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Following establishment of the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition, welfare
benefits and those who receive them have become of increased significance, with
the government and the media alike lamenting the amount of people receiving
benefits and what could, and indeed should, be done about it. With a recent White
Paper outlining a new Universal Credit, an integrated working age credit that will
replace a range of benefits including the Employment Support Allowance for ill
and disabled recipients, it means that once again sickness-related benefits are back
in the spotlight. This piece critically reflects upon the way people receiving
sickness-related benefits such as Incapacity Benefit and Employment Support
Allowance can be labelled, portrayed and discussed within a wider rhetoric that
encompasses governmental, public and media attitudes. Unfortunately, the
impacts of such rhetoric could be counter-productive with regards to employer
responses to ill and disabled individuals. Yet policy remains centred largely on the
supply rather than the demand side of labour. As a consequence, policies that
target and highlight the functional limitations of individuals with perceived
impairments are prioritised and supported at the expense of those which draw
attention to and seek to resolve the stark inequalities of the social organisation of
work.

Keywords: illness; disability; sickness benefits; welfare reform; language; media;
public opinion

Introduction
The headline figures are common in policy and media discourse: approximately 2.7
million people in the UK receiving sickness-related benefits that mean they cannot work
or – in increasingly common portrayals – will not work. In 2006, the then Labour govern-
ment outlined plans to reduce this figure by 1 million, which heralded the introduction
of a new benefit, the Employment and Support Allowance, in October 2008. These plans
were made prior to the worldwide financial crisis, which is seeing job cuts and rising
unemployment, yet the UK’s Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government
formed after the May 2010 elections has highlighted even more the unacceptable cost
of those receiving sickness-related benefits, who are once again at the centre of plans
to reduce welfare spending. They intend to introduce a ‘once in a generation welfare
reform’, moving 5 million workless people into employment, including a reassessment
of all Incapacity Benefit (IB) recipients aimed at moving those who can work into work.
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A recent policy White Paper Universal credit: Welfare that works (Department for Work
and Pensions 2010) outlines plans to create a simplified and demystified benefits system.
The introduction of Universal Credit, an integrated working age credit that will replace
a range of benefits including Employment Support Allowance, means that once again
sickness related benefits and those who receive them are back in the spotlight. Although
simplification of the benefits system has been long awaited, the likely impacts of ill
and disabled people have not been piloted nor consulted on. When discussing the latest
proposals, Department for Work and Pensions secretary Iain Duncan Smith recently
claimed that ‘most people in Britain are honest, straight, hardworking’. Therefore, the
underlying suggestion is that there are people receiving benefits who are in fact the
opposite: dishonest, dodgy, and workshy. Indeed, David Cameron stated that if people
‘really cannot work’, then they will be looked after. However, it is the insertion of
‘really’ that belies scepticism about the truth of whether people really can or cannot
work. Conversely though, employment minister Chris Grayling insisted he would not
‘use the language of shirkers and scroungers. I genuinely don’t believe that’s the biggest
problem we face’. In fact, under claims are greater than over claims and fraud, so Iain
Duncan Smith’s approach is very partial.

Framing a problem: the language of sickness and welfare reform
The key dilemma in all of this is as Chris Grayling indicates – the way people receiv-
ing IB and other sickness-related benefits are labelled and portrayed. Terms such as
‘culture of worklessness’, ‘dependency’, ‘workshy’, and ‘unwilling’ are often used
without question when talking about sickness benefits and those who receive them.
Yet unfortunately this thinly veiled character assassination of people who are receiv-
ing sickness-related benefits is not a new phenomenon. For example, it can be linked
to the distinctions made between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor going back
over a hundred years or more. Welshman (2006, 593) notes that ‘overall, it was a
debate about both capacity for work and attitudes towards employment’ which is still
essentially what is happening now in 2010 with the discussions of reforming welfare
benefit (see also Hyde 2000; Grover and Piggott 2007). Such a discussion has echoes
of the ‘undeserving’ and ‘deserving’ poor, implying that people labelled workless are
‘undeserving’ if they do not at least seek paid employment, regardless of the quality
and calibre of the work available. On the other hand, the ‘deserving’ poor are those
who are making an effort to find work and see this as their responsibility to society
regardless of how fruitless their search might be. Certainly, for Bambra and Smith
(2010, 74) the latest reforms represent ‘the dawn of a third phase of UK policy
towards the employment of people with a disability or chronic illness, and one that
could be considered as a move towards making these recipients subject to “work-
fare”’. Largely, labour market policies have been based on a supply-side policy para-
digm according to which economic inactivity and unemployment are not caused by a
lack of demand, but by the individual characteristics of the economically inactive.
Why are these divisions even necessary? The separation of disabled people receiving
Employment Support Alliance (ESA) into either a ‘support’ or ‘employment’ group
could create further distinctions, creating a distinct danger that certain types of illness
or disability will be perceived as less deserving of unconditional public support than
others, creating a problem uniquely framed by work rather than by health. For Grover
and Piggott (2010), ESA is effectively a form of ‘social sorting’, separating people
who are sick and/or who have impairments into subgroups of claimants dependent
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upon medicalised perceptions of their sickness and/or impairment, thus reviving old
discussions of ‘deserving’ and undeserving’.

A similar ‘Othering’ narrative is evident when looking at the mass media. The
account of media representations of welfare told by Golding and Middleton (1982) in
the 1980s remains as true almost 30 years later. Similarly, Bagguley and Mann (1992)
also reported on the depictions of the underclass in the early 1990s and noted how the
term permeated the media, popular opinion and political debates. Just as they found
then, today many newspapers headlines continue to vilify the ‘workshy’, ‘cheats’,
‘scroungers’ and ‘lazy’ benefit recipients, creating crude cartoon characterisations of
the sick and disabled people who receive them. For example, a headline in The Daily
Mail laments the ‘State-funded idleness: 1.5m are spending fifth Christmas in a row
on sick benefits’ (28 December 2010). Others include ‘Incapacity Benefit to be axed
in four years in crackdown against workshy’ (15 June 2010) and ‘Just one in six inca-
pacity benefit claimants “is genuine” as tough new test reveals TWO MILLION could
be cheating’ (20 October 2009). Similarly, the Daily Express reports that ‘500,000
benefit scroungers will be made to seek work’ (17 September 2010). The Sun news-
paper even waged a war on benefits cheats and asked the public to contact them with
their details, to which the public apparently ‘bombarded us with calls and emails to
name and shame fiddling scroungers’ (13 August 2010). These headlines are amongst
many others that depict benefit recipients as the enemy in a battle against fairness and
responsibility – a battle that the government say was not won in the past by previous
governments but is being tackled now by the coalition with the claim that ‘we are all
in this together’.

A comparable discourse is evident not only in political debates and the mass
media, but also when considering public opinion. Polls show unsurprising support for
the plans, signalling the public’s negative view towards benefits and people who
receive them. Public opinion may begin to soften slightly amidst recent revelations of
the ‘impersonal and mechanistic’ medical tests faced by incapacity benefit recipients.
Professor Malcolm Harrington’s review found that ‘there are clear and consistent crit-
icisms of the whole system and much negativity surrounding the process’ (Harrington
2010). Horror stories of terminally ill people being deemed ‘fit for work’ may shock
the public into thinking twice before making the assumption that the majority of sick-
ness benefit recipients are simply ‘unwilling’. Instead, perhaps the public will begin
to see that being unable does not necessarily translate into ‘unwilling’.

Conclusion
Ultimately, it is the way in which these issues are talked about that causes concern.
The integrity of the sick is constantly being called into question, as shown by the types
of remark made by UK Chancellor George Osborne suggesting that welfare is a ‘life-
style choice’ (an insight that perhaps only a multimillionaire like him could have).
With the continued focus upon welfare reform, it is even more likely that people
receiving sickness-related benefits will continue to be portrayed in pejorative terms by
the government, the media and elsewhere. Yet instead of viewing people receiving
sickness-related benefits as relentlessly trying to avoid work, perhaps a consideration
of why people are on such benefits in the first place rather than focusing blame upon
the individual would be a good place to start (Warren 2005; Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development 2003). After all, absolutely anybody could end up
having to leave the labour market due to health reasons – people who are highly
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educated, low skilled, young or old. This is the principle that underpins the UK’s
National Health Service, which still has large public support. It should be recognised
that poor health does not automatically mean a poor work ethic, and this should be
considered carefully when discussing people who receive benefits. What is missing
from the discussions of the government, media and public alike is the actual lived expe-
rience of people receiving sickness-related benefits. What are their experiences of
being on sickness benefits? How do they feel about being labelled ‘lazy’, ‘feckless’
and generally an affront to the apparently decent, hard-working tax payers in society?
By listening to the narratives of people who are labelled in this way, perhaps then the
vilifying discourse surrounding them can be erased or at least challenged by giving a
voice to people who are not ‘other’ but could be any of us.
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