
 

 

 
 

 
 

Changes to Family Working Tax Credits – briefing note 
 

 
Who will it affect? 
 
Working tax credit for couples with children will change in April. At the moment, couples 
have to work at least 16 hours a week between them and earn less than around £17,700 
to be entitled to working tax credits.  
 
From April they will have to work at least 24 hours between them, with one working at 
least 16 hours individually, or they will lose the tax credit, worth £3,870 a year. 
 
 
The HMRC has examples of what this will mean in practice on its website at 
www.hmrc.gov.uk/taxcreditsbudget/tc-budget-changes.htm 
 
Recent House of Commons figures show that the change will affect 212,000 couples – 
424,000 adults with 470,000 children: a total of 894,000 people, or an average of 1,375 in 
each constituency. 
 
What does this mean for families, the low paid, part-time workers, carers and 
children?  
 
UNISON believes that these tax credit changes will mean more families on the margins or 
actually in poverty.  
 
All the evidence shows that these rule changes simply don’t make sense for any one in 
society - families, children, low paid and part-time working parents, employers, tax payers 
or the state – as no one will benefit.  
 
Most of all though, it will be low paid part-time workers who will be hit the hardest by these 
changes:  
 
Families will now be better off out of work 
When families lose their £3,870 tax credit, many will be better off stopping work altogether 
and claiming benefits instead, losing all incentive to be in work.  
 
According to the government’s own figures, a couple with two children working 16 hours a 
week on the minimum wage, entitled to working tax credit, currently has a weekly income 
of around £330 a week. If they were out of work, the couple would have an income of 
around £271 per week. They are better off in work by £59 a week.  
 
But after April, unless they can increase their working hours, they will lose all their 
working tax credit and earn just £257 per week, losing £73 a week and earning  £14 less 
than if they were out of work. 
 
Families will find it difficult to find the extra work needed                                                                         
Many people working between 16 and 24 hours on a low wage work in the public sector.  



 
 
 
This sector has already been hit hard by job losses, worsening conditions and pay freezes 
(see www.unison.org.uk/acrobat/5821.pdf for more information) 
 
Underemployment – people who cannot get all the hours of work they want – is now a 
growing problem and people are unlikely to be able to find the extra hours they need to 
keep their tax credit.  
 
Child poverty will surge  
An extra 350,000 children now face poverty as families struggle to afford basic essentials, 
enough food and heating. They may well get into debt and homeowners may lose their 
homes as no support with mortgage interest will be available, as it would if they were out 
of work.  
 
A household with two children and two adults working between 16 and 24 hours a week 
has a total income, including wages, tax credits, and benefits, of around £17,000 a year. 
They are already on the threshold of poverty.  
 
Losing £3,870 tax credit will mean these households being plunged into real poverty.. For 
more facts about child poverty and help for low income families visit the Child Action 
Poverty Group website at www.cpag.org.uk . 
 
Families with disabled children and full-time carers are not exempt 
Families with disabled children or other caring responsibilities are obviously less able to 
do more hours of work.   
 
But they have not been exempted from working additional hours, even where one partner 
is a full-time carer. The loss of £3,870 will be a devastating additional blow to these hard-
hit families. 
 
The working hours requirement will be abolished in 2014 anyway - why change it? 
The new universal credit will abolish the criteria for working hours as it is phased in 
between 2013 and 2014.  
 
One of the key points about the scheme is that it will reward people for however many 
hours work they can do. Families will receive support that is tapered at a set rate 
depending on their earnings rather than their hours of work.  
 
This year’s change to working tax credit will therefore create real hardship for hundreds of 
thousands of working families and their children, in exchange for a small and temporary 
gain to the Treasury.  
 
UNISON’s campaign to stop the working tax credit rule change 
 

• The government needs to reverse these rule changes in the March 2012 budget. 
• The high level of unemployment and lack of additional working hours available in 

the public sector means this is the wrong time to bring in this policy. 
• The effects of the tax credit cut on the deficit will only last 18 months until universal 

credit abolishes the working hours requirement. 
• But the damage to thousands of families and their children will be long term as 

they suffer deprivation, get into debt and lose their homes, creating extra 
deprivation and poverty at a time when services are struggling to cope with 
existing levels of need. 
 


