disproportionately affecting poorer households, contrary to Chancellor of the Exchequer George Osborne’s claims that “we are all in this together” (Osborne, 2014).

Conservative Governments downplay crisis but promise to ‘level up’ after Brexit

Successive UK Governments appeared reluctant to characterise the pressures being experienced by households as a crisis. The COLC did not feature in the Conservative manifesto for the 2015 UK General Election.  It instead promised to “make work pay” by creating a “fairer welfare system” that froze working-age benefits for another two years and reduced the maximum amount households could claim in benefits from £26000 to £23000. The Conservative’s victory in the 2015 UK General Election saw a renewed focus on ‘fixing’ the economy by “bringing the public finances under control” and creating what Chancellor Osborne referred to as a “higher wage and lower welfare economy”. There were some cosmetic changes in their rhetoric around inequality in the aftermath of the 2016 UK European Union Membership Referendum, which saw the country vote by a 52:48 margin to leave the EU. 

Cameron’s successor Theresa May used her maiden speech to claim her government would be driven by the interests of those who were “just managing” but made no explicit reference to cost of living pressures (May; 2016). Her Chancellor Philip Hammond used his three Budgets (2016-2019) to re-emphasise the importance of cutting the deficit, delivering a higher wage economy, and creating ‘fairness’ in a welfare system that incentivised work over claiming state benefits. His 2017 speech asserted that the wealthiest 1 percent were paying their fair share in tax because “those with the broadest shoulders should bear the heaviest burden”, whilst also committing the government to investing in skills and building homes to help families with the cost of living (the first time this phrase featured in a UK Budget during this period). May’s failure to win a majority in the 2017 UK General Election saw a ramping up of the rhetoric about creating economic growth that would work for “everyone, right across the country”. Amid promises to overhaul the social care system and build 300,000 new homes, her government announced measures to help with the cost of living including increases to the National Living Wage and the freezing of fuel duty. A recurring theme in these budgets was that households were being helped through tokenistic measures such as keeping the cost of beer and spirits down, rather than addressing the structural factors that left many struggling below the poverty line. This was sharply illustrated by a report by the UN Special Rapporteur which heavily criticised the UK Government for pursuing an “ideological project” that left 14 million living in extreme poverty (Alston, 2019). In response, Work and Pensions Secretary Amber Rudd accused Alston of being “politically biased” and lodged an official complaint against the report.

The government’s discursive framing of inequality shifted again after Boris Johnson’s appointment as Prime Minister following May’s resignation in July 2019. Much more political bandwidth was devoted to the opportunities of Brexit than addressing the root causes of the COLC. Johnson used his maiden speech outside Downing Street to emphasise the importance of ‘uniting the country and levelling up across Britain’, promising to prove the “doomsters and gloomsters” about Brexit wrong. Levelling up, nominally an agenda to reduce regional inequalities and boost economic growth across the UK, was a flagship policy throughout Johnson’s tenure as PM. It was also intrinsically linked to cost-of-living pressures in the Conservative Party manifesto for the snap UK General Election in December 2019. There were four mentions of the cost of living in this document, which pledged to ‘Get Brexit Done’ and focus on the priorities of the British people, which were said to include making sure “work always pays”, building more homes and imposing harsher penalties for those committing benefit fraud. After securing an 80 seat majority, Johnson made further pledges which included “50,000 more nurses, 40 new hospitals as well as providing better schools, safer streets”. The phrase COLC was conspicuously absent from this manifesto, reflecting a reluctance on behalf of the Conservative government to acknowledge the scale of the problems facing many UK households. The subsequent Queen’s Speech on 19 December made no reference to the cost of living but did promise measures to increase the National Living Wage and help first-time buyers onto the property market. 

Opposition criticises ‘Tory COLC’ while government blame external shocks 

The Johnson government was quickly confronted by a crisis that was beyond dispute, namely the COVID-19 pandemic that began in January 2020 and has resulted in over 7 million deaths worldwide to date. A combination of lockdowns, the introduction of social distancing measures and the furlough scheme led to an unprecedented contraction in GDP (falling by 19.4 percent between April and June 2020) and the highest level of government borrowing seen since the Second World War (IFX TaxLab). Newly appointed Chancellor Rishi Sunak’s first Budget, in March 2020, provided £280 billion in financial support including the furlough scheme, an uplift of £20 to Universal Credit (UC), and mortgage guarantees. He argued this was necessary to “support the British people and businesses through this moment of crisis” but also warned that once the economy had recovered from the COVID-19 shock they would need to “fix the public finances”, echoing the rhetoric of his successors Osborne and Hammond a few years earlier. The phrase cost of living became more prominent in Sunak’s subsequent Budgets and Financial Statements as Chancellor between 2020 and 2022. Notably, it featured nine times in the 2021 Autumn Budget and Spending Review, which reiterated that levelling up was a policy priority and claimed to be helping working households through permanent cuts in the cost of a pint of beer, cutting the UC Taper rate by 8 percent, and the creation of a £500 million Household Support Form. While these measures were widely praised by Conservative politicians, Shadow Chancellor Rachel Reeves accused Sunak of being completely out of touch with working families:

[bookmark: _Hlk209099620]Families struggling with the cost-of-living crisis: businesses hit by a supply chain crisis, those who rely on our schools, our hospitals and our police – they will not recognise the world that the Chancellor described. They will think that he is living in a parallel universe. (Hansard, 27 October 2021, col 289)

The contingent of Scottish National Party (SNP) MPs in the Commons was also quick to blame the Conservative government for the COLC. East Renfrewshire MP Kirsten Oswald criticised the plans to increase national insurance contributions (NICs) and cut UC at a time when energy bills were rising:

Let us be clear: this is a Tory cost of living crisis, and yet again lower and middle-income families will suffer the most. Does the Deputy Prime Minister agree that it is time to scrap Tory cuts to universal credit and to introduce an emergency energy payment for lower-income families, so that no one has to choose between heating and eating this winter? (Hansard 22 September 2021 col 278)

Her colleagues, as well as several Labour backbenchers, emphasised the COLC was amplified by the Brexit deal negotiated by Johnson. SNP MP for Gordon, Richard Thomson, blamed rising inflation on these trade frictions and criticised the UK government for “piling on the agony” by increasing NICs. (Hansard 8 March 2022 col 238) Labour MP for Aberavon, Stephen Kinnock, also criticised the plan to cut UC:

What that demonstrates is that the economy is interconnected and that the impact on supply chains impacts on prices, impacts on the cost-of-living crisis, and impacts on working families. The Government should be doing all they can to support families through these tough times, not pulling the rug out from under them (Hansard, 21 September col 228)

[bookmark: _Hlk209101301]This was typical of a pattern established during the first phase of austerity. While successive Prime Ministers (Cameron, May, Johnson) emphasised how important it was to help with the cost of living, they refused to call it a crisis and never attributed these problems to domestic policies. External shocks, such as the rise in wholesale energy prices in the wake of the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, were characterised as global threats that were beyond the control of the UK Government.  Only Opposition parties like Labour and the SNP were prepared to use the term COLC and blame government policies for exacerbating the economic hardship experienced by UK households. For example, a debate on the COLC in Wales in July 2022 saw Labour Peer Dame Nia Griffith call for a redistributive tax policy and the introduction of a windfall tax on oil and gas companies to help poorer households. Other proposals included the (re)nationalisation of these companies to allow governments to reduce the energy costs of households. The Welsh Secretary David T. Davies rejected these suggestions and suggested that the rise in energy bills and food prices was a “global matter” not a UK one, due to a combination of the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the economic aftershocks of the COVID-19 pandemic (Hansard, 19th July 2022 col 270WH). The launch of the UK Government’s Ending Rough Sleeping for Good strategy in September 2022 was also met with criticism. It was accused of not adopting a whole-government approach that recognised how flaws in social security and asylum systems exacerbated the problem of rough sleeping in England (Teixeira, 2024). 

[bookmark: _Hlk209190215][bookmark: _Hlk209105234][bookmark: _Hlk209102191] Johnson’s successor Liz Truss adopted a radically different approach towards the COLC during her brief six-week term as Prime Minister. Again, she blamed rising inflation and energy costs on external shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic and “Putin’s War”. Flagship policies such as a cap on the maximum price energy companies could charge per unit (also known as ‘the energy price guarantee’) and the suspension of green levies were put forward to reduce monthly household bills. (September 8 2022) However, it was her Chancellor Kwai Kwarteng’s disastrous Growth Plan (or “mini budget”) that went far beyond any previous policy solutions for the COLC. While his successors like Hammond had emphasised that those with broadest shoulders should take the burden, the focus here was on growth rather than redistribution. The controversial plans to “unleash the power of the private sector” (labelled ‘Trussonomics’) included removing caps on banker bonuses and abolishing additional rates on income tax; although there was no mention of the COLC or housing crisis, there were proposals to remove UC from claimants if they refused to attend intensive work coaching courses. (Keep: 2022) The estimated £45 billion in unfunded tax cuts was widely blamed for causing a £30 billion fiscal black hole in the UK economy which increased public borrowing and led to a sharp rise in mortgage rates. (The Guardian, November 12, 2022) Kwarteng and Truss were replaced by Jeremy Hunt and Rishi Sunak respectively in October 2022, the latter echoing Cameron and Osborne in promising to restore “economic stability and confidence” but without saddling future generations with debt (25 October 2022). The narrative that the ‘books needed to be balanced’ was evident in Hunt’s 2022 Autumn Statement which reversed Kwarteng’s tax cuts, made modest increases to the National Living Wage, and prioritised the reduction of inflation and economic growth to reduce the cost of living (Weston; 2022)


Naming the crisis: Think Tanks and NGOs

In contrast to politicians, NGOs and Think Tanks were more likely to focus on the systemic issues that were compounded by rising living costs. The Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) argued that the use of the word ‘crisis’ suggested this was a disruption of seemingly ‘desirable’ status quo, one which had in fact perpetuated socio-economic inequalities (Whitham & Ali, 2023). The New Economics Foundation, a think tank promoting socio-economic and environmental justice, raised similar concerns about how an overreliance on crisis framing might undermine the need for systemic changes as policymakers focussed on getting back to ‘business as usual’ (Pollard, 2023)  A recurring theme was that the term ‘crisis’ label obfuscated the factors that led to this juncture, enabling decision-makers to evade responsibility for their decisions. For instance, the Fabian Society, a left-leaning think tank affiliated with the Labour Party, criticised the government for blaming rising living costs on the Russian invasion of Ukraine:
	
The government is already trying to blame the cost of living on the conflict. We must not let it do this. We must not let it wipe its hands of more than a decade’s worth of policies that have contributed to the rising cost of energy, falling real wage growth and the decimation of our public services. And we must not let the Conservatives off the hook for their failure to deal with these problems, now and in the future. (Toale, 2022:6)

The term cost of living crisis was not only critiqued by left-leaning organisations. The Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA), a self-styled right-wing 'free market’ think tank, questioned the underlying presumption that the situation resembled a natural disaster beyond human control. They shared the view that the COLC was ‘homegrown and self-inflicted’ (Niemietz, 2022). Rather than the result of external shocks like the Russian invasion of Ukraine or the COVID-19 pandemic, the IEA claimed that excessive taxation and over-regulation were the main catalysts for rising living costs. 

While NGOs appeared less concerned with the ideological implications of the COLC, they too criticised government efforts to blame living rising costs on external shocks rather than their own policies. Historic structural inequalities in the UK economy were identified as the root cause of the current ‘crisis’. The Trussell Trust referred to “a crisis of our social security system” (Weal, 2022:3) and a “crisis of destitution” (Weal, 2022:7) in their public statements on the topic. They expressed concerns for the life prospects of low-income households who had experienced a series of real-term cuts to social security benefits since the early 2010s, such as the two-child cap for child benefit. A similar discursive framing was adopted by Stop the Squeeze (STS), an alliance of civil society groups They traced the current COLC back to the fallout of the 2008 financial crisis, arguing that long-term economic policies of the government were to blame:

We face this scale of crisis because of decisions made by those in the driving seat of our economy. Successive governments have failed to prioritise the wellbeing, security and prosperity of ordinary people and build a balanced economy that benefits everyone (Stop the Squeeze: Mission statement).

 A crisis of inequality disproportionately affecting low-income households
All the NGOs and think tanks reviewed for this study disputed George Osborne’s (in)famous claim ‘we are all in this together’. Progressive groups like STS blamed the UK Government for not doing more to tackle this ‘crisis of inequality’. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) cost of living trackers estimated that as many as 7.3 million low-income households were often going without food and basic essentials (Johnson-Hunter and Earwaker, 2023:3). JRF’s reports demonstrated how child and in-work poverty had risen sharply in the three years since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. Right-wing think tanks like the New Economics Foundation also acknowledged that the COLC was being felt disproportionately by low-income households:

While some in Britain have increased their savings during the pandemic, this was not the case for those on low incomes. The unequal impact of inflation and lack of savings means that the households that are the least able to respond to price rises are also impacted the most. (Caddick, Tims & Stirling, 2022)

The Institute for Fiscal Studies pointed out that higher energy and food prices had a disproportionate impact on poorer households because they allocated a higher percentage of their budgets to these items than wealthier families (Cribb et al, 2023). The Institute for Government noted that many might have no other choice than not to heat their homes (Tetlow & Bartrum, 2022). Further evidence of this impact was provided by the Independent Food Aid Network (IFAN), who reported that food banks were being overwhelmed by requests for help, including parents and carers who were struggling to feed their children due to rising bills and reductions in their welfare benefits (IFAN, April 2023). Demos noted working-age adults between 18-30 years old were amongst the least financially resilient (Cummins and Glover, 2021). This group were also increasingly reliant on food banks, and more likely to be living with poor mental health (Pollard, 2022). Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic households, were also particularly vulnerable to these pressures; The Institute for Public Policy Research found that they experienced rising living costs more intensely than white households due to a combination of lower, less stable incomes and the increased economic instability (Whitham & Ali, 2023).  Despite the government rhetoric around ‘levelling up’, the evidence was that those in the ‘North’ were, more often than not, at the sharp end of these inequalities’ (Johns & Hutt, 2023). 


Consensus over short-term drivers but systemic factors underpinning COLC contested

Short-term drivers of the COLC

There was also a consensus among the NGOs and think tanks about the factors exacerbating the COLC. The short term drivers can be summarised as follows: 

· Pandemic impact: The Covid-19 pandemic significantly disrupted supply chains, leading to delays and shortages that increased the costs of goods and services.
· Global inflationary pressures: As countries sought to rebound from the pandemic, expansive fiscal and monetary stimulus efforts contributed to the ‘overheating’ of some economies, resulting in inflation.
· Conflict in Ukraine: Russia’s invasion of Ukraine caused additional global economic instability, leading to increased energy and food prices.
· Governmental support reduction: As the immediate threat of the pandemic receded, governments reduced their economic and social support packages. This increased the living costs for individuals who relied on this support.
· Unresolved supply chain issues: Supply chain disruptions caused by the pandemic, exacerbated by increased demand after economies reopened, led to shortages and increased prices, further driving up the cost of living. 


In addition to the factors noted above, Brexit was also frequently mentioned as contributing to the COLC. Policy institute Chatham House argued that the Russia-Ukraine war and pandemic had ‘masked’ the increased cost of importing goods and labour shortages caused by the UK’s departure from the EU:

The gap in the labour market caused by reduced inward migration from the EU has yet to be filled by additional domestic labour or by a significant increase in non-EU migration. […] The resulting labour gap has reduced output, particularly in agriculture and hospitality, and increased wage costs for companies, contributing to rising inflation. (Lawrence, 2022 pp.7-8)

The Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) also argued that the high inflation in the UK was exacerbated by the trade barriers created by Boris Johnson’s Brexit deal: 

Demand has increased rapidly following the lifting of Covid-19 restrictions not only in the UK but in other countries as well. At the same time, supply has been constrained by production bottlenecks, staff shortages and, in the UK, new trade barriers following Brexit. (Karjalainen & Levell, 2021)

Long term drivers: A 'quality of living crisis’ caused by government policies  

While they may have agreed on the immediate triggers of the COLC, think tanks diverged significantly in terms of which long-term factors were to blame. Right-leaning think tanks once again emphasised how the high tax burden and excessive regulations had stifled economic growth and increased the cost of goods and services. For instance, the Adam Smith Institute (ASI), a self-defined ‘neoliberal’ think tank, argued that the factors underpinning the COLC had ‘either been caused directly by government’, or ‘could have been prevented by government’ (Pirie, 2022). The ASI were highly critical of what they said was a ‘high tax, high spend’ approach which included burdensome regulations, exorbitant taxation rates, and excessive public spending. This ‘stifling’ of the economy was the reason why many households were struggling with increased living costs.

Progressive think tanks identified the austerity policies of successive governments as the main cause of the COLC. The Fabian Society argued that such policies have weakened social infrastructure, reduced public goods and shifted financial burdens onto ordinary citizens (Siddiq, 2022:20). The New Economics Foundation echoed this perspective, highlighting a ‘quality of living crisis’ that had been “deepened by years of austerity and a systematic erosion of public services” (Pollard 2023).

These drivers were echoed by NGOs who focussed on long-term structural problems exacerbated by the COLC. As discussed earlier, organisations like Stop The Squeeze highlighted how an unbalanced economy had increased the wealth gap between the rich and the poor. Policy decisions like cuts in public spending and corporate deregulation had benefited large corporations and the wealthiest in society at the expense of poor people:

The general pattern of recent years is that, through good times and bad, those who have the most wealth have been able to protect their economic position, and even to grow their share of the country’s total wealth, while those who have the least have paid the price through ever declining living standards. (STS, Oct 2022:2)

The inefficiency of the benefits system was frequently identified as a main driver of the COLC. Organisations like the Trussel Trust illustrated in their State of Hunger Report (May 2021) how a poorly designed Universal Credit system offered little to no security for low-income households enduring insurmountable cost of living increases. These problems included a lack of clear information about the benefits people were entitled to, delays in processing payments for those receiving Personal Independence Payments (PIP), and the real-term reductions in payments that meant people struggled to make ends meet.  

The Housing Crisis

Both NGOs and think tanks linked the COLC to the lack of affordable housing in the UK. The New Economics Foundation argued that this was a longstanding structural problem predating the current COLC: 

This hidden cost of living crisis has been present for decades, as those renting privately have seen their incomes pushed to the limit. Now, with inflation soaring by 9% and rents continuing to rise [..]the squeeze is two-pronged. Households face a real choice between a roof over their heads or food on the table. (Hill, 2022)

[bookmark: _Hlk209168348]Based on in-depth analysis of YouGov survey data, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation found that housing costs for both mortgage holders and private renters, left many experiencing food insecurity or going without essentials (Earwaker, 2023: 18). 
Rising energy bills and the debate over net zero policies

Rising energy bills were also identified as a significant contributory factor to the COLC. The National Energy Action (NEA) was highly critical of the ‘inefficient’ means tested support schemes put in place in 2022. Its Chief Executive Adam Scorer later warned that it would take the UK government 300 years to help 3.2 million low-income households move out of fuel poverty, with many already being forced to self-disconnect and live in cold, damp conditions (NEA February 2023). 

The Fabian Society estimated that the figure was closer to 7 million households, even after the energy price guarantee introduced by UK PM Liz Truss in 2023 (Khan, 2023).  The Trussel Trust, an anti-poverty NGO charity responsible for running food banks across the UK, provided evidence of how people on UC were going without essentials to keep warm. Their survey found that one in three were unable to afford adequate food with 50% reporting that they had struggled to pay at least one bill and 40% having already fallen into debt (Weal, 2022:3). This was held up as evidence by progressive think tanks that low-income households were the victims of systemic failures rather than external shocks. 
The Centre for Social Justice, a centre-right think tank founded by former Conservative Party leader Iain Duncan Smith among others, also blamed rising household energy bills for the COLC. Unlike the NEA, they argued that ‘green levies’ were exacerbating fuel poverty by increasing the tax burden on low-income households (May 2022). This was typical of how right-leaning think tanks argued that the green transition was to blame for higher energy costs. The Adam Smith Institute also claimed that the costs placed on businesses were being passed onto their customers: 

The climate levy imposed on businesses in pursuit of a green agenda has increased the cost of the energy they use, and this has been passed on to their customers by way of increased prices (Pirie, 2022)

Similarly, the Institute for Economic Affairs criticised the strategies adopted to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and achieve net zero. They criticised the “inefficient, unnecessarily costly decarbonisation strategy” that was driving up energy costs for households and businesses (Lesh & Niemietz, 2022:7). 

As the crisis unfolded, think tanks often invoked public opinion to argue in favour or against these green levies. On the right of the political spectrum, the think tank Reform (2022:4) warned that public concern over the environment was waning amidst the pressing priority to bring down the cost of household bills.  Yet, progressive organisations like the Institute for Public Policy Research pushed back on these narratives, claiming there was still public support for net zero policies as part of the solution to the COLC:  

Far from the war in Ukraine and the cost-of-living crisis undermining the case for climate action among the public, the evidence suggests that the public rightly view net zero policies as the answer.  (Murphy & Massey-Chase, 2022)

What was clear was that think tanks often used their own polling data to make the case for their proposed solutions to the COLC, with the abolition of net zero targets and green levies often presented by those on the right as a simplistic solution to rising household bills. 

Solving the COLC: think tanks and NGOs	

There was a level of consensus among think tanks and NGOs on what should be done to resolve the COLC, if not how to do it. As per their analysis of the causes of the crisis, their policy recommendations typically reflected their ideological perspectives.

Changes required to the social security system?

Reforming an increasingly inefficient benefits system was a key recommendation. Think tanks urged the government to implement emergency measures, bringing benefits in line with inflation to reflect increases in the cost of living (Williams, 2022; Billingham, 2022). While Demos welcomed Hunt’s 2022 Autumn Statement confirming that benefits would be uprated in line with inflation in 2023, they called for an immediate increase to help those struggling to heat their homes during winter (Campbell-Nieves, Harrison & Wisniewski, 2022).  Policy Exchange reiterated that “it was not right to make the poorest in society bear the brunt of getting our public finances back in order” (Kelly, Mansfield & MacDonald, 2022:24). Even right-wing think tanks argued that more financial support was needed for low-income households. The neoliberal Adam Smith Institute proposed one-off cash payments to households, as a direct and uncomplicated method of providing immediate relief (Macdonald, Marlow & Bromley-Davenport, 2022). The Centre for Policy Studies also expressed support for cash-first measures to alleviate hardship, and a reduction in the waiting time for UC (Williams, 2022). However, unlike their progressive counterparts, these were intended to be temporary measures to avoiding any permanent increase in government spending. 

NGOs from across the political spectrum agreed that there was a need to restructure the social security system to prevent further hardship for low-income households. Centre for Social Justice, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, and the Trussel Trust were among those to urge the government to uprate the basic rate of UC payments. Independent Food Aid Network (2023) advocated for a cash-first approach to alleviate food-insecurity alongside other systematic changes including the removal of the benefits cap, eliminating the sanctions system, and providing stable jobs that delivered a living wage. Affordable housing was also highlighted as a critical aspect of ‘levelling up’, with housing inequality viewed as a direct outcome of government policy rather than an inevitable outcome of capitalist economics. JRF (February 2023) called for public support to lobby the government to provide social housing as a continuing societal obligation, rather than a temporary solution.

A balanced economy and higher taxes on the rich?

A similar divergence between left and right-leaning organisations was evident in terms of their views on how to balance the economy. Progressive groups like Stop The Squeeze and the New Economics Foundation argued that the COLC could only be solved through structural reforms and the redistribution of wealth. STS were among the most vocal supporters of an annual wealth tax and the introduction of a system that equalised taxation on income from wealth with income from work. It was argued that this would both incentivise work and raise substantial government revenue to fund cost of living support measures (STS ,2022). 

In contrast, right-leaning think tanks proposed a ‘trickle-down’ approach towards taxation. They argued tax cuts were necessary in order to boost economic productivity, provide more opportunities for households (including those on low-incomes), and mitigate inflationary pressures (MacDonald, Marlow and Bromley-Davenport, 2022; Clougherty et al, 2022). ASI suggested tax cuts would directly increase the money in people’s pockets, ultimately leading to higher long-term tax revenues. They proposed cancelling the National Insurance Contribution (NIC) hike, advocating instead for an immediate increase in the lower NIC threshold to £12,500 to protect people from rising costs whilst incentivising employment. The Centre for Policy Studies (CPS) also expressed concern about the planned NIC rises, a policy that it had proposed and had been included in the 2019 Conservative Party manifesto. Their main argument was that the government should avoid exacerbating the already severe strain on family finances (Colville & Clougherty, 2022).

These right-wing think tanks also opposed the idea of a windfall tax on oil and gas companies, which they claimed were politically motivated rather than economically justified. Far from offering a solution to the COLC, they warned that it would have detrimental effects on the economy and the UK's Net Zero ambitions. The Adam Smith Institute highlighted the significant losses incurred by companies like Shell in 2020 and 2021 due to the collapse of global oil prices, suggesting that a windfall tax might discourage investment in the UK, exacerbate price increases in the long-term, and compromise the country's progress towards decarbonisation (Macdonald, Marlow & Bromley-Davenport, 2022). Similarly, the CPS labelled the windfall tax ‘a terrible idea,’ emphasising that it would place undue financial pressure on companies that needed to invest more in gas production to address the UK’s energy needs (Williams, 2022).

Energy Efficiency and Net Zero Projects

The improvement of energy efficiency was met with broad consensus. The right-leaning Centre for Policy Studies (CPS) suggested that enhanced energy efficiency will lead to a 'reduced energy demand in the longer run' (Williams, 2022). In a similar vein, the left-leaning Institute for Public Policy Research highlights the crucial part played by investments in energy efficiency in 'reducing energy demand and lowering energy bills’ (Emden & Murphy, 2023). This was also advocated in different ways by some NGOs. Stop The Squeeze called on the government to guarantee affordable clean energy for everyone while the Centre for Social Justice argued for bringing green levies out of household bills and absorbing them in general taxation alongside the retention of the Warm Homes Discount being funded directly by the government.

Nonetheless, one of the areas where the ideological positions of the think tanks were most pronounced lay in how energy efficiency might be aligned to environmental policy. In this context, right-leaning think tanks tended to emphasise pro-growth strategies, even if they potentially conflicted with environmental priorities. The Adam Smith Institute, the Institute for Economic Affairs and the Centre for Policy Studies favoured reconsidering the moratorium on fracking as a solution to rising energy costs. The IEA and CPS were also in support of continuing offshore exploration and production in the North Sea (Williams 2022), with the CPS urging the government to expedite regulatory approval for future oil and gas projects.

While right-leaning think tanks focused on the trade-off between net zero goals and economic growth, left-leaning and ideologically neutral ones tended to see these goals as interconnected. Their strategies prioritise both economic and environmental health. The Institute for Government noted the failure to accelerate home insulation projects which would have protected households against price fluctuations and progressed net zero policies. The Institute for Public Policy Research also viewed the transition to net zero as an opportunity for ‘levelling up’ through the creation of sustainable well-paid jobs, fostering innovation and stimulating regional growth. The Fabian Society (FS) called for £28 billion in annual investments until 2030 as part of Labour’s climate investment pledge, again boosting industry, employment and sustainable economic growth. The FS were also especially resistant to any expansion of existing oil and gas production. (Khan, 2023) Chatham House, alert to the environmental risks that short-term thinking about self-sufficiency in energy might incur, advocated for a shift away from fossil fuels towards more investment in renewable energy. This ‘no regrets’ option would not only mitigate immediate economic and social pressures but would simultaneously reduce greenhouse gas emissions offering more reliable and affordable energy in rural and vulnerable areas and improved public health (Benton et al, 2022).

The COLC has thus brought to the forefront disagreements regarding the UK's net zero commitments. Conservatives seized this moment to question environmental initiatives in favour of immediate economic relief and growth, while progressives viewed the transition to a green economy as a solution rather than a burden.

Conclusion

The political discourse surrounding the COLC first emerged during the Coalition government’s term of office from 2010-2015. Opposition parties like Labour and the SNP blamed government austerity policies, such as the two-child benefit cap, for pushing low-income households further into poverty. In response, consecutive Conservative governments between 2015 and 2022 offered temporary support to those ‘just managing’ but refused to refer to this rising living costs as a crisis. Instead, they blamed external shocks such as the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the COVID-19 pandemic for increased energy prices and inflation. NGOs and think tanks from across the political spectrum tended to agree that this was a crisis borne of government policies, which had been exacerbated by these factors. The former highlighted the growth in food bank use among other indicators that benefits needed to be increased permanently and government honour their pledges to build more affordable social housing. The latter offered a variety of solutions to the COLC that reflected their ideological positions. Progressive think tanks called for windfall taxes on oil and gas companies and for energy efficiency measures to be put in place to reduce household bills. Some of these NGOs chose not to call it a crisis as this implied that the inequality synonymous with the status quo was acceptable. While their right-leaning counterparts agreed that government policies were to blame for the COLC, they disputed the need for wealth taxes and argued in favour of deregulation, the removal of green levies, tax cuts, and further gas and oil exploration to reduce living costs for low-income households. Overall, the broad consensus on government being to blame for the COLC was accompanied by dissensus on how it should be addressed.
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