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Abstract  

This study explored discourses surrounding the single payment to couples of Universal 
Credit). Announced in 2010, Universal Credit is a ‘flagship’ means-tested benefit reform 
affecting seven million working-age households. Payment to couples involves various 
interpretations of 'need', which differ between Scotland’s ‘administrative’ devolution and 
the policy of the UK Government based at Westminster.   

The research used poststructural discourse analysis by applying Carol Bacchi's (2009) 
'What's The Problem Represented to Be?' and the theoretical lens of Nancy Fraser's (2020) 
'politics of needs interpretation'. These frameworks enable a policy to be interrogated for 
what it problematizes and omits, with a particular focus on needs discourses. Using the 
qualitative methodology of discourse analysis, this research analysed official documents and 
semi-structured interviews with policy actors inside and outside of government.  

Findings highlighted problematizations by the Westminster Government of pre-2010 
multiple benefit payments, such as state interference in family life. Newly-devolved powers 
to Scotland on Universal Credit payment policy created space for thinking differently, and 
aligning with rights-based social security principles, questioning the framing of devolved 
payment policy as ‘administrative’. Instead, payment to couples concerned policy choices 
based on different concepts of needs and rights.   

My original contribution to knowledge builds on Bacchi’s concept of problematizations 
nesting within one another and Fraser's needs interpretation moments, where needs can 
become 'politicised', rather than private. Needs discourses are contested, engaging different 
discourse types (dominant, oppositional and expert), and can shift boundaries between 
political, domestic or economic domains. I identify two 'nesting' dimensions, over time and 
space, and within wider welfare state discourses. In this study, payment of Universal Credit 
to couples was nested within the broader discourses of 'family' and UK 'constitutional' 
issues (whether Scotland should be an independent country).  

This research is significant and timely because it can inform debates about similar 
devolution and means-tested reforms. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

‘... whatever the shouting and yelling round the edges, it [Universal Credit] is basically not 

politically contentious.’ (Lord Freud, Welfare Reform Minister: interviewed in R. Sainsbury, 

(2014) ‘Talking Universal Credit: in conversation with Lord Freud, Minister for Welfare 

Reform’, Journal of Poverty and Social Justice 22(1), p.39).  

1.1 Introduction  

This study explored discourses surrounding the Universal Credit (UC) single payment to 

couples. It adopted a poststructural perspective, using a type of discourse analysis (Bacchi, 

2009; Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016) informed by Foucault's thinking on concepts such as 

problematizations, discourse, power, and governing (Foucault, 1968, 1972, 1978, 1982). In 

addition, this research drew on an approach which focused on discourses about needs 

rather than actual needs (Fraser, 1989a, 1989b, 2020).  

1.2 Universal Credit couple payments – background and significance  

UC is a means-tested social security benefit for working-age adults in the UK.1 Announced by 

the Westminster Coalition Government in 2010, UC is a single, integrated benefit which 

includes in- and out-of-work support. It is replacing six means-tested benefits and tax credits 

with one benefit, administered by the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) (DWP, 

2010b).  

For couples living together, each partner's combined income and savings are assessed when 

calculating UC entitlement2. There is one UC payment per couple (claimants choose which 

bank account to nominate for the UC payment). Previously, multiple, distinct means-tested 

benefits and tax credits were paid for different purposes; potentially, either partner could 

be paid one or more benefits/tax credits. 

                                                             
1 The UK includes Northern Ireland and the countries of Great Britain (England, Scotland and Wales). 
Westminster is where the UK Parliament and Government are based in London.   
2 Couples can be married, civil partners or cohabiting, whether in a same-sex or opposite-sex relationship.  
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Although the UC single payment is standard, the DWP has the discretion to split UC between 

partners if exceptional circumstances apply, such as financial abuse or mismanagement 

(DWP, 2020). Such split payment arrangements are similar to rules which previously applied 

to former out-of-work means-tested benefits.  

Since the late 1990s, powers over some policy areas have been devolved from Westminster 

to the UK nations of Scotland and Wales (Torrance, 2022a). Traditionally, social security was 

decided by the Westminster Government for the UK, known as ‘reserved’3 powers 

(Appendix A). However, social security is devolved in Northern Ireland, although it usually 

maintains parity with the UK (Mackley, 2020), except for some differences relating to its 

history and context (e.g., Simpson and Patrick, 2019). In theory, couples in Northern Ireland 

could choose whether to receive UC as one payment or two (Parliament.House of 

Commons, 2019b).      

 Some social security powers were included within further devolution to Scotland following 

a narrow 'No' vote in a referendum in 2014 on whether it should be an independent country 

(Torrance, 2021, 2022b and 2022c), further discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. These powers 

included UC payment policy, although UC itself remained 'reserved' to Westminster and 

delivered by the DWP across Britain (Appendix A). Hence, splitting UC payments between 

partners in Scotland is a shared responsibility of the DWP and the Scottish Government (SG). 

UC payment has sometimes been regarded as a minor or technical matter, described as 

'administrative devolution’ by the body set up to consider devolution following the 

independence referendum vote (Smith Commission, 2014:18). However, as this research 

will show, Westminster and SG discourses about the payment of UC to couples reflected 

different assumptions and policy choices. For example, the SG's policy intention was for 

automatic payment to each partner unless the couple opted for a single payment (Freeman, 

2018).  

UC is a significant reform. When fully rolled out – currently planned to be achieved by late 

2024 - it is expected to be claimed by a third of the working-age population. It has changed 

                                                             
3 Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales have their own government, but each country has a different range of 
devolved powers. There is no specific government for England. Wales has no devolved social security powers.  
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the way that around seven million working-age households claim and receive benefit 

(Hobson, 2021:5). At the time of writing, there is no publicly available information about any 

agreement between the two governments concerning separate payments of UC to partners 

in Scottish couples. Therefore, the SG approach remains a policy intention rather than a 

practical option. Furthermore, discussions were paused due to DWP staff being redeployed 

during the pandemic to deal with increasing numbers claiming UC (SG, 2020). Responding to 

the cost of living crisis in 2022 may further delay discussions; therefore, separate payments 

can be seen as 'unfinished business'.  

Whatever the two governments finally agree, UC couple payments remain relevant to other 

policy. For example, proposals for 'administrative devolution' similar to Scotland's was 

recommended for Wales (Welsh Government, 2021; Parliament.House of Commons, 2022). 

Furthermore, the SG has also been developing the idea of a Minimum Income Guarantee, 

including both income and public services, within its current range of devolved powers (SG, 

2021a). Potentially this could be based at a household / couple level, but possibly include 

individual payment of any income (Social Renewal Advisory Board, 2021).  

1.3 Research aim and research questions  

This research explored discourses surrounding the payment of UC to couples, focussing on 

Westminster’s single payment and the SG’s policy intention for separate payments to each 

partner. The framework adopted in this study is Carol Bacchi’s poststructural approach to 

policy analysis, ‘What’s the Problem Represented to Be?’ (WPR), concerning ‘problem-

questioning’ rather than ‘problem-solving’ (Bacchi, 2009).  

WPR consists of six questions:  

1. What’s the ‘problem’ (e.g. of ‘problem gamblers’, ‘drug use/abuse’, domestic 

violence, global warming, health inequalities, terrorism, etc.) represented to be in a 

specific policy? 

2. What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation of the ‘problem’?  

3. How has this representation of the ‘problem’ come about?  
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4. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences? 

Can the ‘problem’ be thought of differently?  

5. What effects are produced by this representation of the problem?   

6. How/where has this representation of the ‘problem’ been produced, disseminated 

and defended? How could it be questioned, disrupted and replaced?’ (Bacchi, 

2009:xii).  

The research questions (RQs) for this study broadly follow the six-part WPR:  

1. What ‘problem’ is represented by the single payment of Universal Credit to couples 

(with a ‘split payment’ exception)?  

2. What assumptions underlie Westminster’s view of the Universal Credit payment 

arrangements for couples? 

3. How have these problematizations come about?  

4. What’s missing or regarded as un-problematic in these problematizations?  

5. What effects are produced by these problematizations?  

6. How and where have these problematizations been questioned and justified?  

The SG’s policy intention to make separate payments to each partner is considered within 

RQ4, as the SG proposal was located within Westminster policy. The WPR approach enables 

researchers to consider what and how something comes to be regarded as a ‘problem’ in 

one context but not in another (Bacchi, 2009; Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016). The terms 

'problem representations' and 'problematizations' are often used interchangeably (Bacchi, 

2009; 2018c). This study refers to ‘problematizations’ (further discussed in the literature 

review). In this study, 'split payments' refers to the DWP's discretionary approach for 

payments to each partner only under exceptional circumstances and 'separate payments' to 

the SG's policy intention (following Howard, 2018).   

In addition to the WPR-related RQs, two further questions are addressed in this study:  
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A. What is gained from bringing together the approaches of Bacchi (2009) and Fraser 

(2020)?; and  

B. How do problematizations differ across policy contexts?   

These questions are considered mainly in Chapter 6, using findings from Chapter 5 to 

explore them further. Additionally, these questions relate to the concept of ‘nesting’, also 

discussed in Chapters 6 and 7.  

My position as a researcher, discussed in Chapters 4 and 7, is complex, as I have worked for 

the DWP and other organisations on issues including the payment of UC to couples. 

Additionally, I was in contact with Scottish actors in various roles, including some of the 

individuals subsequently interviewed for this research. Therefore, I am implicated in some 

of the problematizations studied; my interests and experience inevitably influence data 

selection and interpretation.  

1.4 Relationship to other research into Universal Credit   

UC has been researched much as a 'flagship' welfare reform (Timmins, 2016:10). This 

research covers many disciplines, such as economics, social policy, political science, and 

socio-legal studies. However, three broad areas can be identified. One involved econometric 

modelling and quantitative studies of various UC impacts (e.g., Finch, 2016; Brewer et al., 

2017; 2019), including the DWP’s own research and statistics (e.g., Ipsos Mori, 2017).  

Another area of research investigated the experiences of UC claimants (e.g., Wright and 

Patrick, 2019), including during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Baumberg Geiger et al., 2020; 

Patrick et al., 2022), and undertaken by civil society organisations (CSOs), e.g., Howes and 

Jones (2019). Some research was Scotland-specific (e.g., Robertson et al., 2020; Weakley 

and Waite, 2020). This literature included UC payment policy but mainly concerned monthly 

assessment and payment (e.g., Hartfree, 2014; Tucker and Norris, 2018). Relatively less 

attention has been paid to the UC single payment for couples. However, it was a concern for 

domestic abuse victim-survivors before UC was fully implemented (Howard and Skipp, 

2015). Evidence about couples' experiences has been sparse because UC implementation 

was delayed, with new claims from couples only being taken in specific locations in 2014 
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(DWP, 2014). This gap has recently been filled by longitudinal qualitative research with 

couples, including experiences and views of the single payment (Griffiths et al., 2020; 2021).  

A third aspect related to a smaller and varied body of literature on UC policy analysis. 

Examples included a critical discourse analysis of the UC White Paper (Wiggan, 2012), 

drawing on Fairclough and Fairclough's (2012) approach; exploring policy-makers' use of 

evidence in developing UC (Monaghan and Ingold, 2019); and critical commentary, such as 

gender analysis of UC (Bennett, 2021). Mumford (2017) also undertook an 'institutionalist 

analysis' of UC to consider the interaction between government and taxpayers and social 

change in the family; and Larkin (2018) assessed the legislative basis for UC.  

This research has built on such policy analysis concerning couples and UC, adding to other 

literature on discourse analysis, and specifically on applying Bacchi (2009) and Fraser (2003, 

2020). As far as I am aware, WPR has not been applied to benefit payments, although has 

been used to analyse related topics, e.g., welfare reform (Richards-Gray, 2022); domestic 

abuse (Hearn and McKie, 2008; Murray and Powell, 2009); poverty (Pantazis, 2016; Crossley 

et al., 2021); social security fraud (Gaffney and Millar, 2020); multi-level means-tested 

benefits (Peter and Polgar, 2021); and devolution (Thomson, 2018).  

1.5 Study framework  

The poststructural framework for this study (further elaborated in Chapter 3) concerned the 

concepts of problematizations and discourses. Following Bacchi, problematizations referred 

to how something is represented as a ‘problem’ (2009:xii); these can vary across different 

contexts (2009:14), over time and space (2009:10), and also ‘nest’ within one another or 

other discourses (undated; 2009:21).  

Discourses also feature in the 'politics of needs interpretation', emphasising discourses 

about needs rather than the needs themselves (Fraser, 1989b, 2020:73). Typically, a 

particular interpretation of needs can become 'politicised' (i.e., a legitimate focus for 

government attention), rather than remaining within ‘domestic’ (e.g., the family) or 

‘economic’ (e.g., markets) domains (Fraser, 1989a:303, 2020:73). Needs interpretations may 

be contested across three ‘moments’: when their political status is established; when their 
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content is being defined; and when they are translated into categories which can be 

administered (Fraser, 2020:76). Furthermore, a particular need can be met by the state as a 

'right'; hence, needs discourses can also coexist with rights discourses (Fraser, 2020:73). 

Responses to needs could also include ‘recognition' of the status of a group or 

'redistribution' of resources towards them (Fraser, 2003).  

Debates about the payment of UC to couples took place during a decade of UC policy 

development, so this study referred to discourses over time and space. Regarding time, 

three overlapping ‘phases’ of policy on UC payment to couples were identified. First was 

UC’s early, formative stage (2010-2013); the second was the devolution of payment policy 

(debated from 2014, though the relevant document dataset for this study started in 2017); 

and the third phase comprised the more recent and intense challenges from Westminster 

and Scottish actors (2018-2021). Regarding ‘space’ (e.g., Westminster and SG political 

discourses), further devolution to Scotland opened up a new arena for policy debates. As 

both Bacchi (2009) and Fraser (2020) include discourses over time and space, they provided 

a framework for this study's exploration of the payment of UC to couples.   

1.6 Outline structure of the dissertation  

The structure for this dissertation is as follows. Chapter 2 discusses the policy background. 

Chapter 3 reviews the literature relevant to the payment of benefit to couples in four Parts. 

The first considers issues which can be seen as social security 'boundaries' – between the 

state and the family and between different sources of social security. The second Part 

examines discourses about ‘needs’ and ‘rights’, drawing on the view of needs discourses as 

political claims which interact with rights (Fraser, 1989a, 1989b, 2020). The third Part 

concerns means-tested benefits, such as UC, especially concerning couple claimants. Gender 

is a thread running through these literatures and is discussed under each Part. The fourth 

Part explains the poststructural approach used in this research. The concepts of 

‘problematization' and 'discourse' draw on WPR as an analytical tool (Bacchi, 2009) and the 

politics of needs interpretation (Fraser, 1989b, 2020) as a theoretical lens.  
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Chapter 4 describes the methods adopted in this research - document analysis and 

qualitative, semi-structured interviews – using Bacchi’s (2009) approach to policy analysis.  

Chapter 5 explores the ‘findings’ from the document and interview analysis in two Parts. 

The first Part follows the six WPR questions in sequence to identify problematizations and 

discourses concerning the payment of UC to couples. From this analysis, the second Part 

draws out four themes: couple and family discourses and governing practices; discourses 

about individually-paid means-tested benefits; devolution discourses and governing 

practices; and problem representations over time. 

Chapter 6 discusses these findings, first exploring needs discourses and responses to those 

needs, followed by consideration of the additional RQs. It then considers needs discourses 

as nested over time and space and also nested within wider welfare state discourses.  

Chapter 7 outlines this study's contribution, developing Bacchi's concept of 'nesting'. This 

Chapter includes policy implications, research limitations and potential for further research.  
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Chapter 2: Policy background  

2.1 Introduction  

This Chapter sets out the policy background to Universal Credit (UC) for couples and to 

social security devolution to Scotland.   

2.2 Universal Credit  

UC is one means-tested benefit, replacing previously distinct means-tested benefits and tax 

credits intended for different purposes (e.g., housing, children, income maintenance), and 

potentially payable to either partner. The previous system also differentiated between 

payments for people in- and out-of-work, and between children and adults (Child Tax Credit 

(CTC) for children and Working Tax Credit (WTC) supplementing earnings / various out-of-

work benefits for adults). Benefits and tax credits contained different rules for means-

testing.  

Instead, UC combines means-tested support for children, adults and housing into one 

benefit; thus, a single approach to calculating income and savings and the period over which 

they are assessed, and the rate at which benefit is withdrawn as income rises (the ‘taper’). 

UC consists of a ‘standard allowance’ for the claimant (and partner), with additional 

‘elements’ for children, disability, caring, and housing (Child Poverty Action Group, 2020). 

UC is paid monthly, usually into one bank account.   

2.2.1 UC payment   

The UC single payment generated concern that payments for children would no longer be 

channelled directly to the main carer (Women’s Budget Group, 2011). In 2019 the online 

claim process was altered to encourage couples to nominate the main carer’s bank account 

for the entire UC award to be paid into (Rudd, 2019). This differs from paying distinct 

support for children to the main carer (under previous arrangements discussed above) and 

clearly does not apply to couples without dependent children, leading Bennett and Millar 

(2022) to suggest that the single household payment for couples arguably compromised 
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both child welfare and gender equality. For example, equal access by both partners to a 

joint bank account cannot be assumed (Bennett and Sung, 2013a; Griffiths, 2020). 

Furthermore, with other rules concerning caring responsibilities and conditionality, payment 

emphasising the main carer can potentially reinforce rigid domestic roles (e.g., Griffiths et 

al., 2020, 2021).   

Payment also involves decisions on allocating an award between partners, whether for 

calculating a discretionary split payment or the SG’s more routine separate payment 

proposal. UC's nature as an integrated benefit raises questions such as assessing its 

constituent parts (‘elements’). For example, some elements are based on individual 'need' 

(such as for disability or caring), so splitting a payment into two halves would still 

disadvantage the individual with those entitlements as the amount they receive would be 

less than their entitlement. Also, a factor for those with other income (therefore a particular 

issue for in-work claimants) is how to apportion the couple's income between partners, one 

question being whether one partner's earnings should reduce the other's award as well as 

their own.  

2.3. Which ‘benefit unit’?   

Means-tested benefits such as UC calculate entitlement for the relevant ‘benefit family’ 

(e.g., a single adult or a couple, plus any dependent children).  

Writers (notably Roll, 1991; McLaughlin et al., 2001) have identified four main aspects 

regarding the benefit unit, mainly, but not exclusively, concerning means-tested benefits:  

1. Each person would have an individual right to claim financial support, and no one 

would be able to claim support simply as an adult dependant of another claimant;  

2. Assessments of financial need would be individual, without taking into account the 

needs or resources of other adults in the family or household;  

3. The award would cover the needs of that individual only and would not include any 

payments for adult ‘dependants’;  
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4. Payments would be made to the individual so that each adult would receive money 

in their own right.  

Individual payment is the crucial question within this study. However, the context of 

debates about payment is also affected by the first and second issues concerning who can 

claim; who is assessed; and who is paid.  

Who can claim benefit has been the subject of policy shifts over time in the UK. The post-

war assumptions discussed above emphasised the family, where one partner made a claim, 

with the other treated as a ‘dependant’; working age married women were regarded as 

dependants of their husbands, and with some benefits he received dependant’s allowances 

on her behalf (Land, 2016). A study in 1999 showed that couples could be claiming more 

than one benefit; some nominated one partner to claim all the benefits, others divided the 

claims between them (Snape et al., 1999).  

Eventually, benefit claiming shifted from one person in a couple to ‘joint claims’ for out-of-

work and in-work payments. From 1999, joint claims were gradually introduced into the 

contributory and means-tested versions of Jobseeker’s Allowance, paid to people who were 

unemployed and seeking work. Joint claims meant that both partners were responsible for 

meeting conditions, such as work-related obligations. Previously, although, in theory, either 

partner could claim for the couple, for out-of-work benefits, this had usually been the man 

in opposite-sex couples (Bennett, 2002; DWP, 2010c).  

Concerning in-work support, the 1970s in-work benefit (Family Income Supplement) 

originally had to be claimed by the (male) breadwinner (Deacon and Bradshaw, 1983). Later 

forms of in-work support were characterised by debates about who should be paid benefits 

(see below). 'New’ tax credits from 2003 had to be claimed jointly by a couple living 

together (e.g., Child Poverty Action Group, 2022), with both members having 'joint 

ownership', including the responsibility for the information provided on the claim form 

(Bennett, 2002: 572). Such ‘joint ownership’ also failed to problematize potential conflicts of 

interest and differential power relationships within a couple (Bennett, 2002:579).  
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Joint claims have also carried over into UC (DWP, 2010b). Joint claims relate to the first of 

the four aspects outlined above but retain couple coverage, assessment and payment 

(Millar, 2004).  

The means-tested assessment unit is a couple (or single person) and dependent children 

living together. The word 'household' is often used interchangeably with the terms 'family' 

or  'couple', although 'household' has a range of technical meanings within social security. 

For example, the notorious 'household means test' of the 1930s assessed the resources of 

anyone living in the same household, even a non-family member, as it was assumed that 

such resources would be available to the claimant (discussed in Marshall, 1975; Deacon and 

Bradshaw, 1983).  

However, today, the couple means-test 'aggregates' the income and savings of both 

partners, thereby treating them as a single unit. Therefore, couples in which one or both 

partners have other income above the eligibility threshold are not entitled to benefit. 

Moreover, such joint assessment assumes financial interdependence within a couple, 

irrespective of whether such interdependence exists (Dean, 2015).  

For means-tested benefits, an individual assessment would entail considering only the 

individual's income/savings and not adding them together with their partner's. A key 

concern with individual assessment expressed in the 1970s and subsequently is that 

resources would be ‘wasted’ if spent on individuals with high-income partners (Department 

of Health and Social Security, 1978). However, this report was criticised by Esam and 

Berthoud (1991) for not calculating the actual costs or how many partners in prosperous 

families might gain. Instead, Esam and Berthoud (1991) suggested a 'halfway' house, 

whereby personal needs could be assessed against personal income, whilst benefits for 

’common needs’ – housing, household and children’s costs – could be assessed on a family 

basis. Some years later, though, Millar (2004:73) reiterated that considering just an 

individual’s resources would be costly and bring many more people within the scope of 

means testing. Nevertheless, cost remains a common concern about an individual 

assessment unit.   
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Who is paid benefit has been an issue for both in-work benefits/tax credits and out-of-work 

means-tested benefits. Governments which were introducing in-work support during the 

1980s (Family Credit) and the 1990s (Working Families Tax Credit) originally planned to pay 

these not to the claimant but via the employer (Wikeley and Ogus, 2002; Women’s Budget 

Group, 2011). Civil society organisations and others were concerned that this arrangement 

would benefit fathers more than mothers (Thane and Davidson, 2016). The subsequent 

reform separating tax credits into WTC and CTC enabled the latter to be payable to 

whichever partner was nominated as the 'main carer' (e.g., Women's Budget Group, 2011).  

The main carer can also be paid the childcare element of the WTC (though, of course, 

separately paid benefits may go into a joint bank account).  

Debates in the 1990s about individually assessing means-tested benefits also included 

considering whether joint couple assessment should be retained but benefit paid separately 

to each partner. Such 'benefit splitting' had advantages (giving each partner an income) but 

also drawbacks (reducing work incentives, potentially undermining women’s access to an 

independent income through paid employment) (Lister, 1992).  

Further research at this time included McLaughlin et al.’s (2001) review of individual 

assessment and payment in the Netherlands, Ireland and Australia (the latter’s ‘partial 

individualisation’ attracting interest (e.g., Millar, 2004). In the light of joint claims discussed 

above, the then UK Government also indicated a case in principle for an individual right to 

payment (HM Treasury, 2004). The shift in work-related conditionality towards 

individualised labour market conditions for couples also prompted calls for individual 

payments to match individual conditions (Ingold, 2011).  

2.4 Social security devolution to Scotland  

In the UK, devolution is 'asymmetrical' because each nation has different powers (Harvey, 

2021); for example, Wales has no social security responsibility (beyond localisation), but 

social security is devolved in Northern Ireland (Appendix A).   

Devolution has been commonly regarded as a process, not simply institutional 

arrangements (Keating, 2010). In 2010, when UC was announced, Scottish devolution 
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covered policies such as health, education and housing, whilst social security remained at 

Westminster. From 2016 some social security powers were devolved to the SG, representing 

about 15% of the UK's benefits spending in Scotland (Wane et al., 2016). This devolution 

followed a 2014 referendum on whether Scotland should be an independent country or 

remain within the UK. In the final week of the referendum campaign, the three Westminster 

political party leaders made a 'vow' to give Scotland more powers if voters opted to remain 

within the UK. The majority narrowly voted in favour of remaining within the UK. 

Subsequently, the Smith Commission (2014) was set up with cross-party representation to 

deliver more devolution, including 'welfare'. 

Implemented from 2017, Scotland’s devolved powers also involved UC payment 

'flexibilities', such as more frequent payments and payment of housing costs direct to a 

landlord. Another UC ‘flexibility’ was payment of UC to couples; this is still under discussion. 

As UC itself remains ‘reserved' to Westminster and delivered by the DWP across Britain 

(Appendix A), policy on splitting UC payments between partners in Scotland is shared 

between the two governments. UC payment policy was described by Smith as:  

.. the administrative power to ... vary the existing plans for single household 

payments .. (Smith Commission, 2014:18, emphasis added).  

Social security powers were a contested aspect of devolution, with UC the 'biggest bone of 

contention' (Kenealy, et al., 2017:88). An early draft of the Smith Commission proposals 

allegedly contained more radical social security recommendations than the final version 

(Mackley, 2020). Initially, Westminster had indicated that 'in principle, UC could operate in a 

distinctive way in Scotland’ (Kenealy, et al., 2017:88, original emphasis). Whilst technically, 

further devolution of UC may have been possible, the decision not to do so was 'more policy 

and political than administrative difficulty' (Smith, 2014:Q104). Allegedly the then DWP 

Secretary of State vetoed the devolution of other aspects of UC (Carrell and Brookes, 2014), 

fearing that this would delay its implementation (Peterkin and Maddox, 2014).  

According to contemporary accounts given by political parties against Scotland's 

independence, the Smith Commission proposals gave Scotland one of the most powerful 

devolved parliaments in the world (Peterkin and Maddox, 2014). However, the ‘fiscal 
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framework’ which determines overall funding remains a matter for intergovernmental 

negotiation behind closed doors (McEwen and Keating, 2017). Partial devolution is arguably 

even more complex than independence, with decisions at one level having potential spill-

over effects on the other (McEwen and Keating, 2017). The greater the interdependence, 

the less scope for divergence; centrally-managed IT and corporate functions could make it 

challenging to share the administration and delivery of markedly different entitlements 

(McEwen, 2017). Shared decision-making also carries the potential for burden- and blame-

shifting (McEwen, 2017), especially if there is a power imbalance between parties, which 

can cast a ‘shadow of hierarchy’ over the relationship (Swenden and McEwen, 2014). In 

Scotland, power imbalances are tipped in favour of Westminster (Parliament.House of 

Commons, 2019a; McEwen et al., 2020; Torrance, 2021). McEwen and Petersohn distinguish 

between 'self-rule', referring to the capacity of the SG to make policy decisions 

autonomously, and 'shared-rule', concerning the participation of nations or regions in 

decision-making at the centre (2015:192). The complexity of devolved powers such as social 

security involves interdependence between reserved and devolved powers, yet the 

mechanisms for such shared rule are limited (McEwen and Petersohn, 2015).  

2.5 Conclusions  

This Chapter has outlined the context and structure of UC, and where the policy of UC 

payment to couples sits within Scotland’s devolved responsibilities. The next Chapter 

considers the role of social security in nation-building, especially in Scotland, and Scotland’s 

potential distinctiveness. It also reviews the wider literature.  



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

24 
 

Chapter 3: Literature review  

3.1 Introduction  

This Chapter reviews the range of literature relevant to policies concerning the payment of 

Universal Credit (UC) to couples in four parts. The first outlines some major welfare state 

literatures relevant to this study, which can be considered as discussions about 'boundaries’. 

The second concerns discourses about ‘needs’ – commonly used in welfare state debates – 

and how needs might be met (e.g., if by the state, this can relate to the concept of ‘rights’). 

The third relates specific debates from these literatures to means-tested benefits relating to 

couples. The focus of this research is on couple payments, although as 'couple' is a gendered 

concept, the literatures reviewed in these parts also refer to gender issues. The fourth Part 

describes this study’s framework, based on a poststructural approach to policy analysis, 

‘What’s the Problem Represented to Be?’ (WPR) (Bacchi, 2009).  

Part 1: ‘Boundaries’  

Welfare states can be regarded as mechanisms for delivering rights or redistributing income, 

but they can also be seen as constructed and changing, including its boundaries (e.g., Clarke, 

2004). As outlined in the last Chapter, Fraser's concept of the politics of needs 

interpretation features shifts in the boundaries between 'political' and 'domestic' domains, 

and also between different 'publics' (arenas where an interpretation of needs becomes 

politicised) (Fraser, 2020:81).  

From this perspective, Part 1 refers to literatures concerning the welfare state, which can be 

seen as social security boundaries. One boundary concerns the role of the state and the 

family, in particular discourses of 'welfare dependency’. Another boundary relates to 

different public arenas concerning the welfare state, drawing on literatures concerning the 

devolution of social security to Scotland. 
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3.2 State and family   

One boundary which is relevant to UC concerns the role of the state in supporting 

individuals and families, and the differing discourses concerning ‘welfare dependency’ and 

‘familialization’. 

3.2.1 ‘Welfare dependency’   

The discourse about ‘welfare dependency’ generally refers to people becoming accustomed 

to or preferring to live on benefits. It has been a dominant discourse over time and across 

countries such as Australia, the US and the UK, although playing out differently depending 

on the context (e.g., Dean, 2010; Dean and Taylor-Gooby, 1992; Fraser and Gordon, 1994; 

Welshman, 2006; Garrett, 2015, 2018).  

The term ‘welfare’ is regarded as 'tainted by the latent risk of dependency' (Garrett, 

2018:49), having evolved into a particularly narrow meaning of public assistance (means-

tested benefits) in the USA (Garrett, 2018:51). The contrasting term 'social security’ has 

faded from recent political discourse (except in Scotland, discussed below). However, 

attempts have been made to restore it due to the negative connotations of 'welfare' and its 

association with dependency (Lister, 2013, 2016). 'Welfare dependency' can also contain 

moralist and behavioural undertones (Deacon and Patrick, 2011; Patrick and Brown, 2012; 

Morris, 2016).  

‘Welfare dependency’ can be constructed as either ‘ideology’ or ‘governmentality’ (drawing 

on Foucault (1978), i.e., ‘systems of governing or regimes of practice’) (Dean, 2009:80). On 

the one hand, ‘welfare dependency’ can be regarded as an expression of power relations, 

with dependency equated with powerlessness, and power exercised over such individuals 

who are deemed ‘dependent’ (Dean and Taylor-Gooby, 1992). On the other, ‘welfare 

dependency’ can be a governmental category, creating a binary distinction between 

dependence/independence. ‘Dependence’ tends to be associated with individual and 

behavioural factors (rather than, in the case of poverty, structural factors: Lister, 2010, 

2021), and ‘independence’ with paid work rather than unpaid, caring roles (Fraser and 

Gordon, 1994; Patrick, 2012). One effect of this distinction is a neglect of the 
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interdependence of human beings and social policy in supporting this (Dean and Taylor-

Gooby, 1992; Dean, 2020). This dependence/independence binary also obscures concepts 

such as citizenship, which could ameliorate individual ‘dependency’ in the sense that 

individual goals could be served through civil, political and social ‘rights’ (Dean and Taylor 

Gooby, 1992:173). Citizenship and social rights are discussed in sections 3.3 and 3.5.  

‘Welfare dependency’ discourses can also be associated with pro-market thinking, i.e., 

‘neoliberalism’ (which can be considered as a political discourse and as governing practices) 

(Larner, 2000:6). Neoliberalism opposes state spending, regarding market efficiency as the 

best means of meeting needs (Dean, 2020); and includes particular assumptions about 

redistribution and recognition (Fraser, 2019), further discussed in Chapter 6.   

The view that the 2008 global crisis meant that the welfare state was unaffordable led to 

the politics of austerity in the UK (e.g., Gamble, 2017). Concern about 'scarcity' of resources 

also seems to underpin concern about ‘dependency’. Welfare state resources may be 

regarded as wasted on unproductive services which maintain people in dependency and 

impede economic development (discussed by, e.g., Midgley, 1999). Tensions between 

scarcity and solidarity may be a feature of all human societies; even citizenship can be a way 

to control access to scarce resources (hence conflict over criteria for citizenship, and thus 

who is included: Turner, 1997). Social security benefits are one way to allocate scarce 

resources (Wikeley and Ogus, 2002). Therefore, concerns about 'dependency' often frame 

government proposals.  

Discourses about ‘welfare dependency’ in the UK have also been linked to ‘worklessness’, 

tending to emphasise the 'problem' as the number of people receiving out-of-work benefits 

(e.g., Hudson et al., 2016; Patrick et al., 2018). This concern relates to benefits as being too 

lax or too generous to provide incentives to undertake paid work. Such concern also 

assumes that people are 'rational', at least to the degree that they do what is in their 

interests or is thought to be in their interests (Spicker, 2017:33; Gaffney and Millar (2020) 

regarding social security fraud). Therefore, concerns about ‘welfare dependency’ are related 

to the perspective that individuals rationally calculate the costs and benefits and then act on 
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those calculations. Such perspectives also link to 'economistic' views of needs (Dean, 

2020:30).    

‘Welfare dependency’ discourses are relevant to this study because particular concerns 

about ‘dependency’ and worklessness underpinned the case for a single benefit such as UC 

(despite the former tax credits being payable to those in work). As well as concern with out-

of-work benefits reinforcing worklessness, two further assertions were made in the 2000s. 

These were that: receiving in-work support also created dependency, and distinct, separate 

benefits which pre-dated UC were complex and acted as a disincentive to work (also 

discussed in Chapter 5, ‘Findings’).   

In summary, the Conservative Party, and subsequently the Coalition Government, expressed 

'welfare dependency’ discourses emphasising the ‘problem’ as stemming from individual 

(e.g., Hudson et al., 2016) or social security system deficits (thus deflecting attention from 

other explanations such as how the economy is structured: e.g., Pantazis, 2015).  

Discourses of ‘welfare dependency’ were also contested by feminist writers (e.g., Walby, 

1997), highlighting concerns about women’s economic dependence on a partner (e.g. Lister, 

1990, 2021; Fraser and Gordon, 1994). Such dependence can be masked by a demarcation 

between public and private spheres, with the family seen as private (Lister, 2010). Reliance 

on the state or (labour) market was regarded by Lister (1997) as more conducive to 

individual autonomy (discussed in section 3.5.2) than economic dependence on a partner 

because the state potentially offers more rights and control, and the relationship is more 

impersonal. However, the extent and degree of women's economic dependence on men (in 

opposite-sex relationships) may vary over the life course and between groups and countries, 

with potentially different meanings for men and women (Lister, 2021).   

Therefore, one response to perceived 'welfare dependency' is to reduce the state's 

responsibility, and encourage families to take on more responsibility for their members. 

3.2.2 ‘Familialization’  

There is a perspective that the welfare state, including its boundaries, are constructed, and 

also guided by assumptions concerning gender (Daly, 2020:31) and the family (Gregory, 



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

28 
 

2018:131). Literature refers to ‘familism’, ‘familialism’, ‘familialisation’ or ‘familialization’: 

this study follows Daly’s terminology of ‘familialization’ (2020:42).  

Western welfare states can be characterised by a state-market-family 'welfare triangle' 

(Zagel and Lohmann, 2021:856). State support depends on its relationship with the (labour) 

market and the family, with each state developing its balance between these three (Daly 

and Rake, 2003). Studies have compared different combinations of policies relating to family 

support across different countries (e.g., Misra and Moller, 2005). Esping-Andersen's early 

study of different 'welfare regimes' grouped countries according to their state-market 

relations, including 'de-commodification' – i.e., enabling citizens to have a livelihood without 

reliance on the market (1990:22).  

However, de-commodification was criticised by feminist writers for failing to account for 

women's unpaid caring (e.g., Orloff, 1993) or to address concerns about economic 

dependence on the family (e.g., Lister, 1994; McLaughlin et al., 1994). Following such 

critiques, the concept of ‘de-familialization’ was developed, aiming to mirror de-

commodification (Daly, 2020). It has been defined as the ‘degree to which individual adults 

can uphold a socially acceptable standard of living, independently of family relationships’ 

(Lister, 1994:37).   

As noted in Chapter 1, this research was concerned with couples and benefit payment to 

couples rather than broader family relationships. The concepts of ‘family’ and ‘couple’ also 

have gendered implications (though gender was not the main focus of this study). For 

example, whilst the family is often regarded as a 'unitary whole' (Bennett, 2013:582), this 

has had implications for women, who are often ‘treated as members of an organic unit such 

as the family’ and ‘their interests subordinated to the larger goals of that unit’ (Nussbaum, 

2000: 227). There is also a significant body of literature concerning gender and the welfare 

state, highlighting that 'mainstream' assumptions about the welfare state are grounded 

primarily in men's experiences as the norm (Sainsbury, 1996; Pascall, 2012; Daly, 2020). 

Daly's review of comparative approaches to the relationship between gender and the 

welfare state highlight two broad strands of work (2020). One concerned social security 

rules (raising questions about individual or family rights and often theorised through the 
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lens of 'citizenship'), and the other developed welfare regime typologies based on the 

extent to which they adhered to a 'male breadwinner’ policy model (e.g., Lewis, 2001). 

‘Male breadwinner’ referred to post-war welfare state arrangements in the UK regarding 

what was then a typical pattern of full-time male employment. This approach involved 

giving rights to men directly but to women only indirectly as dependants of their husbands 

(Land, 1980, 1986, 2016) (also discussed in section 3.7). However, over time the male 

breadwinner concept was displaced by a dual or individual worker model (Saraceno, 2011; 

Lewis, 2001), as each partner in a couple was increasingly expected to become more 'active' 

in the labour market (Bennett, 2002; Ostner, 2003). This individual conditionality also 

sparked interest in individualising benefits entitlement (discussed in Part 3).  

Esping-Andersen also referred to degrees of de-familialization (1999:51); studies have 

developed different spectrums concerning two different but related concepts (discussed in 

Daly, 2020). These concepts concern the degree of state support for care within the family; 

and how far the state supports individuals (e.g., Saraceno and Keck, 2010; Saraceno, 2011; 

Leitner, 2003). Saraceno further distinguished between supported de-familialization through 

the market and de-familialization through the state (Saraceno, 2016:316).  

Lewis and Bennett (2004:44) identified three ways of thinking about individualisation within 

academic and policy debates. The one most relevant to this research concerned progress 

towards making the individual the unit of assessment or payment of benefit and taxation of 

income. In this study, the SG separate payments policy aim related to an individual payment 

unit (discussed further in Part 3).  

The payment of UC to couples also raises issues about the boundary between policies of the 

Westminster Government as the primary source of social security for couples and policies of 

the SG within its devolved powers.  

3.3 Challenges to the ‘national’ welfare state  

‘Welfare state’ often refers to the arrangements for social security (and other provision) 

established after the Second World War. The welfare state was assumed to be the ‘nation 

state’ in the UK, generally associated with the Westminster Government and its 
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departments - mainly the DWP and HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC). The concept of 

'nation' is implicit in many of the characteristics of the state, including its territorial 

boundaries and technical definitions of citizenship status (McEwen and Moreno, 2009). For 

example, being recognised as a member of a particular nation is regarded as the basis for 

rights and duties, though there are debates about their precise nature (e.g., Gregory, 2018). 

Furthermore, social rights can be regarded as territorial as they emanate from governments, 

which in turn are geographically defined (Greer and Maetzke, 2009). However, Keating 

(2020:2) notes that a 'nation' does not necessarily have to be a 'state' and is an 'inter-

subjective' category with shared meanings. 

Nonetheless, the nation-state has been contested from ‘above' and 'below'. 'Above' refers 

here to globalisation, and internationally-derived rights, and includes the idea of ‘post-

national’ citizenship (Soysal, 1994). ‘Below’ concerns decentralisation and devolution (Lister, 

2010), and reflects broader trends towards regionalisation or decentralisation of authority 

(e.g., Fitzpatrick, 2011; Evers and Guillemard, 2013; Hooghe et al., 2016; Schoukens and 

Vonk, 2020). McEwen (2017) includes the ‘below’ as one of two topical challenges to the 

‘national’ welfare state.  

The first challenge is the development and expansion of multi-level government, whereby 

different entitlements based on territory challenge the principle of social citizenship (which 

can also potentially be used to shift allegiances away from central institutions, reinforcing 

new territorial boundaries) (McEwen, 2017). In the UK, different levels of government have 

been involved in the delivery of benefits; for example, local authorities have delivered 

council tax benefit and housing benefit. Westminster's welfare reforms from 2010 extended 

localisation, such as to discretionary funds previously administered by the DWP (Simmons, 

2013). This localisation added to decentralising pressures on social security as devolved 

governments designed their own benefits systems in response (Ifan and Poole, 2020). 

Furthermore, devolved governments also sought to mitigate Westminster's welfare reforms 

by using their powers (e.g., Simpson, 2017; Simpson and Patrick, 2019; Mackley, 2020). 

The second of McEwen’s (2017) challenges is welfare retrenchment, which can undermine 

the solidarity represented by state-wide institutions. In turn, this can allow alternative 
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(nationalist) narratives to be developed that question whether the existing state can meet 

social and economic needs (McEwen, 2017). Of these two challenges, decentralisation of 

authority is the most central to this study, given the powers of the SG to decide on UC 

payment policy.  

3.3.1 Social rights and ‘welfare nationalism’  

'Social rights' usually refer to entitlements to benefits and services (e.g., Dwyer, 2010), with 

the state delivering such rights. T.H. Marshall’s work is often quoted as illustrating post-war 

thinking on the welfare state and citizenship (1950). He emphasised three distinct 

citizenship rights, developing chronologically from civil, to political, to social rights 

(Marshall, 1950), though feminist writers challenged this sequence (e.g., Walby, 1997).  

Marshall famously defined the ‘social’ element of citizenship as: 

… the whole range from the right to a modicum of economic welfare and security to 

the right to share to the full in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilised 

being according to the standards prevailing in the society (Marshall, 1950:8).  

Traditionally, citizenship was regarded as formal and ‘top-down’, embedded in or 

articulated through institutional arrangements of the state (i.e., political status), the nation 

(i.e., membership of a community), and the law (citizens’ legal status) (Clarke et al., 2014). 

‘Critical citizenship’ literature challenged such traditional understandings, considering 

citizenship as relational (Hennebry-Leung and Bonacina-Pugh, 2019) or as an identity or 

practice that can be used to unify or divide (Friedman, 2005). Furthermore, citizenship is 

continually in process, and a potent 'keyword' (Clarke et al., 2014), having acquired 

cumulative meanings from being mobilised for political purposes over time. Thus, 

citizenship varies across social and historical contexts and is highly contested (Clarke et al., 

2014). Lister notes that citizenship is also ‘pivotal to the definition and interpretation of 

needs and to the struggle for their realisation and conversion into rights’ (2003:7), further 

explored in Part 2.  

From a poststructural stance, entities such as ‘nation’ and ‘state’ can be seen as 

constructed, contested, and contradictory (Clarke, 2004). States, nations (and civil society) 
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can also be ‘social imaginaries’ – relational, heterogeneous, multi-layered and reflecting 

traces of their histories. Therefore, they are always in the process of formation and re-

formation, which has, in turn, generated debates about interpretations of concepts such as 

'national' – e.g., institutional, political, or cultural (Clarke et al., 2014).  

Concepts such as citizenship can be mobilised for different political purposes (Clarke et al., 

2014). It can be a rhetorical tool for nation-building (Xhardez, 2019), fostering a sense of 

belonging, especially for regional/nationalist groups (Beland and Lecours, 2008). Territories 

can be created by unifying those living within their boundaries (Gregory, 2018) and 

designating people as citizens (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016). However, devolution which is 

simply administrative, whilst creating different territorial units, does not usually generate a 

sense of community in the same way, even if units diverge (Mass, 2017).  

Therefore, if the welfare state is not just a vehicle for social rights but plays a role in defining 

‘where an individual is a citizen of’, so ‘welfare nationalism’ is closely linked to constitutional 

futures (Simpson, 2022:8). Scotland could be seen as an example of ideas about social 

security being mobilised for political, nation-building purposes; this is discussed next.  

3.3.2 Scottish distinctiveness? 

‘Devolution’ implies the transfer of powers from a central state. Unlike countries with a 

federal system, under which each constituent part of a state has autonomy, the UK has a 

highly centralised state (Torrance, 2022a, 2022c). Under a federal structure, devolved 

benefits often include social assistance (i.e., means-tested benefits). For example, in 

Canada, social assistance is decided by the provinces, though the federal government also 

has a role in funding and standard-setting (Beland and Daigneault, 2015). However, 

Scotland's devolved social security powers do not include the main means-tested benefits, 

which continue to be the responsibility of the Westminster Government (though, as noted 

above, they do include some discretionary powers, often administered by local authorities).  

Devolution/independence debates also raise questions about whether the Scottish 

approach is distinctive and, if so, whether this is due to particular values concerning social 
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security or linked to ideas about Scotland as a country and, therefore, more related to 

constitutional questions.    

Scottish politics and policy-making has been discussed as being more collaborative and 

inclusive than Westminster; for example, with a proportional electoral system, a more 

consensual approach to politics within the Scottish Parliament, and a greater role for CSOs 

in governance and policy development (Cairney and McGarvey, 2013). Scottish policy-

making is regarded as ‘negotiated, gradual and largely consensual’ (Keating, 2010). Groups 

describe a different ‘culture’ from Westminster, with civil servants and Ministers being 

accessible and open to advice, often contrasting with Westminster (Cairney, 2014). Even 

before social security devolution, the SG had a reputation for taking a consultative approach 

to working with organisations, though the point of comparison was often Westminster 

(Cairney, 2016). Keating et al. (2009:53) described the development of ‘territorial policy 

communities’ reflecting engagement of various interest groups in policy-making, with the 

SG becoming a ‘hub for a meaningful level’ of policy-making in Scotland following 

devolution (Cairney, 2016:213).   

However, the extent to which political and policy behaviour matches this reputation has 

been challenged (Parry, 2012; Mooney and Scott, 2012a; Cairney and Widfeldt, 2015; 

Cairney, 2022). Keating (2020:17) noted that ‘There is no essential Scotland but a complex 

and multi-tiered society’. 

Indeed, Cairney and Widfeldt (2015) argued that we should not just assume that a Scottish 

policy style produced relatively good outcomes simply because political reforms in Scotland 

produced alleged advantages over UK policy-making. Instead, a distinctively Scottish policy-

making culture may relate more to the size and capacity of Scotland and its public sector, 

giving more opportunities for the SG to develop closer relationships with other actors, and 

prompting civil servants to rely on external experts and trust other bodies to deliver public 

services (Cairney, 2016; Cairney and Widfeldt, 2015).   

In terms of distinct values, the independence referendum campaign highlighted visions of a 

Scottish welfare state as fairer and more egalitarian than the Westminster approach (e.g., 

Mooney and Scott, 2016; McEwen, 2017). Welfare state narratives were central to visions of 
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what Scottish society is and could become, such as a new ‘Scottish enlightenment’ (Mooney 

and Scott, 2016:239). 

Before the 2010s, arguments for Scotland to be a country independent from the rest of the 

UK had rarely addressed ‘welfare'. However, from 2010, Westminster welfare reforms and 

austerity, such as the benefit cap and the ‘bedroom tax’, were criticised by devolved 

governments as dismantling British social rights (e.g., Birrell and Gray, 2014). Narratives 

deployed during the independence referendum campaign highlighted resistance to the 

Westminster ‘welfare’ discourse (SG, 2013b). Westminster was portrayed as out of step 

with Scottish voters and values, eroding the social fabric and departing from the post-war 

UK welfare state (Mooney, 2016). Hence, Scotland challenged Westminster’s traditional 

welfare nation-building role (McEwen, 2017).  

Instead, a potential Scottish welfare state was portrayed as being more progressive, fusing 

(civic) nationalism with social investment concepts to conjure up an egalitarian welfare 

state, placing ‘welfare’ as collective and problematizing the poor distribution of power and 

resources between groups and across the UK (Mooney and Scott, 2016; McEwen, 2017; 

Wiggan, 2017). The pace of Westminster’s welfare reforms also contributed to a growing 

sense that welfare and citizenship differed across the nations (Mooney, 2014).  

There are also signs of differing visions and practices for social security, suggesting that 

social citizenship is diverging north and south of the border (Simpson, 2017). For example, 

the use of the term ‘social security’ rather than ‘welfare’, rights-based legislative principles 

for Scottish social security, including ‘dignity’ (Patrick and Simpson, 2020), distinguish the 

SG’s approach from Westminster’s (O'Cinneide, 2019). Simpson further notes that debates 

about social security and divergence from Westminster are increasingly likely to be framed 

around the context of constitutional issues (2022:164). However, although a recent 

comparison of attitudes in Scotland and England found evidence of a more socially 

democratic outlook in Scotland, the difference was more negligible than has been 

commonly suggested (Yarde and Wishart, 2020). It has also been argued that devolution is 

difficult to disentangle from dislike of Westminster’s reforms, indicating an alternative 
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argument about whether it would be preferable to change the policy itself rather than the 

level of government to which it relates (Spicker, 2015).  

Scotland is also portrayed as more gender-aware. Devolved institutions and the 

independence referendum opened windows of opportunity for feminist groups to raise 

gender equality issues (O’Hagan, 2016) and to increase women's political representation 

and participatory policy-making; however, progress on gender equality has been uneven 

(Kenny and Mackay, 2020). Groups, including non-governmental actors, have framed their 

claims for women in a way that made gender equality part of a distinctive Scottish narrative 

(Cairney and Rummery (2018) regarding childcare). Scottish women’s groups were also said 

to have worked behind the scenes to achieve the policy commitment to split the payment of 

UC between partners in couples (Strickland, 2017), potentially placing this issue on the SG’s 

policy agenda.  

From a poststructural perspective, Scotland is an example of how problematizations can 

differ across different institutional and cultural contexts (e.g., Bacchi, 2009:14). It can 

become a new arena for ‘politicising’ particular needs interpretations (Fraser, 1989b:162). 

The potential for Scotland to diverge from Westminster (especially under 'administrative' 

devolution) is explored in Chapters 5 and 6. The next Part concerns needs and rights 

discourses. 

Part 2:  Needs and rights discourses   

Part 1 discussed literature on the roles of the welfare state and the family and support from 

different governments. These discourses implicitly, if not explicitly, refer to particular 

interpretations of needs and rights. Discourses about needs and rights are interlinked and 

important because they can, in part, shape social security; a need for support could be 

conferred as a right to state provision.  

3.4 Needs discourses  

Needs can be ‘interpreted in a mind-boggling variety of ways’ (Dean, 2020:1), and meanings 

are contested, with multiple understandings and categorisations (discussed in Lister, 2010 



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

36 
 

and Gregory, 2018). For example, Lister (2010) distinguishes between approaches to needs 

that are: universal or relative (e.g., Doyal and Gough, 1991); inherent to individuals or 

socially constructed/interpreted (e.g., Fraser, 1989b, 2020); or ‘thin and thick’, referring to 

abstract or concrete ways of meeting needs (though Fraser’s use of ‘thin and thick’ differs 

from Dean’s (2020). Different typologies have also been devised, e.g., basic and 

intermediate needs (Doyal and Gough, 1991); normative, felt, expressed and comparative 

needs (Bradshaw, 2013).   

For this dissertation, the critical aspects of this literature concerned discourses about needs. 

Therefore, the emphasis is on interpreted needs, drawing on Fraser’s ‘politics of needs 

interpretation’ (1989a:292), which as well as Bacchi (2009) also draws on Foucault (Fraser, 

2020:9). Needs can also be seen as a form of governing, as ‘a political instrument 

meticulously prepared, calculated and used’ (Foucault, 1977:26). This study’s focus was 

especially on ‘needs discourses’ concerning couples and social security. 

Needs discourses contain particular interpretations about what a group of people need and 

also potentially about how and where these needs should be met. There is also an overlap 

between the everyday usage of the term ‘needs’ and social policy discourse defining and 

addressing them (Clarke and Langan, 1998). Clarke and Langan (1998) identified three 

aspects of conflicts about needs: who should be entitled, how should provision be delivered, 

and who should decide on entitlement. Hence, provision such as social security:  

… is about the regulation of need, about the classification of individual needs into 

categories and the allocation of different levels of resources to different kinds of 

need (Dean and Taylor-Gooby, 1992:1, original emphasis).  

3.4.1 Interpreted needs as political claims  

A poststructural perspective implies that the most fruitful concept of needs to explore is the 

social construction of needs, emphasising different interpretations, rather than categorising 

needs in a particular way. Underpinning the concept of needs as ‘interpreted’ is that an 

understanding of needs is related to how they are construed by different groups ‘in a 
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specific time and place’ (Lister, 2010:181). Hence, for something to be accepted as a ‘need’ 

in policy-making, it must be recognised as such by others (Lister, 2010).  

Often groups use the term ‘needs’ to make claims for social attention or resources, as this is 

a legitimate label to use when articulating a political claim (Clarke and Langan, 1998). The 

concept of ‘need’ links common-sense understandings with social policy discourses (defining 

specific forms of need and how they are met), though this is not straightforward, so there is 

scope for conflict (Clarke and Langan, 1998).  

Hence, ‘needs’ can be seen as making a political claim on resources. Therefore, the 

contestation is more about (different kinds of) political claims than precise definitions of 

needs, and priorities between greater and lesser needs also depend on the strength of the 

claim rather than the content of the need itself (Spicker, 1993). Spicker contends that 

'needs' can also be understood in relation to resources, and in the allocation of scarce 

resources, the main difficulty being deciding between competing claims (1993:14). 

Therefore, the strength of a claim depends on factors other than needs, such as social 

values, and the extent to which someone is regarded as deserving of support (Spicker, 

1993:15). 

As outlined earlier, drawing on Fraser’s ‘politics of needs interpretation' (2020:73) and 

discourse rather than actual needs highlights the many definitions of needs that are 

contested and negotiated. These contests, therefore, involve the exercise of power; some 

needs interpretations are more dominant than others. Fraser states that needs discourses 

appear as a 'site of struggle' between unequal groups competing to establish their particular 

interpretation of needs as legitimate, and where the needs interpretations of dominant 

groups tend to exclude other interpretations (Fraser, 2020:79). 

Fraser refers to needs becoming politicised when people contest their disadvantaged or 

subordinate status, bringing needs into the 'public' domain for the state to respond, rather 

than remaining as private issues (2020:80). She identifies three main rival interpretations of 

such politicised needs: oppositional needs discourses (moving needs onto the political 

agenda); expert needs discourses (from professionals, administrators, and decision-makers); 
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and ‘reprivatisation’ needs discourses (seeking to ‘repatriate’ newly problematized needs to 

their former (often domestic) sphere) (Fraser, 2020:89).  

Bringing an issue into the public arena moves it from being a private/domestic matter into a 

public /political one. During this process, the original construction of the need may differ 

from its final, publicly legitimate form (Clarke and Langan, 1998). Fraser (2020:76) also 

describes three distinct but interrelated 'moments' within the politics of needs 

interpretation when the different types of discourse play a more prominent role. 

The first moment is when a needs discourse enters the public domain, establishing its 

political status. Central to this process are oppositional discourses (e.g., from social 

movements, voicing 'hidden' needs). Also critical are 'reprivatisation' discourses (e.g., 

articulating entrenched or taken-for-granted needs interpretations, which may involve 'de-

politicisation', often deployed by more powerful groups such as governments).   

Once established as political, the second moment focuses on the content of that need, with 

rival interpretations often expressed in expert needs discourses (deployed by state agencies 

or institutions of knowledge production such as think-tanks). Content could include how 

those needs can be made into objects of state intervention and what resources should be 

allocated to such needs (Cools et al., 2015).  

When politicised needs are translated into objects of state intervention, there are often 

further contestations about their administration (also involving expert needs discourses) in 

this third moment. These three moments can also encompass resistance to the 

administration of a particular interpretation of needs, resulting in re-politicisation of the 

need (Fraser, 2020:99).  

Fraser's moments in the politics of needs interpretation can enable a focus on needs 

discourses over time. However, the potential circularity of these moments can be 

distinguished from specific policy-making theories such as the policy cycle (discussed in Part 

4), which often presume some linearity in policy development. Given the different phases of 

the development of policy on the payment of UC to couples, the temporality within Fraser’s 

approach is helpful for this research.    
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3.4.2 Meeting needs   

Even if humans are regarded as having some basic, universal needs, how these are met 

depends on the specific social, historical and cultural context (Doyal and Gough, 1991). 

Thus, how 'needs' are framed in discourse also reflects interpretations about how they can 

be met. Needs could be satisfied either by the state (e.g., through discretion or rights) or by 

non-state actors, such as the ‘family’. Benefits explicitly based on 'need' (e.g., non-means-

tested disability-related benefits) depend on distinctions between those who qualify and 

those who do not, making a finely balanced judgment when distinctions between those 

entitled and those not entitled are blurred (Spicker, 2011:105). Being in need may also be 

associated with notions of 'vulnerability' (Brown, 2012).   

Gregory (2018) further distinguishes between needs and rights. In his view, meeting needs 

may involve targeting and seeking deficiencies to determine how to respond. For example, 

needs-based assessments may require someone to declare a need which is then assessed 

(such as by a professional or an official) and which may result in an outcome of no need 

being identified. In contrast, a social rights approach can involve more automatic support 

once a right has been identified. Nonetheless, a rights-based approach can also involve 

some targeting, such as by contingency (for example, insurance-based benefits for sickness).  

Therefore, needs may become embodied as ‘rights’ to state entitlements (see also Dean, 

2020); or returned to a 'domestic' sphere (to be met by the family). Re-privatisation 

discourses identified by Fraser (2020:91) seek to shift responsibility for needs from the 

public to the private, such as in calls to 'roll back the state' or make the individual or family 

responsible for their welfare, as a counter to ‘welfare dependency’ (O'Brien and Penna, 

1998:126).  

Fraser's later work on social justice can also illuminate responses to political claims based on 

a particular needs interpretation. She identified two concepts: 'redistribution’, referring to 

material or economic responses; and ‘recognition’, concerning the status of a particular 

group, which could also be symbolic (Fraser, 2003). These concepts are distinct but 

interlinked. Redistribution claims also entail some form of recognition as they involve 

interpretations of the meaning and value of activities (such as child-rearing) and also involve 
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constituting different subject positions (such as 'welfare mothers') (Fraser, 2003:64). Claims 

based on redistribution can also have recognition effects, such as on the standing and 

identities of social actors. 'Gender' is regarded by Fraser as a hybrid of redistribution and 

recognition, indicating that both aspects need to be addressed (2003:19). Her subsequent 

work adds a third concept of ‘representation’, referring to political participation in decision-

making (Fraser, 2008); recognition and redistribution may depend on the extent to which 

the groups making political claims are represented in some way in decision-making.  

Debates about how needs should be met are relevant to this study because discourses 

surrounding the payment of UC to couples involved varying interpretations of the needs of a 

couple and individuals within it.   

3.5 Rights discourses  

As discussed above concerning citizenship, 'rights' refers to state provision. The concept of 

rights is relevant to this study because the payment of UC to couples has also been 

described as aligned with Scotland's rights-based social security system. Therefore, a focus 

on social security discourses concerns what is regarded as social rights of citizenship, rather 

than the more expansive, internationally recognised concept of human rights (Donnelly and 

Whelan, 2020).  

Different conceptions of ‘rights’ derive from various notions of citizenship based on 

different philosophical perspectives. For instance, Lister (2010) points to differences 

between classical liberalism (re-born as neoliberalism, emphasising the market with the 

state having a minimal role) and social liberalism (accepting the state’s role in welfare, a 

stance which informed the creation of the UK’s post-war welfare state). Citizenship also 

stands in opposition to the market, underpinned by state support so that people do not 

have to rely on the labour market (Lister, 1998:214). Neoliberalism, the pro-market stance, 

emphasises duties rather than rights (Wacquant, 2012), and has been implicated in 

problematizing ‘welfare dependency' (discussed in Part 1). Hence, there are debates about 

balancing rights and obligations (Griggs and Bennett, 2009), especially about Westminster 

welfare reforms (Patrick, 2017a, 2017b). As Lister highlights:  
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The social right of social security has been the central policy site on which the debate 

about the relationship between rights and obligations has been waged (2010:213).   

3.5.1 Meeting needs with rights  

Social rights represent claims made by certain groups, constructed through identifying and 

articulating needs. Entitlement then concerns the right to have a particular need satisfied 

and the extent to which the state should meet it. There may be a process of translating 

hidden or neglected needs into rights-based political claims (thereby expanding the notion 

of social rights: Dean, 2015).  

Fraser also highlights the relationship between needs and rights, contending that they 

coexist often uneasily (Fraser, 2020:72). Gregory (2018) describes how ‘policy narratives’ 

relating to needs and rights can differ. Both needs and rights can be contested and 

conflicting. Both discourses identify legitimate demands of the welfare state, i.e. social 

intervention to give rights-based entitlements to meet recognised needs (Clarke and 

Langan, 1998). Nonetheless, the social and political implications of needs and rights may 

differ; for example, needs can be regarded as variable and involve being assessed by others 

(Clarke and Langan, 1998).  

Needs and rights discourses can also generate specific and differing subject positions within 

social security arrangements. For example, benefits based on paid work or insurance 

contributions may be more likely than others to be regarded as passports to citizenship 

rights (e.g., Plant, 2003).  

Similarly, Fraser contrasts the positioning of social insurance recipients as 'rights-bearers' 

but recipients of means-tested benefits (in the US context labelled as 'welfare' recipients) as 

beneficiaries of state largesse (1989a:151). She further suggests that social welfare agencies 

also provide clients and the public with a ‘tacit but powerful interpretive map of normative, 

differentially valued gender roles and gendered needs’ (Fraser, 1989a:302). Perceptions of 

means-tested benefits in the context of discourses of needs and rights are discussed in Part 

3 below.  
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3.5.2 Needs and rights: autonomy  

As discussed earlier, one aspect of ‘de-familialization’ includes the ability to uphold a 

standard of living independent of family relationships, implying individual autonomy.     

Within the needs literature, ‘autonomy’ has been regarded as the capacity to formulate 

aims and strategies and to put them into practice, and as a universal need which should be 

met before someone participates in society (Doyal and Gough, 1991:59). Therefore, having 

autonomy is a precondition for fulfilling citizenship duties; and so the concept of autonomy 

links ‘the theorisation of social citizenship rights with that of human need’ (Lister, 2003:17). 

Autonomy has also been seen as a particular issue for women.  

Financial autonomy also features in the literature concerning money management and 

control within the household (summarised in Bennett, 2013; Howard and Bennett, 2020). 

Research has highlighted tensions between notions of ’togetherness’ and ‘autonomy’, 

reflecting factors within and beyond the household itself (an example of the latter being 

women’s labour market status: Bennett et al., 2013). Financial autonomy has been 

conceptualised along three dimensions: achieving economic independence; having privacy 

in one’s financial affairs (i.e., the absence of surveillance by someone else); and exercising 

agency over finances, including household and personal spending (Bennett and Sung, 

2013a).  

One concern about the single payment of UC to couples was that it could reduce the 

autonomy of the partner who does not receive a payment (e.g., Women's Budget Group, 

2011). Therefore, the payment of UC to couples can be seen as at the intersection of the 

concepts of (couple) needs and (individual) rights. Whether a separate payment of UC to 

each partner in Scotland might constitute a 'right' is discussed in Chapter 4.   

As discussed in Part 1, policies based on 'welfare dependency' discourses will likely reduce 

the state's role. In turn, such policies could result in greater economic dependence of one 

partner on the other and reduced financial autonomy of a partner with the fewest 

resources. Assessment of financial resources is discussed next.   
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Part 3: Discourses about means-tested benefits  

A means test (i.e., an assessment of income and savings) includes a test of financial 

circumstances to assess if someone lacks resources to support themselves (Gregory, 

2018:104) and may be used to determine a charge for a service (such as social care) or to 

provide an income. Debates about means-tested benefits draw on discourses about needs 

(targeting) and rights (and whether certain benefit conditions negate these).   

3.6 Needs and rights discourses in means-tested benefits   

Social security benefits have a variety of functions, such as alleviating poverty, redistribution 

and meeting needs, and means-tested benefits are one mechanism for meeting such 

functions (Walker, 2005). In addition to having income/savings below the threshold, means-

tested benefits tend to have a further test which links to the contingency for which they are 

paid (such as unemployment). Such conditions:  

… may be designed to ensure applicants are genuinely in need and ‘deserving’ in the 

sense that their circumstances are unavoidable and not due to profligacy, 

fecklessness or other socially unacceptable behaviours (Walker, 2005: 91).  

Means-tested benefits such as UC are often considered as targeted at those in 'need' 

because they have little or no other income related to their requirements (Van Oorschot, 

2002). Means-tested benefits are also justified as targeting the neediest (often proposed by 

pro-market advocates) (Lister, 2010:191). Such targeting is sometimes referred to as 

'selectivity', which entails distinguishing between people who are entitled to benefit and 

those who are not, either through tests of means or needs or both (Spicker 2017:47). 

Debates about whether provision should be selective or 'universal' (i.e., provided to all 

citizens during times of need) is also associated with concepts of social rights and citizenship 

(Gregory, 2018:88; Lister, 2010:217). Targeting those in need can also justify restricting 

public spending (Van Oorschot, 2002), and so is partly a rationing process (Lister, 2010).  

As discussed with 'welfare dependency', means-tested benefits may also be associated with 

economic rationality (e.g., Wiggan (2012) concerning UC). An 'economic rational actor' 
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theory of needs emphasises market choices and provision of a minimal ‘safety net’ (Dean, 

2020:50). Therefore, means-tested benefits such as UC are infused with needs discourses. 

Such discourses form the context within which payment arrangements for couples are 

constructed.   

There are also debates about whether means-tested benefits can be regarded as social 

rights (discussed in Powell, 2002). Some writers (e.g., Squires, 1990; Dean, 1996), referring 

to eligibility rules other than the means test, emphasise the ‘disciplinary’ nature of such 

benefits as inimical to social rights. One example is work-related conditionality and 

sanctions for non-compliance, which links entitlements to what is considered appropriate 

job-seeking behaviour (e.g., Dwyer and Wright, 2014). However, such conditionality also 

applies to Jobseeker's Allowance (non-means-tested, based on national insurance 

contributions). Others note that entitlement depends on being able to demonstrate 

'deservingness' (Gregory, 2018:107), and disciplinary rules include policing mechanisms 

aimed at rooting out fraud and abuse (discussed concerning tax fraud in Cook, 1989).  

In the context of social citizenship rights, some writers further argue that means-tested 

benefits divide those in poverty from the rest of society, thus undermining the equal status 

implied by citizenship (Lister, 2002; 2021). Other writers argue that means tests per se need 

not offend against equal citizenship, provided the standards of essential services and 

income thresholds are high (Crosland (1956), also discussed in Powell, 2002). However, as 

Powell (2002) points out, this begs the question of what are central, essential services and a 

high-income threshold. He queries the view that means testing denies social citizenship as 

being too simplistic. A related perspective is that it is not the means test itself which negates 

social rights, but the processes involved in claiming that can result in stigma (e.g., Baumberg 

Geiger, 2016), second-class citizenship (Titmuss, 1968) or failure to promote notions of 

solidarity between citizens (Twine, 1994).   

This discussion highlights that, as well as providing income, means-tested benefits can 

regulate behaviour and relationships. This can include the regulation of couples living 

together, which is considered next.   
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3.7 Couples and means-tested benefits 

Debates about means-tested benefits can also reflect wider discourses about couples, such 

as ‘attachment to the couple-form’ as the ‘assumed basis of citizenship’ (Roseneil et al., 

2020:6). Section 3.6 referred to deservingness and disciplinary rules. Whilst such provisions 

can also apply to other benefits, their application in means-tested benefits implies a broader 

role than simply distribution. Squires suggested that the means test contributes more to the 

regulation of social and familial relations than as a method for allocating ‘resources’ 

(1990:139). As the resources of both partners are assessed jointly, someone may lose (or be 

unable to claim) means-tested entitlements in their own right when starting to live with a 

partner, thus constraining any 'right' to social security (Dean, 2015; Griffiths, 2017; 2020). 

Joint assessment can thus result in a loss of autonomy (Bennett, 2008). Means-tested 

benefits such as UC include a 'cohabitation rule' to decide whether two people living 

together are a 'couple'. There is also a cohabitation rule for tax credits, though this differs 

slightly from means-tested benefits (Child Poverty Action Group, 2022). Therefore, any 

‘right’ of individuals in couples depends on their partner's presence, resources and 

behaviour (Bennett, 2018). Under UC, couples have joint and individual responsibilities 

(Child Poverty Action Group, 2020), which can be complex (e.g., Bennett and Millar, 2017; 

Griffiths et al., 2020; DWP, 2021b). Unlike means-tested benefits, most non-means-tested 

benefits tend to be assessed and paid individually.  

Debates concerning ‘de-familialization’, as outlined in Part 1 of this Chapter, include 

whether benefit entitlement should be based on the individual or the (couple) family (e.g., 

Daly, 2011; Ciccia and Sainsbury, 2018). Individual entitlement is also often associated with 

citizenship and residence, potentially neutralising the effect of marriage/family on social 

rights and a form of 'de-familialization'. Insurance benefits are generally related to 

individual contributions, though some benefits include a partner's (husband's) contribution 

(Bennett, 2018).  

As discussed in Chapter 2, questions concerning the benefit unit include who is the claimant, 

who is assessed, whose needs are included and who is paid. Often, such policy has been a 

by-product of broader social security objectives rather than an issue in its own right (Roll, 
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1991). Nonetheless, there have been debates about 'individualising' benefits at specific 

points in time. For example, in the 1990s, a European Union Equal Treatment Directive, and 

the introduction of independent assessment for personal income tax prompted research 

and debates about individualisation of benefits, with each partner receiving benefit (e.g., 

Esam and Berthoud, 1991; Lister, 1992; Duncan et al., 1994). However, individualisation is 

more complex to achieve within a means-tested system than (non-means-tested) benefits 

based on individual conditions of entitlement (Lister, 1992; Bennett and Sutherland, 2011).     

UC is a single benefit, usually payable only into one bank account nominated by the couple 

unless there are exceptional circumstances. Making an individual payment of UC involves 

decisions about allocating the overall award between partners, and whether this is done 

routinely or as a discretionary exception. These issues will be further discussed in Chapters 5 

(Findings) and 6 (Discussion) concerning the SG's policy aim of making separate payments to 

each partner in a couple and the factors guiding the calculation of separate payments.    

The next Part of this Chapter outlines the poststructural framework adopted for this study.  

Part 4: Poststructural approach and framework for the study   

This study takes a poststructural perspective on UC. Whilst poststructuralism has many 

meanings; this study adopts Carol Bacchi’s ‘problem-questioning’ approach to policy 

analysis (Bacchi, 2009; Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016). Hence, policy can be a 'discourse in 

which both problems and solutions are created' (Goodwin, 1996:67). This study also draws 

on Fraser's concept of needs as a discourse (particularly relevant to welfare state debates) 

and tensions between discourses of needs and rights, including how needs could be met 

(1989a, 1989b, 2003, 2020).   

A poststructural perspective also questions assumptions that entities or categories are fixed; 

therefore, writers such as Bacchi often use verbs (rather than nouns) to focus on 'how 

"things" are continually being made' (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016:31). Examples of 'things' 

that are often considered stable are the 'welfare state' or 'nation state' in order to compare 

them, though these authors argue that this neglects the fluidity of such concepts (Bacchi 

and Ronnblom, 2014; Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016).  
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3.8 Framework for the study  

Drawing on the work of Michel Foucault (1968; 1972; 1978; 1982), two concepts developed 

by Bacchi and essential to this study are: ‘problematizations’ and ‘discourses’ (Bacchi and 

Goodwin, 2016; Bacchi, 2020). Problematizations refer to how specific problem 

representations and assumptions underpin a (proposed) policy solution, and discourses are 

socially produced forms of knowledge (which can also set limits to what can be thought: 

McHoul and Grace, 1993; Bacchi, 2009). Problematizations (and the problem 

representations they contain) are ‘constituted in discourse’ (Bacchi, 2010:63, original 

emphasis). This study combines the concepts of ‘problematizations’ and ‘discourses’ 

(especially needs discourses) to illuminate different ways of thinking about arrangements 

for the payment of UC to couples. 

3.8.1 Problematizations  

Bacchi (2012a) refers to Foucault's use of problematization in two ways: as a method of 

analysis and a historical process for producing objects of thought. Problematization has also 

tended to be used either as a verb (i.e., to problematize) to describe what people or 

governments do, or as a noun (i.e., problematizations), generally referring to the outcomes 

of problematizing (Bacchi, 2015a). Bacchi’s analytical framework concentrates on the latter; 

problematizations concern outcomes of the processes of problematizing, referring to how 

problems are framed or to governmental problematizing processes (2015a). Bacchi’s focus 

on problem representations departs from Foucault’s use of problematization in that Bacchi 

regards these as inherent in any policy proposal rather than prompted by external crisis or 

change (Bacchi, 2012a:5). Problem representations also refer to ‘how the “problem” is made 

to be a particular kind of problem within a specific policy’ and that we are ‘governed through 

these constituted “problems”‘(Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016:17, original emphasis). Hence, 

there is a need to examine the problem representations that lodge within policies and policy 

proposals to gain insights into the ‘thinking’ that informs governing practices (Bacchi, 2009).  

WPR includes both a focus on power relations and how concepts are embedded in 

governmental practices (Bacchi, 2018d). Such ‘governing practices’ and discourses can also 

shape relationships and 'make certain subject positions available' (Bacchi, 2009:16, original 
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emphasis), i.e., the kinds of people and positions that the discourse enables. For example, a 

'vulnerable' subject can be created by particular representations of a 'problem' (e.g., Brown 

and Wincup, 2020). Thus, focusing on problematizations highlights policy's ethical 

implications (Bacchi, 2007).   

Bacchi indicates that the words ‘problem representations’ and ‘problematizations’ are 

interchangeable, so selecting the term depends on analytic objectives (Bacchi, 2018c). This 

study uses ‘problem representations' as the specific elements of problematizations, which 

relate to wider and often pre-existing discourses.  

From such concepts, Bacchi developed WPR (further discussed in Chapter 3) as a ‘problem-

questioning’ approach (Bacchi, 2009:xvii). WPR involves three key propositions: that we are 

governed through problematizations; that problematizations should be studied rather than 

‘problems’; and that the premises and effects of the problem representations contained 

within problematizations should be scrutinised (Bacchi, 2009:25). Bacchi (2009) also 

emphasises the discourses or knowledges through which governing takes place.  

3.8.2 Discourses 

‘Discourse’ can have many meanings and different analytical traditions. Bacchi contends 

that there is no ‘single or correct’ definition, as ‘the whole idea of discourse is that 

definitions play an important part in delineating ‘knowledge’, thus requiring ‘scrutiny not 

replication’ (Bacchi, 2000:46). Discourses can be seen as ‘forms of knowledge that make it 

difficult to speak outside the terms of reference they establish for thinking about people 

and social relations’ (Bacchi, 2009:35). A focus on ‘problematizations’ enables exploration of 

how dominant discourses make these possible (whilst making other problematizations ‘if 

not impossible, at least marginal’: Clarke, 2019:192).  

Therefore, ‘knowledge’ is a contested political creation rather than a particular kind of 

wisdom to be acquired (Bacchi, 2018b). As noted earlier, proposed policy solutions can be 

seen as a ‘discourse in which both problems and solutions are created’ (Goodwin, 1996:67), 

i.e., ‘policy-as-discourse’ (Bacchi, 2000).  
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When promulgated by powerful groups, some discourses can shape perceptions and policy 

(Bacchi, 2000). Knowledge claims by governments and various policy experts are not 

regarded as neutral accounts but rather as ‘complex interventions into social reality’ 

(Bletsas, 2012:48: original emphasis). Therefore, a WPR analysis focuses on the influence of 

experts ‘on and through these knowledges, rather than examining their direct role as 

participants in political processes’ (Bacchi, 2009:26, original emphasis). This understanding 

of knowledges is especially relevant to the present study concerning expert knowledges and 

discourses deployed by various Scottish CSOs seeking to influence the SG.  

This research explores discourses concerning 'needs’ and ‘rights'. The perspective taken in 

this study is of needs as socially constructed and contested (e.g., Dean, 2020), which is 

particularly relevant to welfare state debates (Fraser, 1989a, 1989b, 2020). As discussed 

earlier, this study adopts Fraser's concept of 'the politics of needs interpretation', which 

focuses on discourse about needs rather than on needs themselves (Fraser, 2020:73). Unlike 

concepts of needs regarded as inherent to the individual, Fraser's approach (2020) draws 

attention to the interpretation and satisfaction of 'needs' as a dynamic political process 

(Lister, 2010).  

Fraser (2020:73) also highlights shifting 'boundaries' between the political, economic and 

domestic spheres, relevant to this study regarding the state/family boundary and different 

'public' boundaries (e.g., Westminster and Scotland). Fraser refers to 'publics' as spaces 

where needs may be 'politicised' and 'political in the sense of government institutions and 

discursive arenas, (in which needs discourses are debated) (2020:80).  

Furthermore, needs discourses can also coexist with discourses about 'rights' about how a 

need is met by the state  (Fraser, 2020:72), potential responses being ‘recognition' of the 

status of a group and 'redistribution' of resources towards them (Fraser, 2003, 2019).  

3.8.3 Time, space and ‘nesting’  

As discussed in Chapter 1, the WPR approach enables a focus across different contexts 

(Bacchi, 2009:14) and over time and space (Bacchi, 2009:10), which are important to this 

study. As outlined earlier, three ‘phases’ in the decade-long policy development on payment 
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of UC to couples were identified. The first phase was its early formation (2010-13); the 

second concerned the devolution of payment policy to Scotland (2014-21); the third related 

to challenges from Westminster and Scottish actors (2018-21). The document datasets for 

this research broadly followed these phases, except for the Scottish texts, which began with 

the SG consultation on payment of UC to couples in 2017. Unsurprisingly, this decade from 

2010 was also characterised by differing discourses, variously deployed by the Westminster 

Government and organisations/political actors in Scotland. The analysis undertaken for this 

study also highlighted that, over this time, Westminster’s original problematizations (of the 

distinct benefits pre-dating UC) evolved in response to challenges arising from phases two 

and three.  

WPR also opens up consideration of ‘space’, which can be considered as ‘conceptual 

distances and differences’ (Bletsas, 2012:37). In this study, UC was designed as a UK-wide 

benefit; the introduction of devolved powers over UC payment policy in Scotland created a 

new space for discourses which differed from Westminster’s and also highlighted where 

policy design precluded policy variation, such as the UC IT system (Paun et al., 2019).  

Whilst comparative studies presume that 'bordered entities' such as 'nations' or 'states' are 

fixed (Bacchi and Ronnblom, 2014), a WPR approach considers that ‘places’ are political 

creations (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016:95), and compares problematizations instead. WPR 

emphasises specific factors that allow something to be considered a ‘problem’ under 

particular combinations of practices and relationships (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016:22). 

Cross-cultural and/or historical accounts can open up alternative ways of thinking (Bacchi, 

2009:68). Thus, WPR is particularly helpful as an analytical tool in encompassing dimensions 

of time and space.  

As well as WPR, Fraser’s concept of the politics of needs interpretation suggests that 

discourses containing various interpretations of need can change over time and space 

(2020). Implying processes over time, as discussed in section 3.4.1, needs interpretations 

can be debated and contested across three ‘moments’:  when the political status of a need 

is established; when its content is accepted; and when it is translated into categories which 

can be administered (Fraser, 2020:76). Space is also implied in the concept of the political 



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

51 
 

and also between different 'publics' (i.e., arenas where an interpretation of needs becomes 

'politicised', i.e. accepted as a legitimate need (2020:80). Fraser defines ‘political’ in an 

institutional sense, i.e., government; and in a discursive sense, i.e., a public domain within 

which needs discourses are debated (2020:80). Therefore, the concept of space in this study 

included the political arenas of both governments as well as wider debates (further 

discussed in Chapters 5, 6 and 7). Fraser also refers to shifts in boundaries between political, 

economic and domestic spheres (2020:73). This study mainly concerned the boundary 

between the political and domestic (state and family), and between different political 

arenas (Westminster and Scotland). Thus, both Bacchi and Fraser offer ways of thinking 

about time and space.      

WPR also includes the concept of problematizations ‘nesting’ within one another (Bacchi, 

2015b). Examples include problematizations of girls’ education, which can nest within views 

of ‘women’s equality’, and ‘education’ more generally (Bacchi, 2009:21). Nesting enables 

examination of instances in which a policy presumes the existence and cogency of other 

categories of analysis that require critical scrutiny (Bacchi, undated). Fraser also refers to 

‘nesting’ of needs claims, i.e., what is required for something to happen (e.g., A needs X to 

Y, and X needs P), where political disputes deepen rather than abate (2020:74). In contrast, 

Bacchi’s approach to nesting starts from the problematization to work backwards into 

assumptions and discourses beneath such problematizations (Bacchi, 2009:21). This study 

followed Bacchi’s approach to nesting to highlight problematizations about couples, which 

in turn evoked wider welfare state discourses about the respective roles of the family and 

the state in meeting ‘needs’; and constitutional issues regarding Scotland within the UK 

generally, and in relation to social security more specifically.  

3.9 Other relevant policy theories  

This research explored discourses relating to arrangements for paying UC to couples, for 

which many policy theories could be relevant. This section outlines some alternatives 

considered and concludes with a discussion of their limitations and why WPR was chosen. 

As noted earlier, UC policy spans a decade of policy-making from 2010 across the UK 
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generally and Scotland in particular. Hence, policy theories that could illuminate this study 

are those accounting for policy development over time and in different spaces. 

Policy theories which are relevant to time include the 'policy cycle'. This theory breaks down 

policy development into a series of stages, starting with agenda setting, through policy 

formulation, implementation and evaluation (e.g., Cairney, 2020:26). Particular stages have 

attracted their own literature (Cairney, 2020), such as agenda setting (Kingdon, 2011) and 

policy formulation (Howlett and Mukherjee, 2017). The policy cycle assumes that an elite 

group of people at the centre decide on policy (Cairney, 2020) though policy-makers can 

only pay attention to a limited number of issues at one time. Nonetheless, some writers 

believe that policy stages can be a helpful heuristic device (John, 2003) and that social 

security changes are likely to proceed through stages (Hill and Varone, 2021).  

Other theories concerning time relate to studies of institutions, including welfare states. For 

example, ‘path dependence’ suggests that institutions are self-reinforcing, locking policy 

choices into past decisions (Pierson, 2001); hence welfare states may respond to new 

challenges by following existing policy paths (Esping-Andersen, 1990). Another theory about 

policy over time is 'punctuated equilibrium', an institutional theory drawing inspiration from 

natural sciences, highlighting periods of incremental policy-making interspersed with 

dramatic shifts (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993). Policy theories concerning time also include 

the Advocacy Coalition Framework, which focuses on various actors and their beliefs in 

holding together coalitions to make policy changes (Sabatier and Weible, 2007), often 

considered suitable for analysis of periods of a decade or more. Its emphasis on beliefs (and 

potentially linking the concepts of power and ideas: Cairney, 2020) can be relevant to how 

CSOs and others influence policy.  

Policy theories relating to space include multi-level governance, which refers to the 

dispersal of power from national central governments to other levels of government and 

non-governmental actors (Cairney, 2020:130). The Westminster model of a central, 

hierarchical state is often contrasted with a more dispersed state involved in power-sharing 

(e.g., Bache and Flinders, 2004). Partial social security devolution to Scotland introduced a 

new level of governance in Scotland, although shared with Westminster. The concept of 
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governance is also potentially relevant to the differing roles of CSOs and external experts in 

influencing policy across the UK and Scottish governments. Multi-level governance, though, 

has been criticised as hard to pin down and apply systematically or meaningfully to policy 

studies (Cairney 2020:145).   

A fundamental weakness of theories such as the policy cycle and multi-level governance is 

that they are ‘problem-solving’ approaches, viewing problems as existing independently of 

the policy aiming to address them (Kingdon, 2011). Theories such as the policy cycle have 

been criticised for their linear approach when policy development is more complex and 

distinct stages may be hard to disentangle in practice (discussed in Cairney, 2020). With its 

own literature, policy implementation is assumed to be a distinct phase in policy-making, 

which institutional/personal factors can alter (e.g., discussed in Hill, 2014; Hill and Varone, 

2021). However, such 'rationalist' approaches, associated with models such as the policy 

cycle (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016:58), imply a dichotomy between design and delivery. This 

dichotomy can enable 'blame' to be attributed (discussed concerning feminist thinking by 

Fernandez, 2012:5). 

Instead, WPR is concerned with problematizations, implying that implementation also flows 

from how the policy has been problematized. By examining discourses surrounding UC 

couple payments, including the devolution of payment policy on UC in Scotland, this 

research questions the assumption that implementation is a distinct and separate phase of 

policy development, depicted as 'administrative' devolution (Smith Commission, 2014:18).   

3.9.1 Rationale for WPR  

As discussed earlier, this study adopted a poststructural perspective to explore discourses 

relating to payment of UC to couples. WPR was considered more appropriate for analysing 

different problematizations and discourses relating to the payment of UC to couples than 

other policy theories for three main reasons.   

First, WPR includes an analysis of how a problematization has emerged and evolved, within 

a single framework, across time and space (Bacchi, 2016), concerned with ‘problem-

questioning’ rather than ‘problem-solving’ (Bacchi, 2009:xvii, original emphasis). The 
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concept of problematizations ‘nesting’ within one another (Bacchi, 2009:21) enabled a focus 

on SG policy-making within the context of Westminster’s original proposal for payment to 

couples. Comparing problematizations across time and space facilitates attention to what 

factors and relationships allow something to be a ‘problem’ in a particular context (Bacchi, 

2009; Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016).   

Second, in contrast to approaches like the Advocacy Coalition Framework, the WPR 

approach shifts the focus of analysis away from competing perspectives of policy actors to 

how problems are produced and represented in government policies and practices (Bacchi, 

2016). As noted above, Bacchi’s WPR considers the 'problem' as implicit in a policy proposal; 

hence, every policy, by its nature, constitutes a 'problematization' (Bacchi, 2009). WPR 

offers a structured approach to policy analysis; as policies are elaborated in 'discourse', 

analysis can uncover deep-seated meanings and assumptions (Bacchi, 2012a).  

Third, as outlined in Chapter 1, WPR has been extensively applied across countries and 

issues. Examples include health (Kriznik et al., 2018; Cui et al., 2019); drugs (Pienaar and 

Savic, 2016; Lancaster et al., 2017); poverty (Pantazis, 2016; Crossley et al., 2021); young 

people (Komai, 2021; Jonsson et al., 2022); migration (Huot et al., 2016) and development 

(Dejene and Semela, 2020). WPR has also been used in topics relevant to this research, such 

as devolved policy in Scotland (e.g., Thomson, 2018), gender and welfare reform (Richards-

Gray, 2022), domestic abuse (Hearn and McKie, 2008) and cash transfers (Levasseur et al., 

2018).  

Hence, Bacchi's WPR approach and Fraser's theory of needs interpretation can enable a 

more detailed exploration of the different discourses deployed over time and in both 

spaces. Consequently, these approaches were considered more appropriate than other 

forms of analysis, which focus on 'problem-solving', actors' roles or institutional practices.   

The next Chapter details the methods and analysis used in this study. 
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Chapter 4: Methods  

4.1 Introduction  

The study explored discourses surrounding the payment of Universal Credit (UC) to couples 

using Carol Bacchi’s ‘What’s the Problem Represented to be?’ (WPR: Bacchi, 2009). The 

focus concerned problematizations of the Westminster Government and its Department for 

Work and Pensions (DWP) and the Scottish Government (SG)’s alternative proposal.  

This research consisted of two strands: document analysis and interviews with policy-

makers and those influencing them. Document analysis began in late 2019, before 

interviews; after that, both strands ran in parallel. The cut-off point for data collection was 

summer 2021. Claimants were not interviewed because the focus was on governmental 

discourses, and other research was taking place into the lived experience of couples on UC 

(e.g., Griffiths et al., 2020, 2021). As outlined in the Introduction, the initial research focus 

was the SG separate payments policy. However, this became unfeasible when an expected 

policy announcement in 2019 was delayed. This delay, and then the COVID-19 pandemic, 

resulted in adaptations to the study (discussed under each research strand below).  

This Chapter discusses WPR as a form of discourse analysis and this study’s analytic 

framework. Next, the two research strands are described, outlining selection and sampling, 

followed by coding and analysis of both strands and ethical considerations. Finally, the 

Chapter ends with a discussion of reflexivity and criteria for assessing research ‘quality’.  

4.2 Overall approach: WPR as discourse analysis  

This study applied WPR as a form of policy analysis (2009), described as an analytic strategy 

rather than a method (Bacchi, 2019b). As discussed in the previous Chapter, unlike 

‘problem-solving’, WPR involves ‘problem-questioning’, focussing on ‘problematizations’ 

(how a problem is represented in policy).  

WPR contrasts with approaches within a positivist paradigm, which involve the discovery of 

what already exists, such as ‘realism’, which regards reality as existing independently of 
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social actors, although they can influence it (Bacchi, 2019a), and the tendency to treat 

policies as objective entities (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016:7). Instead, WPR takes a 

poststructural stance (discussed in the literature review), ‘where ‘reality’ is regarded as only 

understandable through the constitutive lens of the research process’ (Ronnblom, 

2012:121).  

WPR also differs from ‘interpretive’ perspectives, which focus on 'problem definition' rather 

than problem representation (Bacchi, 1999:34, 2021c) and social actors’ competing 

perspectives (Bacchi, 2015a, 2021b). Instead, the WPR approach emphasises 

problematizations as central to governing and governmental policies and practices (Bacchi, 

2009, 2015a). WPR also differs from ‘framing’ theories which focus on rhetoric and 

arguments to persuade, instead emphasising problematizations concerning governing 

processes (Bacchi, 2009:xii). Bacchi and Ronnblom caution against mixing approaches 

because, rather than simply being analysis, ‘… they are techniques of ‘truth’ production and 

forms of political intervention… ’ (2014:13).  

This study was concerned with 'discourse' and policy-as-discourse (Goodwin, 1997; Bacchi, 

2000), as discussed in the last Chapter. Discourse analysis usually refers to textual analysis 

which explores ‘phenomena beyond the individual person’ (Taylor, 2013:2). Many 

approaches to discourse analysis may emphasise language or social phenomena. However, 

WPR has more in common with the discourse analysis types informed by Foucault's 

understanding of power, such as Critical Discourse Analysis (e.g., Bloor and Bloor, 2007; 

Wodak and Meyer, 2016; Foucault, 1982). However, rather than language, framing or 

argumentation, WPR emphasises knowledges and governmentality (Bacchi, 2009; 2018b), 

and politics, power and practices (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016).  

Discourse analysis has been applied to topics relevant to this study, such as welfare reforms 

(e.g., Fairclough, 2010; O’Grady, 2022; Wiggan, 2012, 2017). WPR was regarded as more 

appropriate for this study than other forms of discourse analysis because of its emphasis on 

deep-seated assumptions within problematizations (e.g., Bacchi, 2018b). WPR can also open 

up questions seldom raised in other approaches, including those relating to gaps, silences, 

and competing representations (Carson, 2018).  
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As discussed in Chapter 1, the WPR approach to analysis comprises six questions (Bacchi, 

2009), which can be summarised as:  

1. What’s the ‘problem’ represented to be in a specific policy or policy proposal?  

2. What presuppositions or assumptions underpin this representation of the ‘problem’?  

3. How has this representation of the ‘problem’ come about?  

4. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences? 

Can the ‘problem’ be thought of differently?  

5. What effects are produced by this representation of the ‘problem’?  

6. How/where has this representation of the ‘problem’ been produced, disseminated 

and defended? How could it be questioned, disrupted and replaced?  

This study explored the problematizations involved in the Westminster Government's 

arrangements for paying UC to couples and the SG's alternative policy intention. The 

research questions (RQs) following the six WPR questions were:  

1. What ‘problem’ is represented by the single payment of Universal Credit to couples 

(with a ‘split payment’ exception)?  

2. What assumptions underlie Westminster’s view of the Universal Credit payment 

arrangements for couples? 

3. How have these problematizations come about?  

4. What’s missing or regarded as un-problematic in these problematizations?  

5. What effects are produced by these problematizations?  

6. How and where have these problematizations been questioned and justified?  

Added later, other RQs (bringing together Bacchi (2009) and Fraser (2020), and 

problematizations differing across policy contexts) are explored in Chapter 6. Related to the 

latter RQ, problem representations over time are considered as a theme in Part 2 of this 

Chapter.  

The following section describes the first WPR strand, document analysis.  
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4.3 Strand 1: document analysis  

Documents are intended to transmit ‘information or meaning(s) either to the author or to 

an intended reader’ (Grant, 2019:11). Produced for a particular purpose (Flick, 2014:357), 

they embody the author's perspectives and meanings (Drew, 2006). Organisational 

documents are not neutral, transparent reflections but 'are 'social facts' in that they are 

produced, shared and used in socially organised ways' (Atkinson and Coffey, 2011:79). The 

authors of a text can also be a team rather than one individual (Bloor and Bloor, 2007).  

Official texts adopt a particular language and may interact with other documents as a 

particular form of documentary representation (Atkinson and Coffey, 2011). They can be 

‘used by policy elites to shape and maintain policy paradigms’ (Ingold and Etherington, 

2013:625) or to legitimate state power, perhaps containing divergent meanings or omissions 

to produce different effects on different readers (Codd, 1988). The advantages of document 

analysis are that a text can be a detailed and useful snapshot of what the writer wants to 

convey. The drawbacks include that a text may be incomplete and, having been produced 

for another purpose, may not directly address research questions.  

Official documents are a crucial source for WPR analysis (Bacchi, 2009); official texts 

selected for this research are listed in Appendix B. In this study, the aim of analysing 

documents was to explore problematizations of the single payment of UC to couples and 

discourses related to this.  

4.3.1 Sampling strategy  

The WPR approach draws attention to the political implications of theoretical perspectives 

and methods (e.g., Bacchi, 2016), so text selection itself is an interpretation (Bacchi, 2009). 

From a constructionist perspective, documents do not speak for themselves but ‘must be 

made to speak by the analyst’ (Silverman, 2014:277). Aspects to consider when assessing 

documents are their authenticity, availability and representativeness, and interpretation of 

the author’s meaning (Grant, 2019).  

Sampling is central to document analysis, so being explicit about choice of documents can 

mitigate concerns that selection reflects the researcher’s particular argument (Rapley and 
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Rees, 2018). Unlike quantitative research, a qualitative sample cannot be representative or 

generalisable. Purposive sampling involves selecting data that will provide information 

about the topic (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Grant, 2019). However, deciding whether a text 

constitutes data or background information may be challenging (Taylor, 2013).  

As UC had generated considerable documentation, purposive sampling was required. 

Sampling had two aims: to focus specifically on UC couple payments rather than UC as a 

whole or other UC payment issues (e.g., more frequent payments); and to keep the amount 

of data manageable. Online searches were undertaken of websites containing official 

documents, such as gov.uk, parliament.uk, gov.scot, parliament.scot, theyworkforyou.com, 

and specialist social security websites such as revenuebenefits.org.uk. Search terms were: 

‘UC/single payment’; ‘UC split payments’. Documents were excluded if only mentioning 

payment policy or repeating earlier statements. Selected texts were mainly extracts from a 

larger document (as payment issues were often tied to other UC policies).   

As noted above, text selection reflected a particular interpretation of their significance to 

this study. Thus, there may be bias regarding interest in the issue, but there is also no 

intention to generalise from this research (especially given its specificity).    

4.3.2 Document datasets 

56 texts from 2010 - 2021 were selected (listed in Appendix B), forming three datasets:   

1. Westminster texts concerning initial UC policy development (2010 to 2013);  

2. Subsequent justifications of the single payment and rejection of the SG’s separate 

payments (2018 to 2021); 

3. The devolved payment policy aims for separate payments to partners in couples 

(2017 to 2021).   

The second dataset included Westminster texts relating to the SG's policy proposal, and the 

third dataset comprised mainly SG texts. All three include governmental policy documents 

and transcripts of Parliamentary debates/inquiries, including written and oral evidence from 

both governments to such inquiries. 
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The three periods identified broadly represent phases in developing policy on the payment 

of UC to couples, although they also overlap. These phases can be regarded as times when 

problematizations were being developed or justified (when likely to be clearest: Bacchi, 

1999). As noted earlier, whilst the SG separate payments policy intention was considered 

around the time of the 2014 Smith Commission, the Scottish dataset started with the first 

consultation relating to UC payment issues in 2017 (also broader than, but including, 

separate payments).  

4.3.3 Strategy for analysis   

Document analysis is a ‘systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents’ to 

‘elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical knowledge’ (Bowen, 2009:27). 

Documents can be examined through different analytical approaches such as content, 

thematic and narrative analysis (Silverman, 2014). However, the distinction between them is 

debatable (Tight, 2019). For example, some researchers undertake a two-stage process of 

thematic analysis (drawing out themes from the data, iteratively: Tight, 2019) followed by 

critical discourse analysis, linking initial themes to larger social structures (Lawless and Chen, 

2019). This study used the WPR questions and thematic analysis to identify discourses. The 

approach to coding and analysing texts was the same as for interview data, discussed in 

section 4.5.  

4.4 Strand 2: interviews  

This section begins with a discussion of participants and then interview types, followed by 

an explanation of changes to sampling and an outline of the strategy for analysis. Coding 

and analysis for both research strands are in section 4.5 and issues of ethics, confidentiality, 

and anonymity follow in section 4.6. 

4.4.1 Participants    

Some studies interview ‘elite’ participants, i.e., people in a position of power (Brinkmann 

and Kvale, 2018) and those with expert knowledge (discussed in Flick, 2018). Views about 

who is an ‘expert’ differ (Flick, 2018; Bogner et al., 2018). Experts may not always be people 
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in the most senior positions, but those with social capital, important social networks 

(Harvey, 2011), or insider knowledge (Bogner et al., 2018). They can provide data about 

policy decisions (Ingold and Etherington, 2013), potentially offering a richer description of 

political processes, especially at the 'sub-national' level (Beamer, 2002:86). Difficulties with 

elite interviews include gaining access to people, and, because of their position and limited 

time, they may be selective about the questions they will answer (Harvey, 2011). Due to 

such positions, confidentiality may be a particular concern. However, some writers regard 

issues arising from elite interviews - access, confidentiality, and ethics - as no different from 

any interview (e.g., Smith, 2006).  

These interviews aimed to explore problematizations about the UC single payment and 

related discourses. Potential interviewees were identified from the document analysis and 

informal knowledge and selected for their involvement with the Westminster policy on the 

single payment of UC to couples or the SG policy intention for separate payments of UC to 

each partner.  

This research included individuals from civil society organisations (CSOs) in Scotland, 

selected for their expert knowledges about the payment of UC to couples, who may also 

have had government advisory roles (O’Hagan, 2017). As discussed in the literature review, 

as ‘governing’ encompasses ‘experts’ beyond government, including their governing 

knowledges brings new questions into policy analysis (Bacchi, 2016). However, CSO texts, 

such as responses to consultations, were not included in this research they could repeat 

what was said in interview and expand the document datasets, potentially making them 

unwieldy. Being known to some potential interviewees may have affected their willingness 

to participate and the interview itself, indicating the need for specific reflexivity on this 

point (see Garton and Copeland, 2010), discussed below and in Chapter 7.  

Participants were grouped into four types: members of CSOs concerned with either poverty 

or with women’s rights and equality in Scotland; political actors in Scotland, comprising 

individuals representing either governing parties supporting Scottish independence or 

unionist opposition parties; SG officials; and Westminster actors. The emphasis on actors in 
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Scotland is discussed in section 4.4.3; Appendix C contains participant codes and responses 

to the interview request. 

4.4.2 Type of interview  

As highlighted above, a poststructural approach regards interviews as ‘sites within discursive 

practices’, where knowledge is produced (Bonham and Bacchi, 2017). Interviews are 

political in that interviewees are not regarded as representing their actual experiences but 

participating in constituting objects (i.e., a topic or ‘problem’) and subjects (i.e., a category 

of people) of research (Bacchi and Bonham, 2016). In discourse analysis, the aim is ‘not to 

analyse the speaker as a person’, but to relate the talk to the relevant question and 

concepts (Taylor, 2013:74). Such discursive interviews should be sensitive to power issues, 

differing from conventional interviewing with an informal conversation style and an interest 

in variation as well as similarity in responses (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018).  

Consistent with this discursive approach and with elite interviewing (Bogner et al., 2018), 

the interview style was ‘semi-structured’, in which a prepared list of themes and questions 

is used as a general guide but revised throughout the research rather than being a rigid 

template (Taylor, 2013; Bogner et al., 2018). In this study, the topic guide was iterative to 

explore issues raised by previous interviewees and flexible to enable interviewees to raise 

additional, related issues (topic guide themes are in Appendix D).  

4.4.3 Sampling strategy  

As with the selection of texts for document analysis, this study adopted purposive sampling 

for interviews, which is considered appropriate for selecting ‘elite interviewees’ (Flick, 

2018). As the aim is not to be representative of a broader population to generalise from it 

(Gilbert and Stoneman, 2016) but instead to gather in-depth knowledge, the selection 

reflects 'instances that are information rich with a view to answering the research question’ 

(Schreier, 2018:88, original emphasis). Therefore, this research aimed to select participants 

who were most likely to have particular knowledge of the arrangements for payment of UC 

to couples (and especially the policy intention to give separate payments to each partner). 
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Decisions about research focus and sampling evolved in response to a changing policy 

environment and subsequent COVID-19 pandemic (summarised in Table 4.1).  

Table 4.1 Research strategy adaptations  
Date Research focus Participants Ethics 

Nov 
2019  

SG policy aim of 
separate payments  

Policy-makers, CSOs and political actors in 
Scotland.  

Approval given 
16.12.19.  

Feb 
2020 

as above  Seek second interviews, given delayed policy 
announcement. 

Revised approval 
given 7.2.20.   

Mar 
2020  

as above Five face-to-face interviews with CSO members. Consent for (first) 
interviews.  

as above  Switch from face-to-face to telephone 
interviews due to COVID-19. 

Second revised 
approval given 
20.3.20. as above  Rearranged planned interviews with actors, 

pause in further approaches due to COVID-19. 
Jun 
2020  

Westminster single 
payment policy and 
SG alternative 

Expanded sample to include actors from 
Westminster and more actors from Scotland. 
Request for online methods due to COVID-19. 

Third revised 
ethical approval 
given 1.6.20. 

Jun – 
Sept 
2020  

as above  Expanded sample: in stages whilst negotiating 
access to government actors. In Scotland, CSOs 
and non-governmental political actors were 
approached first, governmental actors later.   

 

Dec 
2020  

as above  Second interviews with members of CSOs, SG 
interviews.   

Re-consented 
second 
interviewees.  

Source: Author 

The original research focus was the SG policy, thus interviewing actors involved in decisions 

about the SG’s policy intention to introduce separate payments to each partner (from the 

SG itself, non-government political actors and members of CSOs). A policy announcement 

concerning the calculation and delivery of separate payments in Scotland was initially 

expected by late 2019, but was delayed to mid-2020 (necessitating a revised research focus, 

interview strategy and timeline), and subsequently paused due to the COVID-19 pandemic 

(further discussed below and in section 4.7).   

In June 2020, the decision was made to re-focus the WPR starting point to Westminster’s 

single payment policy. This was also considered a better place to begin, given that the SG's 

devolved policy intention for separate payment was firmly situated within the constraints of 

a pre-existing benefit reserved to Westminster (UC). It was not a decision solely for the SG 

to make.  
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Hence the WPR-related RQs start from the Westminster problem representation of previous 

benefits pre-dating UC. This places the SG’s alternative problem representations and 

different thinking within the WPR framework under RQ4; this also reflects the relative 

power of decision-making of both governments within the formal devolution settlement.  

The revised research focus also entailed changing the sampling strategy. The sample was 

expanded to include Westminster actors and more political actors involved in debates in 

Scotland (some participants in Scotland had been interviewed before the changed focus).   

Participants were approached in stages, initially those from CSOs and non-government 

political actors, to seek their views about the SG’s policy intention. Second interviews took 

place with CSOs in late 2020, aiming to discuss an announcement, but as none was 

forthcoming, these became an instrument for updates. Political actors in Scotland were 

interviewed in June-September. However, they were not re-contacted for the second 

interview as this would have been too close to the first to serve any additional purpose. 

During 2020 access was negotiated with the SG, with interviews in late 2020 (conducted 

subject to the SG's research protocol that officials could only give factual answers rather 

than opinions).     

A larger sample of Westminster actors was sought; but all bar one declined. A decision was 

made to retain this single Westminster interview to support the document analysis and 

because it extended understanding of UC in several ways (see Chapter 5, ‘Findings’), though 

it is clearly not representative of Westminster actors involved in UC decision-making.  

As discussed in section 4.4.1, the focus on CSO participants in Scotland but not Westminster 

was for two reasons. First, CSO knowledges explicitly informed the SG’s policy (as noted in 

SG documents). Secondly, in contrast, the knowledges of Westminster-focussed CSOs did 

not inform the Westminster Government in the same way; their discourses were more 

oppositional, thus giving fewer insights into governing knowledges compared to either 

Westminster officials/politicians or Scotland’s CSOs.  

This study took place during the COVID-19 pandemic – a national emergency, creating a 

crisis situation for both governments, and putting government discussions on hold. My 

research focus and interview strategy were revised due to the pandemic (expanding the 
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sample, postponing and adapting interviews and interview questions). The mode of 

interviews shifted from face-to-face to online approaches, following University Ethics 

Committee advice to stop in-person interviews. In responding to the pandemic my aim was 

to be sensitive to potential anxiety and additional demands on interviewees. Hence the 

duration of interviews was also shortened. These changes are further discussed in section 

4.7).   

4.4.4 Sampling by participant type, over time   

Four groups of participants were identified: members of CSOs, political actors in Scotland, 

SG officials and Westminster actors (see Appendix C).   

The CSO sample was constructed from responses to the SG’s 2017 consultation on UC 

payment regulations. Of 460 published responses, a search (using the word ‘split’) 

highlighted 23 organisations. Another search by organisation name revealed those sending 

responses as attachments (not revealed by the first search), increasing the total to 29 

organisations. From these 29, organisations with a local or specialist remit were excluded, 

leaving mainly Scotland-wide organisations. However, individuals involved in the policy issue 

from the outset and those more recently in post were included.  

Political actors in Scotland were initially selected by their role during 2017-2020. Relevant 

roles included: current and former ministers and special advisers; current and former 

Convenors of the Scottish Parliament’s Social Security Committee (thus involved in 

influencing and scrutinising SG policy); and non-government Members of the Scottish 

Parliament speaking about split payments during the Social Security Bill debates in April 

2018 (later widened to related Bill debates to increase cross-party representation).  

A sample of SG officials was selected according to their involvement in decision-making. An 

initial approach was made in February 2020 via two social researchers recommended by 

Professor Paul Cairney. However, the SG’s response was paused due to COVID-19; in late 

2020, a further formal request was made, with a direct approach to a senior official.  

Westminster actors were sampled by their role in making decisions on UC, devolution of 

flexibilities to Scotland, or giving evidence to the Scottish Social Security Committee or 
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Westminster Parliamentary committees such as the Work and Pensions Select Committee 

(during 2018-2020).  

4.4.5 Participant responses   

Potential interviewees were approached by email with details about the researcher and the 

research topic. Initial requests were followed up by a second and third email before being 

recorded as a non-response. Of 32 approaches, 18 declined or did not respond (anonymised 

details of participants and their responses are in Appendix C). 22 transcripts were generated 

for analysis, comprising 21 interviews with 17 people, with one written response treated as 

a transcript. Four participants were interviewed twice (around nine months apart), although 

two original interviewees had moved roles by then, so their replacements were interviewed 

instead.  

The number of interviews was small. However, more important than size is whether the 

sample is appropriate to the research question and can provide enough data for analysis 

(Braun and Clarke 2013:55). Reviewed by Baker and Edwards (2012), sample size also 

depends on the researchers' methodological and epistemological perspective. One 'expert 

voice' within their review stated that research from a Foucauldian poststructuralist 

approach (as in this study) is likely to focus on discourses rather than the interviewee as a 

subject (Les Back, in Baker and Edwards, 2012:13), sample size therefore being less salient 

than in other types of qualitative inquiry. The sample is also small because it drew from a 

small pool of individuals involved in this specific policy area, common in elite interviewing 

(Flick, 2018). Additionally, some potential interviewees were approached a few months into 

a pandemic, when most faced extra crisis demands. Despite these constraints, the sample 

included actors at the centre of debates in Scotland. Therefore, it was sufficient to explore 

discourses about the payment of UC to couples alongside the document analysis.  

4.4.6 Face-to-face and online interviews 

COVID-19 affected traditional ‘in-person, in-place’ research such as interviews; socially-

distanced research meant more online activity, posing challenges and opportunities (Kara 

and Khoo, 2020a). Adapting research during a crisis such as a pandemic can add anxiety and 
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uncertainty for both researchers and participants (Kara and Khoo, 2020b). Online interviews 

can be more flexible and time-efficient but demand greater people skills than face-to-face 

interviews (Salmons, 2015). They may also raise privacy issues (with the context being 

potentially harder to detect, such as who else is in the room) and technology access 

(Salmons, 2015). Online interviews allow for more visual cues than telephone interviews 

(Hanna, 2012) but may require more effort to build rapport (e.g., sending broad questions in 

advance: Salmons, 2015). Finally, there may be additional ethical issues about identity 

online, depending on which platform is used.  

As noted above, this study aimed to undertake face-to-face interviews, and five were 

carried out before lockdown. The rest were conducted either online or by telephone. Given 

concerns about the confidentiality of Zoom, the University’s recommended online platform 

was initially Bluejeans. Subsequently, Skype, Skype for Business and Microsoft Teams were 

also deployed.  

4.4.7 Recording and transcription  

Interviews were audio-recorded on a hand-held device. I transcribed interviews to gain 

familiarity with the data and preserve interviewee anonymity. For discourse analysis, 

transcription focuses on words rather than interactions between interviewer and researcher 

(Taylor, 2013). Following this approach, I edited transcripts to focus on what was said about 

payments of UC to couples, thus excluding opening and closing remarks and superfluous 

words (e.g., 'sort of').  

Audio files and transcripts were kept digitally on the University’s secure server during the 

study. The original intention was to store signed consent forms in a locked filing cabinet on 

the University premises. However, due to pandemic restrictions, these were temporarily 

retained in a locked box in my home but were later digitised and stored on the University's 

secure server. Anonymised transcripts were also stored on the University’s secure server.  

Generally, documents should only be kept for as long as needed. As I am self-funded, there is 

no funder requirement to retain data. The value of such data to other researchers is also 

minimal as it is not generalisable. As this research concerns a very specific policy area within a 
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small policy community, audio recordings were destroyed at the end of the study in order to 

preserve participant confidentiality and anonymity (as stated in the first ethics application).  

4.4.8 Strategy for analysis    

Bacchi differentiates between policy proposals (as prescriptive texts) and interviews, which 

tend not to advance proposals in the same way, instead advocating ‘Poststructural Interview 

Analysis’ for interviews (Bacchi and Bonham, 2016; Bonham and Bacchi, 2017; Bacchi, 

2021b). Poststructural Interview Analysis involves processes to analyse interviews such as 

what is said, how this was ‘sayable’, what discursive practices are relevant to the topic, what 

subjects/places do these produce, how do interviewees problematize what they do/are 

(Bacchi and Bonham, 2016). Some Poststructural Interview Analysis processes echo WPR 

questions, e.g., how something came about (WPR3); although, significantly, Poststructural 

Interview Analysis does not include what is not discussed, whereas WPR encompasses 

silences (WPR4).    

Many studies adopting Bacchi’s WPR approach analyse both document and interview data, 

some (as in this study) selecting individuals involved in the development of the policy being 

investigated (e.g., Gautier et al., 2019; Lancaster et al., 2017; Burau et al., 2018). Some 

studies involving interview data were undertaken before Poststructural Interview Analysis 

was developed (e.g., Payne and Bennett, 2015; Jenkin et al., 2016), which further indicates 

the strength of WPR in analysing interview data. Bastian and Coveney (2013) also used WPR 

to analyse interview data, though describing this as an 'interpretive' study (which, as noted 

above, in focussing on actors' views, Bacchi (2021b, 2021c) distinguishes from WPR's 

poststructural approach).   

For interview analysis, this study diverged from Bacchi’s initial advice (2009) to restrict WPR 

to written policy. Applying Poststructural Interview Analysis to interview transcripts would 

have also entailed adding another layer of analysis on top of WPR. Instead, WPR was applied 

to both datasets, with the analysis including silences (significant in this study as, for 

example, gendered policy implications can be neglected: e.g., O’Hagan, 2020).  
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Another reason for using WPR concerned the blurred distinction between the different data 

types suggested as appropriate for either WPR or a Poststructural Interview Analysis. WPR 

can be applied to reports of parliamentary debates or ministerial pronouncements (Bacchi, 

2009:20) if these are approached as governing technologies and governmental 

problematizations (Bacchi, 2021c). Similarly, the WPR approach also includes ‘governmental 

technologies’, i.e., ‘the means by which governing becomes practicable’ (Bacchi, 2020:90), 

encompassing governing activity and practices (e.g., Bacchi, 2021d). Hence, the necessity of 

an additional analytical stage in a dissertation of this kind is questionable. This research 

included transcripts of meetings of Parliamentary Select Committees (at which ministers 

and officials answer questions and give evidence). As noted above regarding ‘elite’ 

interviews, interviewees included decision-makers, political actors and members of CSOs 

closely involved in developing policy, so their particular expert knowledges contributed to 

'governing' (e.g., Bacchi, 2016; Gautier, et al., 2019). Thus, both Parliamentary transcripts 

and elite interview texts involved policy discourses; such discourses were central to this 

study. Distinguishing between texts and transcripts to apply WPR for one and Poststructural 

Interview Analysis for the other seemed overly complex and time-consuming for this 

dissertation. Therefore, WPR was used for both. Hence, document and interview data were 

analysed together (see below) and are presented together in the findings Chapter.  

4.5 Coding and analysing documents and interview data  

Coding is a common way of analysing qualitative data (Grant, 2022). A code can be defined 

as ‘a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing 

and/or evocative attribute for a portion’ of data (Saldana, 2016:4). Choice of coding also 

depends on the researcher's interest (Saldana, 2016). Coding can be deductive (influenced 

by prior theory) or inductive (generated from the data), though in practice, these are often 

intertwined (Gilbert and Stoneman, 2016). Codes can also be distinguished from themes, 

where patterns in the data are detected (Gilbert and Stoneman, 2016). A theme is 'an 

outcome of coding […] but not something that is, in itself, coded’ (Saldana, 2016:15). 

‘Themes’ can be seen as patterns of shared meanings organised around a core concept or 

idea (Braun et al., 2019).  
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Themes can be analysed in several ways. Thematic analysis is common and takes several 

forms, from an open-ended, iterative approach to following a ‘code-book’ (Braun et al., 

2019). There is no standard procedure for analysing elite interviews; though they often have 

a ‘thematic’ rather than narrative feel (Bogner et al., 2018).  

In this research, initially, I coded texts under each research question, revising the codes 

iteratively during this process. Then I pulled out themes and issues cutting across 

themes/codes. Coding was mainly inductive, although the WPR framework was a guide 

towards coding material which would help explore problematizations and identify wider 

discourses. Themes were also identified from the literature, such as concerning aspects of 

means-tested benefits.   

Data were analysed in Word files (rather than a computer programme, such as NVIVO). I 

started with reading documents and transcripts, then placed them into a word document as 

a table with two columns (one for text, the other for potential codes). Subsequently, these 

were placed into more detailed tables of codes and themes under each RQ in Word; an 

example is in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2 Example of main codes and themes   
Research Question Main codes Themes Relevant theory 

1. What ‘problem’ is 
represented by 
the single 
payment of 
Universal Credit 
to couples (with a 
‘split payment’ 
exception)?  
 

A. Single payment 
norm:  

a.1 fit with UC 
a.2 distinct benefits 
complex  
a.3 distinct benefits 
barrier to work  
a.4 see work impact on 
all household income  

i Joint money 
management   

ii Family decides  
iii No state 

intervention  
iv Couple as natural 

benefit unit  

Familialization/welfar
e state (i.e., family 
meets its members’ 
needs: e.g., Daly, 
2020). 
Needs interpretation 
e.g., Fraser, 2020.   
 
 
 B. Split by exception: 

b.1 minority  
b.2 vulnerable  
b.3 exceptional 
b.4 discretionary  
b.5 safeguard  
b.6 not solve abuse  

i Minority who can’t 
manage 

ii Government 
intervention 
appropriate   

Source: Author  
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4.6 Ethical considerations   

Ethical considerations relate to a study's research paradigm; e.g., whilst 'positivist' 

researchers may claim that their data is objective, those with 'constructivist' worldviews 

should be particularly careful to consider the influences of their own biases and values 

(Mertens, 2018). Ethical principles also relate to not causing harm to participants or the 

reputation of research itself (Grant, 2019:24), ensuring confidentiality and anonymity, and 

avoiding questionable research practices (Social Research Association, 2021). Such principles 

can apply to both document and interview data. Ethical approval for this study was obtained 

from the School for Policy Studies Research Ethics Committee in December 2019 (Appendix 

E) and repeated as circumstances changed, as noted in Table 4.1.  

4.6.1 Ethics in document data  

Research with pre-existing documents is often regarded as 'ethically uncomplicated' (Grant, 

2022:55), especially if these are already in the public domain (Grant, 2019; 2022) or concern 

historical documents (Doney, 2021). Increasing recognition of ethical considerations 

includes whether people referred to in historical texts should be regarded as 'participants', 

how anonymity should be tackled, given the importance of context, and the ethical 

consequences of selection and transcription (Doney, 2021). Ethical issues also include 

control of bias and avoidance of moral evaluations (De Baets, 2009). Hence, Grant (2022) 

advises that document analysis should consider any potential harm that may arise to 

document authors.  

Bacchi echoes this ethical approach; as WPR concerns ‘governmental rather than individual 

problematizations’ (2021e:9, original emphasis), it should not attribute ‘blame’ to 

individuals (2021a, 2021c). Following this approach, I aimed to avoid personalisation, for 

example, referring to 'Westminster' Government problematizations rather than regarding 

them as personal viewpoints or attributing them to specific ministers or officials. Mitigating 

any personal bias is considered below.    
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4.6.2 Ethics in interview data  

Ethical principles noted above highlight the importance of informed consent and avoiding 

harm to participants, even relatively powerful participants such as policy-makers (Social 

Policy Association, 2009). Harms can also include the reputation of research, and there is a 

responsibility 'not to ‘spoil’ the field for others’ in the sense that potential interviewees 

become reluctant to participate in other studies (Ryen, 2011:419).   

Other harms include those that can be avoided by confidentiality and anonymisation. These 

are complex issues (Braun and Clarke, 2013), and the two differ. Confidentiality means 'an 

agreement as to how data will be used and who will have access to it’ (Harding, 2019:55). 

This may include anonymity, which should be maintained in reporting findings so that 

readers cannot identify participants (Harding, 2019). However, with participatory/co-

produced research, anonymity may be a lesser concern for some participants (Campbell and 

Vanderhoven, 2016; Patrick, 2020). There are also tensions between confidentiality and 

anonymity. For example, anonymity can entail changing details about interviewees, though 

in the process of anonymising participants the meaning of interview data can get lost 

(Guenther, 2009). Researchers often assure confidentiality, although, in practice, there are 

limits, such as in cases in which a participant discloses that they are being harmed by others, 

harming others or themselves, which must be reported.  

The anonymity of participants can be more challenging to ensure with participants from a 

small community (Gavey and Braun, 1997; Braun and Clarke, 2013). As this study concerned 

a specific policy involving a small number of actors in Scotland and only one Westminster 

actor, the risk of being identified was greater than in larger-scale research. People were 

approached for interview on the basis that they would not be identified and their words 

would not be directly attributed to them as a particular individual. However, the 

dissertation would indicate generic categories of participants (Appendix C). The Participant 

Information Sheets also stated that no one else needed to know they were interviewed (see 

Appendices F, G and H). This information also included that they could opt out of being 

audio-recorded and that recording would stop if they said something confidential. Participants 

who were interviewed twice were asked to consent again. Ethical issues are also enmeshed 
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with issues of research quality (Bryman, 2012; Mertens, 2018), as discussed in section 4.8 

below.   

4.7 Reflexivity  

Ethical practice and reflexivity go hand in hand (Grant, 2022). Although 'reflexivity' can have 

many meanings and is not linked to a particular methodological or theoretical standpoint 

(Lynch, 2000), it usually means awareness of the researcher's cultural, political and social 

context (Bryman, 2012). ‘Positionality’ refers to a researcher’s ‘demographics, identity and 

social positions’, and reflexivity as the impact of that positionality on the research (Grant, 

2022:187). One person’s research questions may uncover different findings from those of a 

researcher with a different background; there is no single ‘truth’ (Grant, 2022).  

Reflexivity is especially important for discourse analysis, as ‘no one stands outside discourse’ 

and research methods are inherently political (Bacchi, 2000:45; Bacchi, 2012b). Researchers 

also have a crucial role in 'producing, analysing and distributing “what is said” (Bacchi and 

Bonham, 2016:120, original emphasis). WPR facilitates such reflexivity by including a ‘Step 7’ 

as ‘self-problematizing’, encouraging researchers to apply WPR to their own analysis 

(Bacchi, 2009; Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016), though this tends to be ignored in many WPR 

applications (Bacchi, 2021e). Step 7 for this study is considered in Chapter 7.    

As outlined in Chapter 1, my position is complex. Having worked at the DWP on long-term 

benefit reform before and during the early stages of UC development, I am partly implicated 

in problematizations from that period. Working for the DWP gave me an understanding of 

the opportunities and constraints of policy-making, including technical and policy difficulties 

in developing such payment options. However, when working on UC policy I felt that UC 

couple payment policy could have been better resolved. I encountered this issue again from 

a different perspective when working for Women’s Aid, including researching financial 

abuse and UC, and when undertaking policy analysis on UC couple payments for the UK 

Women’s Budget Group.  

As a feminist, I have concerns about ‘gender-neutral’ policy design which can appear simply 

technical but can obscure impacts, particularly on women. I believe that considering the 
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impacts of policy on issues such as gender should be integral to professional decision-

making, and so UC couple payment should be considered an equality issue. I have critiqued 

the Westminster Government for neglecting gender equality in its impact assessments.  

More specifically, my position on individualisation of benefits is that this is easier to achieve 

via non-means-tested benefits where the benefit unit is usually the individual (and 

furthermore that such benefits should be improved). However, given the current dominance 

of means-testing, my view is that governments should be considering different ways to 

make individual payments to each partner (like the SG). 

I am in sympathy with the SG’s approach, having held informal discussions with SG officials 

and Scottish CSOs, also attending Scottish seminars and conferences.  

This study took place during the COVID-19 pandemic, when research was recognised as 

challenging, requiring multiple adaptations (e.g., Kara and Khoo, 2020a and b). As discussed 

in section 4.4.3, due to COVID-19 my research strategy changed. Whilst each government 

had emergency priorities, I was concerned that the importance of separate payments could 

be lost. The surge in numbers claiming UC and concerns about more experiences of 

domestic abuse during lockdowns (Scottish Women’s Aid, 2020) emphasised the importance 

of UC payment to couples and reinforced my motivation to continue the research.     

My position on debates about the payment of UC to couples is inevitably influenced by 

these experiences and views, as is my interpretation of the data. Research is never value 

free, but to reduce the risk of bias in my interpretation of data from these experiences, I 

have aimed to be systematic and rigorous in coding, thematic analysis and applying WPR. I 

have also sought feedback on research activities and drafts from my student peers, 

supervisors and others via workshops, symposia, retreats and meetings.     

4.8 Criteria for research quality  

There are long-standing debates about criteria for assessing the quality of qualitative 

research, given its differences from quantitative research (which emphasises reliability, 

validity and generalisability). Various proposals either seek to adapt these criteria or 



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

75 
 

develop alternatives (discussed in Bryman, 2012). Criteria for quality in qualitative research 

also depend on the research paradigm adopted (Lincoln et al., 2013). Essentially, 

'trustworthiness' entails conducting research to high methodological standards and 

reporting fully and accurately (Social Research Association, 2021).  

Within discourse analysis, reliability has been described as being accurate and precise in all 

steps and consistently assessing all text selection elements; validity includes choosing 

appropriate texts to answer research questions (Boreus and Bergstrom, 2017). Other criteria 

discussed by Boreus and Bergstrom (2017) include the need to pose good research 

questions, choose appropriate methods, and be aware of which interpretation strategy is 

used. They also note that transparency, well-argued results, and appropriate handling of 

texts are important (Boreus and Bergstrom, 2017:20).  

Criteria for analysing the quality of documents - authenticity, credibility, representativeness, 

and meaning, discussed in section 4.3, can also be applied to one’s own work (Grant, 2019). 

As noted above, bias can be mitigated in this study by being clear, transparent and rigorous 

in sampling, data collection and analysis. Additionally, feedback has been received from 

various sources, including academic experts, supervisors and peers. Following the WPR 

questions sequentially was also intended to facilitate transparency in data selection, 

analysis and interpretation.      

Hence the aim is to be transparent about the methods used, and the logic applied, using 

WPR Step 7 as an additional means of doing so (discussed in Chapter 7). The next Chapter 

explores the findings from both data sources.  
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Chapter 5: ‘Findings’  

5.1 Introduction  

The quotation marks in this Chapter’s title reflect this study’s poststructural approach, 

which questions the view that research reveals hitherto hidden ‘facts’. Data are not ‘inert 

“facts” but … they are produced in social processes’ (Bacchi, 2022c); so generating and 

analysing data are also acts of interpretation. Hence these 'findings' should be viewed in 

that light. They are based on qualitative, non-positivist analysis.    

Using Bacchi’s ‘What’s the Problem Represented to be’ (WPR: Bacchi, 2009), this study 

explored discourses surrounding the payment of Universal Credit (UC) to couples. These 

discourses related to the Westminster Government’s policy, developed and delivered 

primarily by its Department for Work and Pensions (DWP); and the Scottish Government 

(SG)’s alternative proposal. 

This Chapter mainly focuses on the WPR-related research questions (RQs), Part 1 following 

the RQs in sequence and Part 2 drawing out key themes. One theme concerns problem 

representations over time (section 5.11), also relating to the RQ regarding 

problematizations differing across policy contexts. This, and the RQ bringing Bacchi (2009) 

and Fraser (2020) together, is also considered in Chapter 6 (Discussion)).     

To recap, the RQs following the six WPR questions were:  

1. What ‘problem’ is represented by the single payment of Universal Credit to couples 

(with a ‘split payment’ exception)?  

2. What assumptions underlie Westminster’s view of the Universal Credit payment 

arrangements for couples? 

3. How have these problematizations come about?  

4. What’s missing or regarded as un-problematic in these problematizations?  

5. What effects are produced by these problematizations?  

6. How and where have these problematizations been questioned and justified?  
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As discussed in the last Chapter, data consisted of document texts and interview transcripts; 

both datasets are presented here. They are cited with a document or interview reference 

number (referenced in the Appendices). Document references for the two Westminster 

datasets, primarily based on DWP texts, begin with a 'D', numbered in date order, e.g., 

starting with D1.1 up to D1.10 for the initial phase of UC payment policy development 

(2010-13); and D.2.1 to D2.25 for the later challenge phase (2018-21). Texts relating to 

Scotland begin with an 'S' and are similarly numbered in date order (S1-S21). Interview 

transcripts are cited by category, e.g., 'CSO' (civil society organisation) concerned with 

women's rights and equality (WRE) or poverty (P) (e.g., 1CSOWRE1). As discussed in the 

Methods Chapter, WPR aims to consider governmental problematizations and avoid 

personalisation (Bacchi, 2021a and c). For this reason, and to preserve the anonymity of the 

Westminster participant, the data discussed in this Chapter do not distinguish between 

ministers and officials or between ministers from different departments.    

WPR is an analytic strategy, i.e., a framework for analysing data (Bacchi, 2019b); it can take 

each question in turn or, because questions overlap, may be presented in an ‘integrated’ 

way (Bacchi, 2009:101). This Chapter is in two parts. Part 1 follows the WPR/RQs in 

sequence to support a systematic analysis and to identify specific discourses, and concern 

Westminster’s problematizations, their underlying assumptions and effects, and what is 

missing. The SG approach to separate payments is included as an example of thinking 

differently. Part 2 considers three themes arising from and building on the WPR analysis; 

couple and family discourses and governing practices; discourses about individually-paid 

means-tested benefits; and devolution discourses and governing practices.  

Part 1: Sequential WPR analysis  

This WPR analysis draws on documents and interview transcripts, although as there was 

only one Westminster participant, some questions refer more extensively to document 

data. The Scottish document dataset and interview transcripts are included in discussions of 

WPR questions 2, 4, 5, 6, and Part 2 below. Documents beyond the datasets (selected for 

relevance to the specific policy of the payment of UC to couples) were included to address 
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WPR/RQ2 and WPR/RQ3. Using this broader source of documents risked repeating issues 

raised within the literature review (further discussed in Chapter 6).  

5.2 Research Question 1: What ‘problem’ is represented by the single 
payment of Universal Credit to couples (with a ‘split payment’ exception)? 

This WPR question aims to identify problematizations implicit within a policy (which may be 

located within a web of related policies: Bacchi, 2009). From this first question, the primary 

problem representation of the distinct benefits and tax credits which pre-dated UC was 

apparent: they were complex. This complexity created financial disincentives to undertake 

paid work, resulting in people remaining on benefit ('welfare dependency'). The proposed 

solution was a single benefit (UC) to radically simplify the system. Other problem 

representations regarding payment arrangements included that the previous system: 

neglected joint household budgeting, undermined personal responsibility, and amounted to 

state interference in family life (summarised in Table 4.1 and discussed in turn below).  

Table 5.1: Problem representations of previous benefits/tax credits  
 previous multiple benefits … UC, as the policy solution, would … 

Complexity and 
poor work 
incentives 

were complicated, which trapped 
people out of work, creating welfare 
dependency.   

radically simplify, therefore make 
work pay; and enable each partner in 
a couple to see the impact of 
decisions about work.   

Neglecting 
household 
budgeting  

were paid to individuals when 
household budgets are managed 
jointly. 

ensure couples manage their joint 
finances. 

Undermining 
personal 
responsibility  

undermined personal responsibility by 
having different benefits for different 
purposes.   

be a simpler, single income stream. 

State 
interference  

were paid to individuals, amounting to 
state allocation, interfering in family 
life.   

if paid into one bank account (which 
the couple can choose), entail less 
state intervention. 

Source: Author  

The various means-tested benefits and tax credits which pre-dated UC were payable for 

different purposes and varied by work status. Such benefits were regarded as complex, 

which created disincentives to undertake paid work, meaning that people remained on 

benefit. Hence the goal of reform was to end 'long-term benefit dependency' [D1.6, 2011] 

through UC, which as a single benefit would be simpler. The 2010 UC White Paper stated 
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that replacing different benefits with one would ‘radically simplify the system to make work 

pay and combat worklessness and poverty’ [D1.1, 2010].   

UC was said to mirror work and wages to smooth the transition into work [D1.5, 2011]. The  

2011 Policy Briefing Note (PBN) on the payment proposal stated that the single, monthly 

household UC payment ‘… fits well with the overarching Universal Credit narrative of 

simplicity and preserving work incentives’ [D1.4, 2011].   

The UC single payment would also help couples to assess the impact of either or both 

partners working on total household income, a Westminster Parliamentary select 

committee was told:    

The point about the single payment is that both members of a couple can see the 

impact of their working on the overall amount rather than one being impacted 

because the other is working harder and vice versa [D2.3, 2018].  

The Westminster participant linked the rationale for the single payment of UC to couples to 

UC as one benefit:   

… the logic of one benefit and one payment followed through ... it wasn’t ‘right it’ll 

be better to give it to one person’ because in the design we allow them, the 

household, to choose who gets the payment, which shows you we’re not worried 

which one gets it, we are worried that one gets it cos that’s a simpler thing to do 

[14W]. 

Simplification included couples deciding which of them received UC [D1.3, 2011], as 

claimants could choose which bank account UC would be paid into [D1.5, 2011]. The PBN 

suggested that a joint bank account ‘might allow both partners to have access to the money’ 

[D1.4, 2011]. Subsequently, the approach to the single payment was talked about as being 

‘gender-neutral and carer-neutral’ [D2.17, 2020].  

Regarding household budgeting, the previously multiple, distinct benefits paid to individuals 

were described as something which ‘infantilises people’ because benefits were paid to 

individuals but ‘most families manage their budget as a household’ [D1.6, 2011].  
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The single payment focussed on total household income, enabling claimants to take 

responsibility for budgeting. Westminster also stated that a couple could have two streams 

of income ‘but what they will do is pool that income and then work out how they pay the 

bills in that household’ [D2.3, 2018]. This view of household budgeting was justified by 

referring to statistics (further discussed below) that: 

… only 7% of cohabiting couples and only 2% of married couples keep their finances 

completely separate [D1.4, 2011]. 

However, these views tended to oversimplify the variations and complexities of money 

management patterns, and the distinction between who receives income and how it is 

spent, as found in research (e.g., Bennett, 2013).  

Problematizations also included positioning multiple benefit payments as undermining 

personal responsibility by separating a person’s income into different streams for different 

circumstances [D1.7, 2012]. Instead, a single benefit with a single income stream was 

described as helping the household with its joint budgeting and financial decision-making 

[D2.3, 2018]. Also referring to other pre-2010 payment arrangements (which included direct 

payment of housing benefit to landlords), but also relevant to the UC single payment, the 

previous system was regarded as removing control from claimants:   

… the more you pay off each bill for them with a separate benefit, constantly, the 

more you’re really taking away any control of their lives from them and not helping 

them reach the point where they can cross over to work [D1.3, 2011]. 

By implication, then, having one benefit meant improved personal responsibility for 

finances.   

Distinct benefits paid separately were further problematized as government interference in 

family life; paying different benefits to each partner was described as ‘allocation by the 

state’ [D1.5, 2011]. The PBN stated that:  

… the Government wishes to place responsibility for household budgeting with the 

household. It is not Government’s role to dictate how a household spends their 

money … Making decisions over household finances and budgeting in the most 
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appropriate way to meet family needs is best done by the family itself. It has been 

suggested that Government interference in household budgeting arguably 

undermines individual responsibility’ [D1.4, 2011, emphasis added].  

During parliamentary debate, it was also stated that:   

Where an intervention by the state is required, we will make it to ensure that money 

goes to the right people or is split in the right way [D1.7, 2012].  

More recently, it was re-stated that 'most couples can, and indeed want to, manage their 

finances jointly without state intervention’ [D2.23, 2021, emphasis added]. Hence, 

Westminster represented state intervention in family life as one problem with the 

previously multiple, distinct benefits, potentially payable to either partner. However, early 

documents acknowledged that there would be circumstances when the state should act; 

payments could be split between partners in ‘exceptional cases’, balancing ‘safeguards to 

claimants and avoiding disproportionate intrusion into their affairs’ [D1.4, 2011]. 

Exceptional payment arrangements (including, but also more expansive than, split 

payments) were to be 'time-limited’ and implemented in conjunction with the appropriate 

support [D1.8, 2012]. Details about the circumstances under which such payment 

exceptions would be appropriate were to be set out in guidance rather than in regulations 

[D1.8, 2012]. However, while guidance can give policy-makers flexibility, it may make rules 

less transparent for claimants.  

Examples of ‘exceptional’ circumstances contained in guidance included financial 

mismanagement or abuse and were related to factors such as addictions, mental health 

conditions, homelessness and domestic violence [D2.1, 2020]. Such factors were not 

intended as 'an automatic switch to split payments’, but as the ‘basis on which to make a 

case-by-case consideration’ [D1.10, 2013, emphasis added]. 

With these payment arrangements, the onus was on the claimant to identify that one of 

these exceptional circumstances applied to them and notify the DWP. For example:     
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.. If a customer discloses that they are a victim of domestic abuse in an ongoing 

relationship, the DWP can make split payments available to provide them with 

access to independent funds [D2.19, 2020, emphasis added].  

Discretionary split payments were said to be available to those who ‘need’ them [D2.23, 

2021] and ‘on request to anyone at risk of domestic abuse’ [D2.22, 2021]. In addition, this 

approach was regarded as more appropriate than routine separate payments because it 

enabled survivors of domestic abuse ‘… to decide whether they think that split payments 

will help their individual circumstances’ [D2.22, 2021]. 

These problem representations indicated the contours of a renewed discourse about 

working age benefit claimants and the associated ‘thinking’ that informs governing practices 

(Bacchi, 2009). For example, the arrangements for discretionary split payments could be 

considered as creating a category of a ‘minority’ of vulnerable claimants and, therefore, an 

aspect of how UC couple claimants can be governed (further discussed under WPR/RQ5 and 

in Part 2). These problem representations were also criticised for neglecting aspects such as 

the fact that many claimants receiving benefits were also in paid work; patterns of money 

management were varied; partners may not have equal access to joint bank accounts; and 

statistics were selectively quoted (e.g., Women’s Budget Group, 2011).  

Presenting the previous system as complex and failing to incentivise paid work, and under 

which payments to either partner neglected household budgeting, undermined personal 

responsibility and interfered in family life, highlighted the surface representations of the 

'problem'. This problem representation is the starting point for analysis under the second 

WPR question, which considers assumptions and concepts underlying these problem 

representations.    

5.3. Research Question 2: What assumptions underlie Westminster’s view of 
the Universal Credit payment arrangements for couples?  

This question aims to identify and analyse the conceptual logics underpinning specific 

problematizations. As discussed in the literature review, Bacchi draws on the work of Michel 

Foucault, regarding WPR2 as an exercise in Foucauldian archaeology (Foucault, 1972) to 

reveal the (assumed) thought that lies behind specific problem representations (Bacchi, 
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2009:5). Hence, this question invites researchers to explore concepts used and the 

meanings given to them (Bacchi, 2009:8). ‘Key concepts’, such as ‘welfare’ (Bacchi, 2009:8) 

are abstract and relatively open-ended, and are also often hotly contested. Such concepts 

can be used to create ‘binaries’, locating issues on either side of a divide, with one side 

accorded more importance than the other (Bacchi, 2009:7). These concepts can also 

produce ‘categories’, which have a role in governing (Bacchi, 2009:9), e.g., creating 

particular 'subject positions'. Categories and subject positions are also explored in WPR/RQ5 

and Part 2.   

Exploring 'archaeology' for this study entailed considering broader literature beyond the 

document datasets (which were selected for relevance to payment of UC to couples, as 

discussed in the previous Chapter), as the relevant concepts and discourses existed before 

UC was proposed. However, as noted earlier in this Chapter, this approach risks straying into 

the ground already covered in Chapter 2 (literature review), which is perhaps a drawback of 

using WPR in this way.  

From the analysis under WPR/RQ1, a cluster of interrelated assumptions underpinning the 

problematizations can be identified: 'welfare dependency', economic rationality, couple 

‘togetherness’ and household-level needs.   

First, Westminster’s problematizations highlighted the complexity of distinct benefits as 

deterring people from entering paid work, with the introduction of UC aiming ‘to tackle 

poverty and welfare dependency’ [D1.1, 2010]. As highlighted in the literature review,  

‘welfare dependency’ involves the assumption that people become accustomed to receiving 

benefits and has been a dominant, although contested, discourse across many western 

countries since the late 1970s (e.g., Dean and Taylor-Gooby, 1992; Fraser and Gordon, 1994; 

Dean, 2010). ‘Welfare dependency’ discourses can invoke a binary distinction between so-

called ‘dependence’ and ‘independence’; in one document, 'independence' was related to 

securing over half of household income from sources other than the state (Social Justice 

Policy Group, 2006a). UK 'welfare dependency’ discourses have tended to problematize the 

number of people receiving out-of-work benefits, conflating ‘dependency’ with benefit 

receipt (Lister and Bennett, 2010; Patrick, 2017). Additionally, the former benefits/tax 
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credits were difficult to administer, thus reinforcing dependency (Brien, 2009). This 

complexity was said to make people wary of moving into work because they did not know 

how their incomes would be affected (Freud, 2011; D1.1, 2010]. Subsequently, whilst the 

previously 'complex and chaotic welfare system that had been damaging people's lives by 

trapping them in dependency', UC was instead 'setting people on a journey from 

dependency to independence' (DWP, 2015a:7). 'Independence' was again associated with 

paid work as 'that movement from dependence to independence’ (DWP, 2015b:4).  

Secondly, concern with worklessness was also underpinned by an assumption that people 

were rational, economic actors behaving in accordance with their self-interest (Hindmoor 

and Taylor, 2015; Spicker, 2017). Hence, they would respond logically to the availability of 

benefits rather than paid work. One analysis has found that such economic rationality 

pervaded the UC Green and White Papers (Wiggan, 2012). Therefore, proponents of change 

emphasised the perceived financial disincentives to undertake paid work resulting from the 

combined rules of the pre-2010 diverse benefits and tax credits (Social Justice Policy Group, 

2007).  

Thirdly, the problematizations also reflected assumptions that couples were one unit, 

whereby the interests of individuals within that unit would be synonymous. Terminology 

such as 'the family' can also hide issues relating specifically to a couple and, in turn, the 

individuals within a couple. Assumptions that individuals were economic rational actors, as 

noted above, were also applied to couples. Often, the family can be presumed to be a single 

decision-making unit, with individual partner preferences assumed to be the same or shared 

(Himmelweit et al., 2013). Westminster’s view of couples as ‘singular’ can be distinguished 

from other discourses, such as from CSOs and the SG, emphasising a ‘plural’ understanding 

of couples as containing differently situated individuals (further discussed in Chapters 5 and 

6). Assumptions flowing from couple togetherness thus also concern 'jointness' in finances, 

despite there being both joint and separate interests, which may be in tension with one 

another (Bennett, 2013; Bennett et al., 2013; Bennett and Sung, 2013a). For example, there 

were assumptions that couples share and manage resources jointly (or that what happens 

within the household is not a matter for the benefits system). UC policy documents were 

criticised for not recognising the implications of joint claims, joint assessment and joint 
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responsibility within UC (Bennett and Sung, 2013b:1210). As discussed in the literature 

review, the ‘family' is socially constructed, so policy may reflect dominant norms, ideals and 

stereotypes (Gregory, 2018:131).  

Fourthly, Westminster problematizations concerning the pre-2010 benefits system reflected 

assumption that needs were located at a family (rather than individual) level, thus ideally 

being met by the family rather than the state (e.g., D1.4, 2011). ‘Welfare dependency’ was 

also associated with family breakdown (Social Justice Policy Group, 2006b). In 2010, the 

incoming Westminster Coalition Government stated its belief in 'strong and stable families' 

as the 'bedrock of a strong and stable society' (HM Government, 2010:19). Whilst the 

Coalition Government has been described as having a 'familialistic orientation', this was 

regarded as a 'qualified form of self-sufficiency', as self-sufficiency was taken to mean 

independence not from the family but 'more as independence from state benefits' (Daly and 

Kelly, 2015:4-5). As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, and explored in Part 2 of this Chapter, the 

assessment unit for means-tested benefits is generally the couple (and any children), often 

referred to as ‘the household’. Documents analysed for this study revealed that claimants 

were considered 'in need' if they could not successfully manage their household money 

jointly. Therefore, if exceptional circumstances applied, such as domestic abuse, there was 

discretion to split the UC award between partners. A binary distinction between most 

families and a 'vulnerable' minority could be seen as creating a category of need, producing 

a particular subject position (also discussed under WPR/RQ5 and in Part 2 of this Chapter).  

Designing a single, simpler system based on such assumptions indicated that such a solution 

was likely to neglect other explanations of 'problems' (outlined under WPR/RQ4). The 

assumption that benefits create 'welfare dependency' is a powerful, dominant discourse 

which has often been deployed in welfare reform debates, and UC was no exception. The 

next question considers how these discourses and problem representations informed UC’s 

introduction.   

5.4 Research Question 3: How have these problematizations come about?  

WPR3 encourages reflection on specific developments and decisions informing the policy 

proposal by undertaking an ‘abbreviated genealogy’ (Bacchi, 2015b:139), recognising that 
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competing problematizations exist over time and space (Bacchi, 2009:8). WPR3 aims to 

bring to light possible alternative developments, and disrupt any assumption that 'what is 

reflects what has to be’ (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: 22, original emphasis). Although one 

discourse is dominant, others can be identified, including the practices and processes 

allowing such problematizations to dominate (Bacchi, 2009:10). Particular kinds of 

knowledge (about people or things) can be considered ‘useful’ to governing, so which 

knowledges are prominent raises questions about power relations (which groups have more 

influence than others) and how some concepts become government categories, and the 

governmental functions these serve (Bacchi, 2009). As mentioned earlier, documents 

beyond the datasets for this study are also cited to address this question.  

As outlined under WPR/RQ2 and the literature review, underpinning Westminster 

problematizations was ‘welfare dependency’, a dominant discourse across many western 

countries and over time. Powerful groups raising concerns about ‘welfare dependency’ 

included think-tanks such as the Institute for Economic Affairs (e.g., Green, 1998). By the 

mid-2000s, various welfare reform proposals aiming to tackle ‘dependency’ were being 

promoted by think-tanks from the right of UK politics, such as Policy Exchange (Saunders, 

2009) and Reform (Cawston et al., 2009); and from the left such as the Institute for Public 

Policy Research (Bennett and Cooke, 2007) and the Fabian Society (Horton and Gregory, 

2009).  

Similarly, specific developments creating the UC involved ‘welfare dependency’ discourses, 

invoked by the Centre for Social Justice (the think-tank set up by a former Conservative 

Party leader and which undertook policy reviews for that Party when in opposition, named 

as the Social Justice Policy Group). Previous 'welfare dependency' discourses had concerned 

out-of-work benefits, but with UC were broadened to include receipt of in-work benefits 

and tax credits, i.e., low-paid workers and their partners/families (Social Justice Policy 

Group, 2006a). As noted above, these reviews also included the critique of distinct benefits 

as complex, a barrier to work (Social Justice Policy Group, 2007), and difficult to administer 

and reinforcing ‘dependency’ (Brien, 2009). A clear emphasis was on tackling worklessness, 

though at a household rather than individual level (Brien, 2009:23).  
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Other political parties regarded complexity as a problem; a 'simpler system' was one aim of 

the New Labour government during the 2000s, mainly concerning streamlining out-of-work 

benefits (DWP, 2008a and 2008b). Government advisors advocated a single benefit 

alongside more personalised conditionality (Freud, 2007; Gregg, 2008). Recommendations 

generally referred to a single working age benefit to replace several out-of-work benefits 

(Sainsbury and Stanley, 2007). However, some advocated the inclusion of in-work tax credits 

(e.g., Parliament.House of Commons, 2007). The Centre for Social Justice proposed a more 

expansive form of integration including non-means-tested benefits, creating a single benefit 

with two components - one for out-of-work payments, the other for additional living costs 

(Brien, 2009:264). Some proposals also mentioned possible ‘individualisation’ of a single 

working age benefit, although without much detail and in the context of individual work-

related conditionality (e.g., Freud, 2007; Sainsbury and Stanley, 2007), discussed in Part 2.  

Although simplification can take many forms, a single working age benefit was achieved by 

reducing the number of benefits, although this equated integration with simplification.  

‘Simplicity’ could also be regarded as ‘policy common sense’, i.e., something that is 

accepted as good or correct without the need for explicit explanation (Summers and Young, 

2020:172). Assumptions that UC’s simplification would reduce complexity have been 

questioned (Millar and Bennett, 2017; Bennett and Millar, 2022).     

A new Conservative/Liberal Democrat Coalition Government was elected in 2010. This new 

government, taking power after 13 years of opposition, included politicians with no prior 

ministerial experience and senior civil servants keen to establish relationships with new 

bosses (Norris and Rutter, 2016). A Green Paper (DWP, 2010a), followed by a White Paper in 

late 2010, proposed UC as a simpler, single benefit replacing the complexity of separate, 

means-tested, in- and out-of-work benefits/tax credits (DWP, 2010b:3). The aim was to end 

long-term ‘benefit dependency’ [D1.6, 2011]. However, the payment policy details came 

later, from the Policy Briefing Note (PBN) on payment and the White Paper inquiry by the 

Work and Pensions Select Committee (Parliament.House of Commons, 2011).    

The Centre for Social Justice paved the way for UC; its work on implementation and the time 

taken for Coalition negotiations changed the planned ministerial appointments. Instead of 
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the Shadow Minister, the founder of the Centre for Social Justice was appointed as 

Secretary of State, allegedly on the condition that major reforms would be made (Haddon, 

2012).  

This ‘abbreviated genealogy’ (Bacchi, 2015b:135) of UC highlights that it emerged from 

renewed ‘welfare dependency’ discourses in the mid-2000s, propounded by influential 

organisations. Despite many benefit/tax credit recipients being in work, the ‘problems’ of 

‘dependency’ and ‘worklessness’ were presented as related to the complexity of separate 

benefits for which UC, as a single benefit, was the solution. However, proposals from this 

time indicated that simplification could have taken a different form than UC’s integration of 

in-work and out-of-work benefits. Haddon contends that, had Coalition or internal 

Conservative Party politics played out differently, UC might have been relegated to 

interesting background thinking (Haddon, 2012). This analysis also suggests that whether 

assessment/payment of benefit should be based on the individual or the couple was 

regarded as a relatively minor issue within the broader design of a simpler system, rather 

than being an issue in its own right.  

5.5 Research Question 4:  What’s missing or regarded as un-problematic in 
these problematizations?  

This WPR question focuses on the limits of, and tensions and contradictions within, a 

problematization and what has been silenced or constrained by how the problem has been 

represented (Bacchi, 2009). ‘Knowledge’ (like discourse) is a contested concept, with some 

knowledges being silenced or marginalised (Bacchi, 2009:237, referring to Foucault, 

1980:81). WPR/RQ4 also draws on Scottish documents and interview data given that the SG 

was potentially a location of ‘thinking differently’ about payment of UC to couples (also 

discussed in Part 2).  

5.5.1 Silences  

Westminster problematizations concerning ‘welfare dependency’ silenced other ways of 

thinking about means-tested benefit arrangements, such as economic dependence on a 

partner and potential gender implications. Oppositional discourses had highlighted the 

potential for economic dependence on a partner arising from the UC single payment. It was 
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argued that the single payment could concentrate resources in the hands of one partner, 

leaving women without an independent income (Engender, 2012) and risking financial 

abuse (e.g., Women’s Budget Group, 2011; Howard and Skipp, 2015). Women’s 

organisations had called for routine separate payments to each partner rather than limiting 

this to a discretionary exception. Participants in this study from women’s CSOs were also 

concerned that the single payment ‘was about denying women an independent income, and 

restricting the choices that they could make within their household or to leave their 

households’ [2CSOWRE2]. Westminster responded to concerns about domestic abuse by 

encouraging claimants with children to nominate the ‘main carer’ to receive the UC single 

payment (further discussed below).   

Furthermore, worries included the consequent loss of, or reduced, individual autonomy, as 

emphasising ‘household’ needs neglected the position of individuals within it. CSO 

interviewees stated that individuals should have their own source of income, each having 

‘an adequate standard of living that maximises women’s choice about how they live their 

lives’ [3CSOWRE2]. SG officials echoed this in discussing the aims of their policy on separate 

payments:  

… independence for women ... rather than being ... financially dependent on another 

partner in the household … to … protect the rights of the child and the rights of 

women ... as … individuals is ... where it’s coming from [17OS]. 

Also associated with partner dependency was a ‘taken-for-granted’ assumption (as well as 

being common practice) that both partners' income and savings should be considered for 

means-tested benefits/tax credits. In 2010, the UC White Paper confirmed that UC:  

… will be assessed on a ‘household’ basis taking account of the income and capital of 

a single adult or two adults who live as a couple … We assume that ordinarily with a 

joint claim, only one of the partners would receive the Universal Credit payment. 

However, we will consider the scope to arrange payments to parents in couples, so 

that support for children goes to the mother or main carer, as now in Tax Credits 

[D1.1, 2010].  
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The location of this caveat on the last page of the White Paper perhaps indicates that 

payment policy was considered a minor issue within UC.  

Another related silence was the potential gender impact of the single payment of UC to 

couples. Decision-makers are expected to pay 'due regard' to equality considerations when 

developing policy (Section 149, Equality Act 2010). However, equality considerations tend to 

be subordinate to broader policy objectives (Bacchi and Eveline, 2010; O'Hagan, 2020).   

With UC, the emphasis on household rather than individual worklessness (e.g., DWP, 2010b, 

2011b) tended to downplay the position of second earners (often women: e.g., Bennett and 

Sung, 2013b:1211). The Equality Impact Assessment of the White Paper suggested that the 

DWP would consider the gender implications of the single payment, including ‘evidence 

about how families share their income and how money intended for children is spent’ [D1.2; 

DWP, 2010c], but this has not apparently been published. Instead, Westminster’s discourses 

emphasised ‘gender-neutrality’ [D2.17, 2020]; joint pooling of income [D2.3, 2018]; and, in 

estimating UC impacts, intra-household allocations of income were ignored (DWP, 2018:22). 

However, as indicated above, research suggests that money management is more complex 

and gendered than such assumptions (e.g., Bennett and Sung, 2013a, 2013b). Furthermore, 

in estimating the impact of UC, the focus was on employment impacts (DWP, 2018), which 

emphasised assumptions that claimants were rational actors responding to specific financial 

incentives.  

5.5.2 Thinking differently   

As well as women's organisations, there were oppositional discourses in Scotland. Even 

before the devolution of policy on UC payment, the SG had expressed concerns that the UC 

single payment could result in unfairly shared resources; for example, if not paid via the 

main carer, UC could potentially reduce spending on children (SG, 2013a). Subsequent 

devolution of UC payment policy facilitated the SG as a new ‘public’ arena within which 

debate and policy about payment of UC to couples could occur. Three (related) aspects of 

the governments’ different thinking were identified (outlined in Table 5.2 overleaf).  
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Table 5.2: Differing SG and Westminster discourses  
Discourses Scottish Government Westminster Government 

Domestic abuse  Abuse located within wider gender 
equality issues. Changing payment 
policy could make it more difficult for 
abusers to perpetrate abuse.   

Abuse as criminal, not benefits issue.  
Exemptions and easements to 
general rules, payment policy 
irrelevant.  

Rights  UC separate payment policy aligns 
with Scotland’s rights-based social 
security principles.  

Emphasis on family needs (silent on 
rights).  

CSO knowledges 
of gender and 
social security 

CSO gender knowledges and social 
security knowledges deployed to 
various degrees.  

Less evidence of engagement with 
CSOs knowledges.  

Source: Author  

First, the domestic abuse discourses differed. The SG viewed domestic abuse and other 

forms of violence against women as stemming from deep-rooted gender inequality within 

wider society (SG and Convention of Scottish Local Authorities, 2018). This understanding of 

domestic abuse as a cause and consequence of women’s inequality was believed to have 

influenced then SG’s policy intention on separate payments [1CSOWRE1]. This link between 

gender equality and domestic abuse was crucial because the SG had: 

… used a feminist definition of violence against women that really links women’s 

economic inequality with violence against women, [which] is helpful because even if 

it’s not familiar to officials immediately in the moment, the broader policy context of 

‘Equally Safe’ … and the location of social security within that I think gives them a ... 

hook or ... a meta-narrative in which to do their own policy work [3CSOWRE2]. 

Hence, the single payment of UC to couples was regarded as ‘an enabler for domestic abuse 

or financial coercion by one partner towards another’ [S6, 2018]. Officials talked about 

separate payment not necessarily solving abuse but making it ‘more difficult … for the 

perpetrators of domestic abuse and financial coercion to carry that out’ [15OS]. 

However, the SG’s policy intention to make separate payments to each partner had been 

influenced by equality arguments rather than by domestic abuse [17OS]:   

… the broader equalities agenda ... is a driver behind the separate payments policy 

that ... it is a right for everyone in the country to have access to an independent 

income [15OS].  
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In contrast, the Westminster Government had separated its domestic abuse and violence 

against women and girls strategies, de-linking domestic abuse from gender equality and 

potentially obscuring gender inequality as a root cause of domestic abuse (King, 2021). This 

may have reflected assumptions that domestic abuse was perpetrated by one family 

member against another rather than necessarily related to a partner or wider gender 

inequality. 

The Westminster discourse referred to domestic abuse as a 'criminal act' [D2.2, 2018], 

which should be dealt with by the criminal justice system, not benefits [D2.18, 2020]. Thus, 

the DWP’s role in tackling domestic abuse was more specific, e.g., through easements and 

exemptions to benefit rules (DWP, 2021a) and appropriate staff training and signposting. 

Beyond provision for discretionary split payments in exceptional circumstances such as 

domestic abuse, payment was irrelevant because people had experienced abuse under 

previous benefits:  

… it is misleading to suggest that single payments are creating this position and are 

specific to UC. Existing benefits also pay to one person other than by exception – in 

the same way that UC is designed to do. This is not a new scenario so the implication 

that UC will exacerbate the issue of domestic abuse is completely without 

foundation [D2.2, 2018].  

Therefore, separate payments would make no difference to domestic abuse. Instead:  

… our energy and resources would be better spent ensuring our staff are 

appropriately trained to detect incidence [sic] of domestic violence, can handle these 

customers sensitively and appropriately and have links into the support services who 

can assist if needed [D2.4, 2018]. 

Westminster further argued that two separate payments by default could even provoke 

abuse, as ‘saying, “I’m getting my UC separately,” may be a trigger. That is why we have to 

be led by the victim/survivor, rather than having split payments by default’ [D2.19, 2020]. 

Discretionary split payments were also framed as a mechanism to deal with issues such as 

domestic abuse, as indicated by the Westminster actor: 
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… what split payments are for is not about achieving equality, of income, between 

the couple, they exist in effect to deal with abuse within the couple ... they were in 

the legacy benefits but you would split the money to give it to him, if he’s an 

alcoholic, a little bit of pocket money to go down the pub with, then you’d make sure 

that she – and it’s almost typically a she – gets the money to keep the roof over the 

kids’ heads, and feed the kids and so forth. So you don’t split 50:50 [14W]. 

Dividing an award between partners is further discussed in Part 2 of this Chapter.  

The second aspect of thinking differently concerned discourses about needs (emphasised by 

Westminster) and ‘rights’ (emphasised in Scotland). The SG’s policy intention for making 

separate payments of UC to each partner was also linked to its rights-based approach to 

social security. The SG’s discourses referred to its rights-based legislative principles for 

devolved social security (Section 1, Social Security (Scotland) Act, 2018) and ‘values of 

equality, dignity and respect in the social security system’ [S16, 2019]. Documents and 

actors referred to separate payments as either ‘entitlement to’ [S6, 2018] or everyone 

having ‘access to’ [S14, 2019] an independent income. For example:  

… everyone has access to an independent income based on their individual 

circumstances, and to promote equality in the welfare system. It is our view that 

entitlement to financial independence is a human right [S14, 2019].   

However, as discussed in the literature review, an income independent of family 

relationships is difficult to achieve within a means-tested system.  

Rights discourses also related to the SG terminology of ‘social security’ rather than 

Westminster’s ‘welfare’. Interviewees in Scotland noted a ‘real shift in ... language around 

human rights and systems that treat people as dignified individuals’ [2CSOWRE2]. 

Scottish discourses indicated that there had been criticisms of UC early on, and that the SG 

had a ‘sharp analysis of what’s wrong with UC’ [8CSOP3]. For example, one political actor 

stated that UC:  
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… is failing the people it is designed to support and driving more people into poverty. 

The Scottish Government is committed to using the limited powers it has to try and 

make the delivery of UC better suited to the needs of those who claim it [18PAGI].  

Concerns about UC pre-dated devolution of UC payment policy and stakeholder concerns 

about the single payment [16OS]. CSO interviewees also noted that the SG wanted to take a 

different approach to Westminster, which included the single payment:     

… it was very much like ‘we want to take a very different approach than Westminster 

… we recognise there are a lot of issues ... in terms of how Universal Credit is being 

delivered’ …  split payments … was just one element of that’ [6CSOWRE3].  

Women’s organisations also referred to the importance of ‘rights to an independent income 

through social security’ [1CSOWRE1], as expressed by the SG, that:  

… we start from the principle that women don’t just become completely subsumed 

into a family or into a couple but are themselves individual humans with social rights 

and I think that [separate payments] both says that and does that [3CSOWRE2]. 

Interviewees from poverty CSOs and some political actors also referred to the potential for 

separate payments to be a 'right'. For example, one participant from a women's CSO saw 

separate payment as one step within the overall progression towards realising social rights 

[6CSOWRE3]. Having an income could support independent living and participation 

[7CSOP1] and could:  

… recognise the agency of each of the married couple, cohabitating couple, and with 

that comes independence [10PAOU].  

There were also differences between Westminster and the SG in how people could obtain 

access to a separate payment (discussed in Part 2).  

The third aspect of thinking differently included discourses about and using CSO 

knowledges. CSOs' understanding of their client group can be helpful to governments 

regarding policy impacts. The different kinds of knowledges especially relevant to this study 

concern gender impacts and social security.   
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CSO knowledges about gender impacts were noted above as a silence within Westminster 

problematizations. In contrast, the SG’s policy intention for separate payments was 

discussed as having been influenced by gender equality concerns [11PAGI, 2CSOWRE2], and 

some women’s CSOs highlighted the SG’s gendered approach to domestic abuse 

[1CSOWRE1] (discussed earlier). However, CSO interviewees spoke of the SG’s strategic, 

ministerial commitment to gender sensitivity on the one hand but on the other, some ‘lack 

of understanding and gender competence in policy-making within the civil service’ 

[1CSOWRE1], meaning that policy impacts may be unrecognised until ‘pointed out by 

external organisations’ [3CSOWRE2].  CSO participants talked about time constraints within 

the policy-making process, potentially squeezing out equality considerations [2CSOWRE2].  

Some CSO interviewees regarded poverty organisations as initially having other, more 

immediate concerns about UC than separate payments [4CSOP1, 2CSOWRE2], perhaps to 

some extent reflecting Westminster’s view of payment issues as minor [e.g., D2.3, 2018]. 

Women's CSO participants indicated that they had encountered difficulties in making their 

oppositional discourse more prominent:  

… we ... thought everyone would be on-side I think, because it seemed ... so obvious 

to us, that social security should be about individual need and based on individual 

receipt of it ... at a top level I think people did see that, but it took a lot longer than 

maybe we had anticipated for Scottish stakeholders to really get the point and really 

commit to bringing in some form of split payment’ [2CSOWRE2].   

As noted above, although the DWP deployed specialist CSO knowledge - such as about 

domestic abuse (to inform staff training) - it was criticised by Westminster parliamentarians 

for not seeming ‘to listen or give sufficient credence to issues raised by frontline 

organisations’; and for attributing many differences with CSOs to ‘views about policy rather 

than the implementation’ of UC (Parliament: House of Commons, 2018c:14). Some CSO 

participants in this study also talked about being heard by the DWP in relation to 

administration [4CSOP1], described as ‘tinkering … so maybe not with the big policy stuff 

but with processes ... and we certainly feel like our information is being received and 

listened to’ [5CSOP2]. 
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Some CSOs participants also contrasted how the SG and Westminster used CSO knowledges. 

There were ‘very identifiable changes’ to SG policy due to CSO input but this was ‘far less 

evident’ from the DWP [4CSOP1]. As discussed in the literature review, the SG has a 

reputation for engaging CSOs, and for civil servants and ministers being accessible and open 

to advice, often contrasting with Westminster (Cairney, 2014). In this study, CSO 

interviewees echoed the view that the SG had ‘clearly taken a very different approach’ 

compared to Westminster [6CSOWRE3], relating their influence to Scotland being:  

… small and it’s easier to have access to Ministers … and to government and to … be 

involved in ... having a role in policy development [1CSOWRE1]. 

Social security was a new policy area for the SG, which could entail greater reliance by the 

SG on external bodies. The SG had recruited staff from the DWP and would have gathered 

suggestions from their interactions with DWP staff. The SG also talked about valuing CSOs' 

technical social security knowledge, having:    

... a lot of interactions … with [organisation] and quite deliberately will send them 

things to say what do you think of this, any comments on that, how would you 

respond to that if we were to do this  [17OS] 

One CSO interviewee described the SG as having ‘actively reached out’ to their organisation 

and others for advice [4CSOP1]. However, some CSO participants mentioned the SG's 

limited social security expertise when working quickly, ‘where legislation’s been simplified it 

may have been over-simplified’ [5CSOP2].  

Overall, CSO involvement in SG policy development included research with their client group 

to feed into the SG’s policy-making process [1CSOWRE1, 4CSOP1, and 7CSOP1], 

membership of reference/advisory groups, and engagement with ministers and officials on 

legislation, described as ‘refreshing’ [7CSOP1]. This engagement was also considered as:   

… more collaborative than what maybe happens with the government and legislation 

in the UK government ... And we get much better policy as a result [1CSOWRE1]. 

The SG also talked about the different expertise and knowledge brought by CSOs:   
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… because we know we’re not ... experts in everything and there are other 

organisations out there that have ... immediate access and know of the issues we’re 

facing [15OS].  

Officials indicated that they had to demonstrate to ministers that appropriate engagement 

had taken place [15OS] and that engaging CSOs was ‘business as usual’ rather than being 

undertaken at particular times or during different policy stages [17OS]. From a CSO 

perspective, one interviewee talked about the Scottish social security legislation during 

2016-2018 as being ‘an influencing moment we don’t have again’, because:   

… this was the start of activity of a brand new function in Scotland, with a civil 

service that had never done this before, so the opportunities to be very outward-

facing are possibly unique … in terms of civil society and stakeholder engagement we 

ended up with a bill that had a high level of consensus [8CSOP3].  

Specifically on separate payments, the SG documents referred to the policy being developed 

with ‘DWP and other partners, including women’s groups’ [S1, 2017], including from focus 

groups facilitated by CSOs [S6, 2018]. The SG also committed to engaging people with lived 

experience (SG, undated), including UC recipients and domestic abuse survivors, through 

the SG social security Experience Panels [S6, 2018; S.10, 2018; 15OS].  

This WPR question has highlighted oppositional discourses concerning gender implications 

and the potential for economic dependence on a partner, which is related more specifically 

to the payment of UC to couples than the dominant discourses justifying the single, simpler 

UC overall. With new social security powers, Scotland became a public arena for thinking 

differently, where such oppositional discourses appeared more influential on the SG than on 

the Westminster Government. Divergence was detected in the two governments’ 

approaches to domestic abuse, rights-based social security and deployment of CSO 

knowledges. However, whilst actors in Scotland could think differently about UC payment 

policy, the SG’s powers to act differently were limited (further discussed in Part 2).  

The next question considers the effects of Westminster problematizations.  
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5.6 Research Question 5: What effects are produced by these 
problematizations?  

Bacchi reminds us that that we are governed through problematizations rather than policies 

(2009:31, original emphasis). Problematizations can also have overlapping effects. Such 

effects include 'lived' (material impacts on people's lives); ‘discursive’ (limiting what can be 

thought); or ‘subjectification’ (whereby problem representations make available certain 

kinds of ‘subject positions’ (e.g., ‘mother’), which may potentially set groups of people in 

opposition to one another) (Bacchi, 2009:16). As discussed under WPR/RQ2, categories play 

a role in how governing takes place, and influence how people think about themselves and 

others (Bacchi, 2009:9). Some effects of the problematizations studied in this research are 

considered below and in Part 2 of this Chapter.    

The lived effects of payments of UC to couples were not the focus of this study (and have 

been researched by others, e.g., Griffiths et al., 2020). However, the problematizations 

identified above may have created particular 'subject positions' for claimants and the 

organisations supporting them. For example, Westminster's categorisation of split payments 

under exceptional circumstances for a minority of claimants who 'needed' them potentially 

produced a 'vulnerable subject' (Brown and Wincup, 2020). In encouraging couples to 

nominate the bank account of the carer of children to receive the UC single payment, 

Westminster created another subject position, that of the 'main carer’, potentially also 

being responsible for managing the household budgets, which is common amongst low-

income families (e.g., Bennett and Sung, 2013a). As well as impacts on claimants, potential 

‘subjectification’ effects may have applied to CSOs and the SG calling for automatic separate 

payments (further discussed in Part 2).   

Three main discursive effects were identified from the data. One discursive effect concerned 

omissions from Westminster’s problematizations, discussed under WPR/RQ4, that the 

‘household’ focus made it harder to focus on individuals and issues within that household. 

For example, also noted above, statements about families managing money as a household 

or budgeting jointly presumed that resources were shared within a household. Couple 

'jointness' was assumed (e.g., Bennett and Sung, 2013a, 2014), whilst the potential for 

economic dependence for partners within such couple units was neglected.  
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A second discursive effect was that Westminster’s emphasis on needs and framing of social 

security benefits as ‘dependency’ silenced post-war welfare state assumptions that social 

security benefits can function as a mechanism for the state to deliver citizenship rights 

(Lister, 1990). Rights discourses appeared in Scotland's approach to social security; 

discussed as an example of ‘thinking differently’ under WPR/RQ4, separate payments were 

referred to as an ‘entitlement to an independent income’ and ‘basic human right’ [S6, 2018]. 

A third discursive effect concerned UC's design and automated delivery criticised as 

reducing policy flexibility (Bennett and Millar, 2022). For example, Westminster’s 

problematizations of separate payments to each partner and UC as 'unitary' [D2.3, 2018; 

D2.4, 2018; D2.8, 2019] had the effect of constraining the SG’s as payment policy options. 

Such arguments also reflect Westminster's powers under the Scotland Act to determine 

what is 'feasible' to implement in Scotland (see Appendix A and Part 2 of this Chapter).   

Exploring the effects of Westminster problematizations has highlighted potential subject 

positions created for claimants. These subject positions include 'vulnerable' (if seeking 

alternative payment arrangements) and 'main carer' (for receiving UC). The next section 

outlines challenges to Westminster’s problematizations.  

5.7 Research Question 6: How and where have these problematizations been 
questioned and justified?  

This question builds on WPR/RQ3, emphasising how problematizations reach their target 

audience and achieve legitimacy. However, it also acknowledges that discourses are plural 

and can be inconsistent, with potential for re-problematization (Bacchi, 2009:19).  

Various issues concerning UC, including payment to couples, were questioned and 

challenged during the initial stages of UC policy development. However, many organisations 

and politicians accepted the principle of UC as a simpler system (e.g., Timmins, 2016). Early 

challenges came from responses to the UC White Paper and Westminster parliamentary 

debates, such as during the passage of the Welfare Reform Bill and subsequently on 

regulations.  
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Another challenge during this time came from within Scotland. The Scottish Parliament 

refused to agree to the necessary legislative consent motion for the Welfare Reform Bill to 

pass in Scotland (SG, 2011; British Broadcasting Corporation, 2011). Subsequently, the SG’s 

response to its consultation on UC regulations criticised the single payment of UC to 

couples, referring to money as a tool for domestic abuse, which:    

… could result in one person receiving benefits on behalf of the entire household, 

which could exacerbate existing problems [S1, 2017]. 

Later, during Scottish Parliamentary debates on establishing newly-devolved social security 

powers, including those relating to separate payments, the SG expressed concern about the 

potential effects of the single payment of UC to couples:    

There can be no doubt about this Government’s view that the UK Government’s 

policy of making a single payment of Universal Credit to a household can increase 

inequality in the welfare system and act as an enabler for domestic abuse or 

financial coercion by one partner towards the other [S3, 2018]. 

The UK government faced further challenges from 2018, arising from Westminster 

Parliamentary inquiries into UC (Parliament.House of Commons, 2018a, 2018b; 

Parliament.House of Lords and House of Commons, 2019; Parliament.House of Lords, 2020). 

Other challenges to Westminster emerged from inquiries into welfare reform in Scotland 

(Parliament.House of Commons, 2021) and debates surrounding the Domestic Abuse Bill. In 

response, the Westminster Government reiterated and expanded its justifications for the 

single payment for couples and reasons for opposing the SG’s aim of routine separate 

payments to each partner [e.g., D2.4, 2018].  

In oral evidence in 2018 to a Select Committee, Westminster justified the single payment by 

referring to factors such as resource pooling and women’s employment rates considered 

within initial decision-making and examined in earlier Parliamentary debates:  

… in 2011 when we were looking at this, we weighed two real factors into our 

consideration in why we did not split at that point … The two factors were the extent 

of pooling of resources. We mentioned 2% of married couples, 7% of cohabiting 
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couples do not pool ... The second factor when the great wallet to purse debates 

were going on, particularly in the 1960s and 1970s ... the number of women working 

was around 50% and there was a 40% gap between men working and women 

working in terms of employment rates. As of last week, that employment rate gap 

was down to about 10% and you have over 70% of women working now ... that is 

why we concluded back in 2011 that we would not split the payments [D2.3, 2018]. 

Westminster emphasised that UC was a single benefit. An award consisted of one or more 

distinct components (called 'elements') payable for specific circumstances (such as 

disability, housing or having dependent children), outlined in primary and secondary 

legislation. The combined value of these elements comprised the ‘gross’ (i.e., before 

deductions) entitlement. Other incomes, or benefit deductions, were then subtracted to 

reach the net award. Reflecting this calculation, Westminster described UC as a ‘variable’ 

benefit as the amount received depends on circumstances, e.g., earnings [D2.3, 2018]:    

There is a misconception that UC has elements it does not. UC is not an umbrella 

concept under which the six benefits and tax credits fall under; it is a unitary 

concept. Whilst there are different elements in the determination of a gross 

entitlement, UC is paid as one single payment whereby income is assessed against 

the total [D2.4, 2018]. 

5.7.1 Westminster’s ‘unitary’ discourse  

The description of UC as a ‘unitary’ benefit can be characterised as a particular Westminster 

discourse concerning policy and delivery. UC was considered unitary because simplification 

was conceptualised as reducing the number of distinct benefits (discussed under WPR/RQ3). 

As an integrated, in- and out-of-work means-tested benefit, UC met two different functions: 

providing a basic minimum to those with very low/no incomes and supplementing incomes 

of particular groups, such as those in paid work (Spicker, 2011, 2017). Benefits/tax credits 

which supplement incomes do not pay a fixed minimum to claimants, instead reducing as 

someone’s income rises, usually as a percentage of extra income (Spicker, 2017:9). Whilst 

UC was simpler because it reduced complexity arising from the interactions between 
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different benefits, other complexities were retained or introduced (e.g., Tarr and Finn, 2012; 

Bennett and Millar, 2022).  

This unitary discourse also concerned administration, as UC could not easily be apportioned 

into separate payments without introducing complex rules. The ‘worst outcome’ would be a 

system requiring:   

… a high level of individual processing for each split payment, either through 

requiring decision-makers to make determinations about the levels of splitting or 

one that offered a wide range of choice. There would be a costly requirement to 

gather information and evidence to determine the proportion of the split, it would 

give more scope for reconsiderations and appeals and it would lessen the focus of 

work as an outcome as energies are expended by the DWP and claimants in resolving 

issues that may arise. All of these complexities would need to be reflected in the 

code of the system and guidance to staff. In turn this would increase the scope for 

incorrectness and confusion to occur during all stages of the process [D2.4, 2018]. 

Therefore, introducing separate payments by default (rather than as an exception) and the 

complexity of dividing UC into two were also related to the UC IT (discussed under 

WPR/RQ5). Unlike the standard, single payment, implemented automatically by computer, 

splitting UC between partners as an exception was undertaken manually. More routine 

separate payments would ‘not lend itself to an automated solution’ [D2.4, 2018]. A greater 

degree of manual processing would be more expensive and require more staff [D2.6, 2018]. 

As well as cost, routine separate payments would entail 'disruption' and 'deflect limited 

resource from the improvements already prioritised for the UC system' [D2.22, 2021]. 

Although in 2012 indicating that the computer system would allow for more split payments 

to be made if necessary [D1.7, 2012], this flexibility was contradicted some four years later:  

As split payments have very low volumes we have not prioritised that for automation 

and it is not in the plan to do that anytime soon … Right now if we had lots of split 

payments in the system it would undermine something we call “autopay” and  

“autocalc” that allows us to run the operation efficiently [D2.3, 2018]. 

Westminster further argued that a default separate payment:  



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

103 
 

 would take money away from women, statistics suggesting that 60% of payees in 

couples (DWP, 2019) were women [D2.18, 2020];  

 could encourage one partner to see their half as ‘my money’ [D2.4,  2018];  

 could neglect the needs of some people for one payment, e.g., one partner ‘lacking 

the mental capacity to manage their own affairs’ [D2.4, 2018];  

 would require each partner to have a bank account when a million adults do not 

[D2.4, 2018; D2.19, 2020; D2.21, 2021];   

 would be unfair if split 50:50, which might (for example) entail giving half of an 

element payable in respect of a disabled person to their partner; and it could be 

technically difficult to apportion payments made for rent or childcare costs when 

one person may be liable for meeting these costs [D2.4, 2018].  

Nonetheless, tweaks to the single payment were made. Following concerns expressed by 

domestic abuse organisations [D2.6, 2018; D2.8, 2019], the online claiming process was 

changed to encourage claimants with children to nominate the bank account of the main 

carer of the children to receive the single payment of UC [D2.14, 2019]. The Westminster 

interviewee also regarded payment to the main carer as going with the grain of how families 

managed their money: 

… what we see irrespective of any intervention by the state is … couples deciding 

that the best thing you can do with money coming in, is to give it to the carer to 

manage [14W].  

Unlike calls for separate payments, which were regarded as disproportionate (discussed 

further in Part 2), payment to the main carer retained the single payment, therefore not 

jeopardising UC’s structure or administration, as it:   

… strikes the right balance between encouraging positive behaviour and allowing 

claimants to choose how best to manage their finances [D2.21, 2021]. 

Westminster’s unitary discourse not only reflected that UC was a single benefit, but also the 

‘singular’ approach to couples, whereby individuals living together were regarded as a single 

unit. Moreover, this unitary discourse also indicated that payment of UC to couples was 

considered a relatively minor issue, closing down debates about different forms of delivery. 
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This unitary discourse also implied that there was little significant distinction between policy 

and implementation, and further implied that the SG's administrative powers over payment 

would therefore not enable much divergence from Westminster’s approach.   

This sequential WPR analysis highlighted Westminster's problematizations of the pre-2010 

benefits system as complex, with disincentives to work, creating welfare dependency. The 

solution was, therefore, UC - a single, simpler benefit. However, assumptions underlying 

such problematizations (e.g., claimants as rational economic actors, couple togetherness 

and means-tested benefits meeting household needs) silenced other discourses such as 

economic dependence on a partner, gender impacts and different thinking in Scotland.   

Part 2: Themes  

Themes were identified from discourses identified under Part 1: couple and family 

discourses and governing practices; discourses about individually-paid means-tested 

benefits; devolution discourses and governing practices; and problem representations over 

time. Reporting on themes reflects 'integrated' rather than sequential WPR analysis (Bacchi, 

2009:101), as noted above. 

5.8. Couple and family discourses and governing practices   

Westminster problematizations contained assumptions about couple togetherness and the 

‘family’ as one unit, which referred to the family (rather than the state) meeting its needs. 

Westminster's discourses about the payment of UC to couples could have represented a 

slight shift in the state/family boundary, when compared to the ‘state interference’ in 

previous benefit arrangements. As discussed in the literature review, ‘needs’ can be 

satisfied in different ways, with means testing as a common form of targeting the 'truly 

needy' (Van Ooorschot, 2002:174).   

5.8.1 Constructing couple needs in Universal Credit 

In this study, needs concerning couples reflected traditional policy for means-tested 

benefits in assessing the couple as a single unit (financial needs) and a different notion of 

needs relating to household budgeting (money management). The WPR analysis above 
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identified the common practice and assumption that the 'household' or couple is the natural 

location of need and, therefore, the appropriate assessment unit for means-tested benefits. 

Means-tested benefits imply a concept of need concerning limited financial resources at a 

household (e.g., couple) level; thus, having a partner with resources above the entitlement 

threshold reduces the needs that the state should meet. Financial resources usually include 

regular sources of income received by each partner and (except under the former tax 

credits) any savings accrued by them. The unitary discourse identified in Part 1 also implied 

that, as UC was a single benefit and assessed couples jointly, there were no boundaries 

within UC.  

Another assumption was that most couples managed household budgets jointly, despite 

research indicating a range of practices, as well as a distinction between who receives 

payment and how money is spent (e.g., Goode et al., 1998; Lister et al., 1999; Bennett, 

2013). Instead, what was regarded as a typical practice of managing money jointly justified 

the single payment of UC to couples. 'Need' was therefore construed as where one or more 

individuals within a couple were regarded as unable or unwilling to manage household 

money to meet the needs of the family or one of its members, including for reasons of 

domestic abuse or financial mismanagement. This concept of need concerned the 'minority' 

of families, as a split payment was available only ‘… where there is a particular need but not 

as the normal principle [D2.6, 2018, emphasis added; D2.23, 2021].  

A related assumption was that being paid via one bank account matched how most families 

managed their money, i.e., making financial decisions together. The single UC payment was 

also talked about as helping couples understand the impact of work decisions on their joint 

income [e.g., D1.4, 2011; D2.3, 2018]. Nevertheless, as mentioned in Part 1, receiving 

income and managing it are two different things (e.g., Howard and Bennett, 2021). 

Moreover, having a joint bank account does not guarantee equal access or control over it by 

both partners (e.g., Bennett and Sung, 2013a).  

Therefore, if the family was regarded as the site for meeting needs (in the sense of joint 

budgeting), no state involvement was necessary. Unlike UC, the pre-2010 benefits were 

regarded as a ‘multiple-payment model for all, regardless of need’ [D2.22, 2021], and 
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payment of such benefits to either or both partners as ‘allocation by the state’ [D1.5, 2011]. 

As noted under WPR/RQ1, this implied that each partner being paid a (distinct) benefit 

amounted to state intervention (although the same could be said for giving couples just one 

payment) (Women's Budget Group, 2011).  

However, there were also oppositional discourses, expressed mainly by interviewees from 

women's CSOs, articulating a different basis for needs, with social security meeting 

'individual need' [2CSOWRE2] through providing an ‘independent income’. These discourses 

also related to ‘rights’ as being more prominent in Scotland than in Westminster (see 

WPR/RQ4). Some SG statements about its policy intention to have separate payments also 

referred to an independent income based on individual circumstances [S14, 2019]. This 

policy intention was likened to an attempt to meet individual needs, albeit within the 

'narrow confines' of UC [2CSOWRE2].   

5.8.2 The majority/minority binary and claimant subject positions  

The Westminster discourse of the family meeting its members’ needs [D1.4, 2011] also 

created a binary distinction of families, between a majority meeting their own needs and 

the minority, subject to an exceptional, discretionary process to obtain a split payment (as 

noted under WPR/RQ5).  

The majority was regarded as those who managed their finances jointly. As discussed under 

WPR/RQ6, the online prompt to nominate the main carer to receive the single payment of 

UC was regarded as ‘proportionate’ [D2.22, 2021] because for '… the vast majority of people 

the current system works' [D2.23, 2021]. In addition, nominating the main carer’s bank 

account for the single UC payment was described as ‘encouragement’ rather than ‘state 

intervention’:  

… because we can’t direct things, we haven’t got the legal power to direct things, but 

just try and nudge people ... in that direction ... let’s see ... how that goes before, if 

we need ... a more directive … intervention [14W]. 
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Caring responsibilities also reduced the activities required to meet work-related 

conditionality rules. However, the nominated carer for conditionality purposes need not be 

the same person as the main carer for payment. 

The minority, in contrast, was an ‘exception’, unable to handle the responsibility of 

managing money jointly [D1.7, 2012]. Regarded as ‘vulnerable’, this minority was therefore 

seen as appropriate for ‘alternative payment arrangements’ such as split payments [D2.1, 

2020]. Such state intervention was appropriate as split payments were based on ‘need’. 

Discretionary split payments on exceptional grounds entailed balancing safeguards and 

avoiding ‘disproportionate intrusion’ into claimants’ lives [D1.4, 2011]. However, split 

payments should not be the ‘norm’ because ‘the more you alter, the less simple and more 

complex it becomes’ [D1.3, 2011].   

Alternative payment arrangements were discretionary, with no right of appeal. They were 

to ‘prevent hardship to the claimant and their family’, if the claimant was ‘not managing 

financial affairs and not meeting their family’s day-to-day needs’ [D2.1, 2020]. To obtain a 

split payment, claimants had to notify the DWP, which entailed disclosing circumstances 

such as domestic/financial abuse [D2.21, 2021]. Guidance documents highlighted that these 

arrangements should be temporary and decided by DWP staff in light of factors such as 

addiction, domestic abuse, and multiple/complex needs [D2.1, 2020; D2.19, 2020]. These 

factors also included situations in which:   

… a single payment may lead to finances being controlled by one member of the 

household who does not have responsibility for managing the household finances 

[D1.9, 2013].  

Other forms of support for this ‘vulnerable’ group included providing a tailored service 

which recognised complex needs and provided appropriate support [D2.14, 2019]. 

Whilst domestic abuse was one category of vulnerability for different payment 

arrangements, there was also an implication that abuse only happens to a minority 

(assuming that no abuse was present where UC was paid to the woman [D2.3, 2018]). 

Automatic separate payments were therefore represented as unnecessary, Westminster 
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citing DWP estimates that 60% of couples were paid UC into a woman’s rather than a man’s 

bank account (DWP, 2019). However, these figures were based on identifying the sex of the 

account holder from the person's name, which was not always available (Women’s Budget 

Group, 2021). Apparently assuming that no abuse could be present if payment was being 

made into the woman's bank account, Westminster contended that:  

… we should not necessarily characterise the system as the payment is all going off 

to a feckless man.  It is much more nuanced and complex than that [D2.3, 2018]. 

5.8.3 Civil society subject positions 

Over time, and apparently in response to challenges, Westminster's discourse broadened 

out from problematizing the pre-2010 benefits system. As noted under WPR/RQ5, this 

discourse associated organisations advocating routine UC separate payments (such as 

women’s CSOs) with the minority of families construed as ‘needing’ split payments.  

Although engaging with domestic abuse organisations during Domestic Abuse Bill debates 

[D2.14, 2019] and on operational matters, such as training [D2.3, 2018], Westminster 

maintained that changing payment arrangements was not the answer. As mentioned earlier, 

if domestic abuse happened only to a minority, automatic separate payments would be 

disproportionate, and UC should not be changed for this minority:   

What we cannot and should not do is overhaul the entire system, which is working 

for the vast majority of people, because a certain area of it is not working for a 

smaller number [D2.23, 2021]. 

Therefore, the discourses of CSOs advocating for individual payments were characterised by 

Westminster as a:  

 ‘bit of a political symbol…a bit of a sideshow’ [D2.3, 2018]; 

 ‘totem’ [D2.18, 2020];  

 ‘solution in search of a problem’ [D2.23, 2021]; and  

 ‘political slogan’ [14W]. 

In 2021, responding to House of Lords Committee questioning, Westminster linked such 

CSOs with the minority of (vulnerable) claimants. Such CSOs were characterised as 
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concerned with a small group relative to the overall UC caseload, their recommendations 

being:    

… often made by very well-meaning organisations, because they look after a very 

important but nevertheless very small cohort of people—on the scale of the number 

of people on universal credit. That is why it is very important that where we identify 

issues of that nature, wherever we can we put in targeted interventions that can 

make a claimant’s experience better [D2.23, 2021]. 

It was further stated that this Committee:  

… gets lots of lobbying, but none of the lobbyists has to provide the answers, do 

they? … they are necessarily arguing for their point of view in all this ... The system 

has to work, full stop. We are supporting six million people ... Administration is 

important [D2.23, 2021, emphasis added].  

This discourse apparently produced a subject position for such CSOs as 'lobbyists', distanced 

from Westminster (except for staff training), rather than as partners assisting the 

Government in policy development. Thus, the UC ‘unitary’ discourse also tended to 

minimise the issue of payment of UC to couples.  

5.9 Discourses about individually-paid means-tested benefits  

As discussed in the literature review, research and academic debate have included whether 

means-tested benefits should retain joint couple assessment but be individually paid (e.g., 

Esam and Berthoud, 1991; Millar, 2004). Policy concerning the benefit unit has tended to be 

a by-product of broader objectives (Department of Health and Social Security, 1978; Roll, 

1991) and, in this study, was described as a result of having created a single benefit rather 

than a deliberate policy (14W). Although, as discussed under WPR/RQ3, ‘individualisation’ 

was included within some pre-2010 recommendations for a simpler benefit, proposals for 

UC were for ‘family’ assessment with one payment to couples (DWP, 2010b:68). UC was 

paid into one bank account nominated by the couple unless exceptional circumstances 

applied.  
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Separate payments of UC to each partner in a couple in Scotland would constitute individual 

payment rather than individual assessment. Hence, issues raised in relation to the SG’s 

policy intention for routine separate payments – such as options for calculating and 

accessing a separate payment – would also be relevant to options for individual payment in 

other means-tested contexts (Howard and Bennett, 2020).   

5.9.1 Dividing the award   

Both Westminster and the SG aimed to make payments to each partner separately, but in 

very different ways. Westminster’s UC differed from arrangements under previously distinct 

benefits, including the withdrawal of benefits as other income rises. Formerly, the Child Tax 

Credit was the last means-tested payment to be withdrawn, leaving the main carer with 

some resources after other payments were extinguished (Howard and Bennett, 2020). 

Instead, as UC was a single benefit, the gross award (i.e., the maximum entitlement before 

income was taken into account) was tapered immediately. Calculating a separate payment 

when a couple has other income was more complex than simply dividing the gross amount. 

As an integrated, in- and out-of-work benefit, calculating a discretionary split payment of UC 

involved a 'percentage' approach to apportioning the award between partners.  

Westminster referred to the calculation as allocating UC between each partner ‘according to 

individual circumstances’ [D1.9, 2013], hence:   

… neither party will receive specific elements such as that for child care. They will 

receive a proportion of the total award and be responsible for their own budgeting 

[D1.7, 2012].  

In contrast, the SG referred to its policy intention to make two separate payments of UC to 

each partner as ‘two individual entitlements’ [S.21, 2021], which also related to wider 

discourses in Scotland about social security as a right.    

Neither government had advocated a 50:50 split, as one political actor explained:  

... I wouldn’t have wanted to see [benefit] equally split if one partner was already 

earning quite nicely, and ... they found their income boosted and the other person 

still expected to live off a pittance [11PAGI].  
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In practice, though, delivering two individual entitlements within UC was complex. 

Westminster's 'unitary' discourse (elaborated under WPR/RQ6) rejected routine separate 

payments because dividing UC into two individual payments ‘would add very significant cost 

and complexity’ [D2.22, 2021] and it would involve more than dividing the maximum award. 

Another question relating to separate payment to each partner was whether a benefit 

deduction (such as for a sanction or overpayment) and income received by one partner 

should reduce the amount of benefit paid to the other.  

The SG had proposed two options [S14, 2019] for calculating a separate payment of UC to 

each partner (see Table 5.3). One option took the gross award (the total of the different 

elements within UC) and divided it between partners according to which partner qualified 

for it. Additionally, the other option attributed the income and other benefit reductions to 

the individual partner to whom they related, rather than to the couple as a whole.  

Table 5.3 Options for calculating separate payments in Scotland  
 Option 1 Option 2 

maximum award4 
standard allowance  50% each  50% each 
child element  to main carer  to main carer 
limited capability for work-
related activity element  

to disabled person  to disabled person 

carer element  to carer to carer 
income reductions 
earned & unearned income  50% each  initially applied to person 

receiving the income  
other reductions 
sanctions for non-compliance 
with work-related conditions   

as in current UC, e.g. daily rate 
of 50% of standard allowance  

as option 1 but initially 
applied only to the 
sanctioned individual  

individual reductions e.g., fines  50% each or as in current UC  initially applied to  the 
individual  

‘household’ benefit cap  50% each or as in current UC  50% each or as in current UC 

Source: summarised from Somerville (2019: Annex [S14]).  

In response, Westminster highlighted concerns that these options modified the calculation 

of UC, which was reserved to Westminster, re-stating that UC was integrated and so did not 

have free-standing elements [D2.11, 2019]. However, the different elements were detailed 

                                                             
4 The housing costs element was to be discussed: under DWP alternative payment arrangements, rent 
payments can be made to landlords first, the remainder is then split between partners   
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in regulations and entitlement related to individual circumstances. Furthermore, the 

housing cost element could be payable direct to the landlord, indicating that part of UC can 

in fact be split off and paid elsewhere (DWP, 2020). Nonetheless, Westminster characterised 

the SG options as based on 'misconceptions' which could not be 'grafted onto the system' 

[D2.11, 2019]. Furthermore, dividing the UC award into separate payments would be 

complicated because ‘It is very, very, very complex for the state to come up with a formula 

that would reflect every individual household’ [D2.24, 2021]. 

By mid-2021, the SG had accommodated Westminster’s concerns by developing a version of 

option one which, rather than individual entitlement to an element, would involve 

proportional weighting (i.e., calculating a percentage of the final award) based on:   

… a number of different ... identified characteristics ... [to] ... inform the weighting of 

a split towards a particular ... member of a ... household. So this could include things 

such as … being a primary carer ... for another member of the household, and having 

distinct ... needs elsewhere such as disability [16OS].  

For some CSO interviewees, an option taking less account of a partner's income could 

represent a shift in the distribution of income between partners [5CSOP2]. One interviewee 

from a women’s CSO indicated that the reallocation of incomes to individuals could make a 

difference:     

Particularly to the non-earning person in the couple – one person is earning, the 

second person isn’t earning or earning less, and it makes it a much more equal 

distribution, particularly [in families with] children [1CSOWRE1].  

The SG policy intention for separate payments to each partner also highlighted difficulties of 

assessing individual entitlement within a household means-test, especially within one, 

integrated, in- and out-of-work benefit. As noted by one participant from a women’s CSO, 

the structure of UC and the (narrow) scope of devolved decision-making rendered it difficult 

to divide, unlike a fully individualised system, in which one person in work would not reduce 

their partner’s income [2CSOWRE2]. 
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5.9.2 Access to a separate/individual payment   

There were also differences in how claimants could obtain access to an individual payment. 

Unlike the discretionary Westminster approach or the SG’s proposed automatic route, in 

Northern Ireland, couples could choose either to have the UC award paid into a single or 

joint account or equally split between two bank accounts (Griffiths, 2020) without 

preconditions (Meharg, 2019). However, take-up was very low, the choice was poorly 

advertised, and in any case, the IT system was not set up to make two UC payments, so a 

manual process was being used (Parliament.House of Commons, 2019b). 

The SG policy aim was for ‘automatic’ separate payments, whereby couple claimants would 

receive two payments unless they had indicated a preference for one ('opt-out'). The 

alternative was a single payment unless claimants requested two (‘opt-in’). During debates 

on the Social Security (Scotland) Bill (e.g., Scottish Parliament, 2018) the SG supported ‘opt-

out’, which:    

… means that in Scotland, the UC award would be automatically split, unless the 

claimants opt for a joint payment by electing to nominate a single bank or another 

account that the UC award can be paid into [S6, 2018]. 

However, after becoming law, post-legislative checks revealed that such an automatic split 

would modify Westminster’s power over UC, as UC is reserved (Appendix A). The legislation 

changed ‘a discretionary power’ into ‘a mandatory duty', by imposing an opt-out system 

rather than an opt-in [S10, 2018]. This approach meant that that part of the legislation could 

not stand. Despite this, the SG insisted that the policy intention was unchanged but would 

be achieved through another legislative route - the Scotland Act (2016).  

Meanwhile, women’s organisations preferred opt-out rather than ‘giving two options’ 

[2CSOWRE2] because it could create a new norm of routine separate payments, signalling 

equality and deterring abusers:  

… it’s always more difficult for perpetrators if it’s something that’s seen as different  

… they might be more seen rather than unseen in the norm [1CSOWRE1].  
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Some Scottish political actors favoured opt-out to support domestic abuse victims/survivors 

[10PAOU] or because it could give time for work coaches to investigate why someone might 

want a single payment [9PAOU]. However, others preferred opt-in [12PAOU]. One 

interviewee was concerned that claimants should make informed decisions (especially as 

the actual amount payable to each partner may be small once deductions were accounted 

for [5CSOP2]). Another poverty organisation had shifted from initially favouring opt-in to 

subsequently following women's CSOs concerns about domestic abuse and moving to a 

position favouring opt-out [4CSOP1]. 

SG officials reiterated their preference for opt-out, subject to Westminster’s agreement:  

… we would prefer it to be an opt-out … but that is again down to the conversations 

we have with the DWP. And I know from conversations with stakeholders that opt-

out would be the preferred method across the board, and that’s for obvious reasons 

... if you’re … in [an] abusive relationship and it’s not opt-out you need to choose to 

do it so it’s going to be quite difficult for people ... to make that choice … we’ve got 

contingencies in place … should the option of opt-out not be available – and that 

would be the default questions why would you not want to do it, what’s the reasons, 

that kind of thing [15OS]. 

Westminster’s view on opt-in or opt-out was not public at the time of writing, but its 

reluctance to countenance routine separate payments implied a preference for opt-in. By 

the end of the data collection period in mid-2021, no agreement had been reached by the 

two governments on either access to, or calculation of, a separate payment. Such details 

would affect how much the SG would be charged by Westminster to administer a different 

payment arrangement in Scotland.  

As with the previous theme, this analysis also highlighted that Westminster’s unitary 

discourse had downplayed the potential for individual payments of means-tested UC. 

Furthermore, despite evidence of different thinking in Scotland, the unitary discourse had 

also limited the SG’s options in practice (further discussed under the next theme).  
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5.10 Devolution discourses and governing practices  

The SG can be considered as another public arena within which needs interpretations are 

politicised and debated (Fraser, 2020:81). The WPR analysis above identified particular 

aspects of thinking differently about Westminster’s problematizations. This section draws 

out Westminster and SG discourses regarding social security devolution as a joint 

responsibility and Westminster’s devolution discourses and governing practices.  

5.10.1 Social security devolution as a joint programme   

As discussed in the literature review, social security was historically decided by the 

Westminster Government until some social security powers were included in further 

devolution to Scotland in 2016 (Mackley, 2020), representing about 15% of benefits 

spending in Scotland (Ifan and Poole, 2020; Parliament.House of Commons, 2021; Appendix 

A). Therefore, financial and power imbalances were tipped in favour of Westminster 

(McEwen et al., 2020; Torrance, 2021).  

Participants in this study described Scottish social security as a joint DWP/SG programme, 

‘sharing clients and, therefore, sharing responsibility’ [S19]. One political actor described 

this as 'very wrapped up in DWP systems' and:   

… the worst of all worlds ... so it’s not just a ‘lift and shift’, where all benefits came 

over, … we basically have had to unknit everything, build up our own system and 

then knit it back into the DWP ... it can be really frustrating because we can’t just go 

and get on with something ... we’d like it just to be more simple and on its own … So 

it’s like a jenga tower, we have to have the right bits at the right time from the DWP 

or everything just stops or falls over [13PAGI]. 

Devolution was also described as having ‘too many jagged edges’, devolved benefits being  

those on which Scotland had higher spending per head than the Westminster average:  

... but it hasn’t devolved those areas where we spend less on average, like on 

housing costs, so it’s out of kilter. We have locked in the higher cost, harder to 

reform benefits without the ... stabiliser [8CSOP3]. 
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As indicated in the literature review, there were competing visions and practices of social 

security north and south of the border (Simpson, 2017; 2022). The SG stated that the two 

governments ‘disagree pretty much on most aspects of welfare and social security policy' 

[S20, 2021]. Some participants also talked about the governments 'coming from very 

different ideologies', which made delivering a joint programme a 'difficult balancing act' 

[1CSOWRE1]. One interviewee spoke of a:    

… fundamental divergence … between the two governments as to their ... vision for 

social security ... and I think that’s real, not just ... spin ... which doesn’t always mean 

given the power of Scotland, [that it] would be fundamentally different, it just means 

that at this point there are politics, … a divergence and a tension and a conflict which 

is not being handled well. And that's a collective responsibility, but most of the 

power in that relationship still sits at Westminster [8CSOP3, emphasis added]. 

Overall, actors involved in the Scottish policy context had positive views about the SG’s 

approach to social security devolution [4CSOP1]. One political actor noted that:  

… they’re all positive, progressive changes that the Parliament has been able to take 

a different path. Not hugely different path, and probably there are people in 

Parliament who would like … changes to be made in a more ambitious way, but 

certainly taking tentative steps away from ... the UK-wide benefits system [9PAOU]. 

As highlighted in Part 1, devolved social security was rooted in legislative principles such as 

being a ‘human right and essential to the realisation of other human rights’. The SG was 

regarded as wanting to do things 'better' [8CSOP3], but, echoing Cairney (2016), the point of 

comparison was often Westminster [11PAGI]. Some CSO participants indicated that it was 

easy to talk about being different when Westminster had ‘regressive’ policies [6CSOWRE3] 

and when the SG had no powers to act [2CSOWRE2]. 

5.10.2 Westminster’s devolution discourses and governing practices   

The devolution of UC payment policy has been described as 'administrative' (Smith, 2014: 

18), reflecting that UC is reserved to Westminster and is delivered by the DWP (Appendix A). 
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Therefore, the SG can only affect UC payment policy, not its calculation, structure or 

delivery. Developed as a reserved benefit in 2010, UC was not designed for devolution:   

… we don’t have a Scottish instance of Universal Credit, we have a GB system and 

they’re built as GB, and they’re integrated, so ... working your way out of that is ... 

quite tricky [14W]. 

Westminster retained powers over when and how UC payment policy was delivered. 

Legislation referred to the practicability of implementation, such as timing and feasibility 

(Scotland Act 2016), allowing Westminster to:  

… change the implementation date of regulations passed by the Scottish Parliament 

where we think they’ve passed something that’s too soon for us to implement it, so 

we’re not allowed to disagree with the policy, and wouldn’t  ... that’s how devolution 

works, but we can say ‘I’m sorry, we can’t do that this year, we’ll need to do it in a 

year’s time or two year’s time’, or something like that [14W].  

This legislation was described as a 'failsafe' [14W] by the Westminster actor, which 

appeared to refer to reducing any risks to UC posed by devolution. Agreeing on policy with 

the SG was characterised by the Westminster actor as a 'three-legged race' between DWP 

Ministers, Scottish Ministers and officials, which could be especially tricky when they were 

'not of the same political family' [14W]. Although never formally deferring an SG timetable, 

other devolved issues had been implemented before separate payments. Westminster had:  

… jumped them to the front of the queue with some changes ... saying to them 

‘you’re not getting anything else for a long while now because … [the DWP] put you 

to the front of the queue here and put back some GB stuff in order to implement 

things’ [14W].  

As indicated in Part 1, Westminster’s 'unitary’ discourse emphasised that UC was not easily 

divided. Hence, automatic separate payments to each partner would create administrative 

and technical difficulties [D2.4, 2018]; this appeared to indicate a reluctance to make more 

than minor changes to UC payment policy, despite payment policy being devolved.  
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Westminster’s responses to questions and challenges (discussed under WPR/RQ6) indicated 

some scepticism concerning the SG’s social security capability. For example, the SG had 

ignored details of the design of UC in developing its policy, meaning that their proposals 

were inappropriate:   

… they are not a yet mature social security policy-making function ... they’re new at 

this game … how long it takes … they’ve got loads of power[s] now, but they’re just 

not taking them up [14W].   

Initially, Westminster had indicated that there was potential for policy learning from 

Scotland, stating that if separate payments were introduced:   

… and then evidence is produced to show that it is having a beneficial effect, then 

why wouldn't we look at it and see if we could adopt it as well, if it is [D2.3, 2018]? 

However, again drawing on the ‘unitary’ discourse, the two options outlined in Table 4.3 

above were described by Westminster as containing:  

… the wrong conception of how Universal Credit is constructed, and as a 

consequence could never be grafted onto the Universal Credit system ... many 

commentators assume Universal Credit has elements and is effectively a wrapper 

around six benefits. It is not: it is in fact an integrated system [D2.11, 2019]. 

As discussed earlier, Westminster discourses also referred to benefits as not 'easily 

devolvable' [14W]. Furthermore, the SG's approach was characterised as 'political' or 

symbolic (similar to the terms applied to CSOs advocating separate payment of UC to 

couples):   

… they are realising just how what looks simple, and a political slogan here, actually 

in practice is quite hard to work through [14W]. 

Gradually, the ‘unitary’ discourse appeared stronger and more critical of the SG approach:   

… I am not clear why the Scottish Government came forward with proposals that do 

not fit with the structure of UC and how it operates … We have shared documents, 

exchanged correspondence and organised and attended workshops with colleagues 
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in the SG to support their work. As a devolved matter, it is of course for Scottish 

Government officials to advise their Ministers on policy decisions … in a practical 

sense it is impossible for Universal Credit to deliver any form of split payments that 

reflect individual entitlements within a couple given that the legislation does not 

provide for entitlements in this way [D2.13, 2019, emphasis added]. 

By 2019, routine separate payments had apparently been ruled out: 

Q: So despite what happens with the Scottish pilot, you have no intention 

whatsoever of even considering looking at default split payments for the rest of the 

UK?  

A: Not by default, no [D2.16, 2019].   

Despite reiterating in March 2021 that ‘we will try to support the Scottish Government in 

setting up such a system in Scotland, and we will look at what they find in their experiences’, 

the subsequent sentence appeared to indicate reluctance: ‘However, if I am honest, to me it 

always feels like a solution in search of a problem’ [D2.23, 2021]. By this time, the SG was 

described by Westminster as 'struggling' [D2.23, 2021]. Referring to the policy 

announcement some four years earlier, this had:  

… no clear intention or basis on how it could be delivered or operationalised. We 

have been clear from the very beginning that it is a very difficult thing to do at 

volume or at scale ... It is well and good announcing a policy, but there are nearly 

always unintended consequences that you need to think through first [D2.24, 2021]. 

Therefore, not only did the legislation produce Westminster governing practices 

determining what was practicable, the Westminster discourses created a particular subject 

position for the SG,  characterising it as 'struggling' rather than as partners in a joint 

programme.  

5.10.3 Scottish discourses about payment powers  

Meanwhile, the SG had limited powers over UC payment policy and so had less scope to 

create different governing practices concerning the joint programme. Unsurprisingly, the SG 
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emphasised constraints on its powers, for example, stating that 'It is not in our gift to set the 

timetable’ [S12, 2018] and that the SG had ‘exceptionally limited powers’ over UC [S20, 

2021]. Westminster had also ‘unilaterally deprioritised’ another UC devolved power to 

mitigate the effects of the ‘bedroom tax’ [S11, 2018]:    

We can certainly say what we would like to do, but on much of it we still require the 

DWP to implement it. If it doesn’t like what we would like to do it does not have to 

implement our intended solutions for that. We may see that on split payments [S20, 

2021].  

As UC was a shared responsibility, both governments had to agree on UC payment policy 

options. Interviewees from CSOs in Scotland regarded this process as having involved 'peaks 

and troughs of activity' [4CSOP1], 'quite protracted conversations with DWP' and overall, 

amounting to 'quite a slow and dismal process' [3CSOWRE2]. Westminster had rejected 

some SG options [13PAGI]; one interviewee noted that:   

... there were some things sent to DWP to say ‘can we do this’ and they just went 

‘No’ ... they had to really simplify things down [5CSOP2].  

One participant from a women's CSO noted that there were difficulties in maintaining 

gender knowledge within this process:  

… my perception is we ... get Scottish Government officials’ heads on straight in 

terms of the gender dimension and then they go away and talk to DWP who come 

back with ... a ... practical technical consideration and then the conversation ... loops 

round again [3CSOWRE2]. 

One political actor questioned whether Westminster gave separate payments sufficient 

priority:   

… it’s not a priority for them, we’re not a priority for them ... their own programme is 

their priority, not what another government wants ... even if it’s better for women 

[13PAGI]. 

However, some CSO interviewees also questioned whether Westminster’s stance could also 

have acted as an excuse for the SG, and whether the SG was being pushed enough. Some 



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

121 
 

participants talked about a 'lack of challenge’ and 'too much willingness to give SG a bit of a 

free pass on these issues' [8CSOP3]. The SG also had 'competing policy priorities' [4CSOP1] 

such as developing its own benefits [8CSOP3]. Nonetheless, although there was evidence 

that the SG could think differently, its ability to act differently was constrained by 

Westminster. For both governments, payment of UC to couples was also associated with 

wider issues (further discussed in the next Chapter).   

5.11 Problem representations over time  

Time is an essential concept in this study, as the policy on payment of UC to couples 

developed in three distinct but overlapping stages; early development, devolution and 

increasing challenge. This research identified shifts in problematizations over this time, 

discussed earlier in this Chapter, and summarised in Figure 5.1 overleaf.   

The original problematizations of the system of distinct benefits, potentially payable to 

either or both partners in a couple, were rooted in long-standing and often dominant 

discourses about ‘welfare dependency’, although in 2010, extended to dependence on 

distinct in-work benefits (despite concerns about ‘worklessness’). Distinct benefits were also 

problematized as ‘state allocation’ and state interference in family life. Alongside these 

problematizations were oppositional discourses concerning the gender impacts of reforms 

and the potential for economic dependence on a partner.  

During the ‘devolution’ phase, these oppositional discourses became more prominent in 

Scotland, informing the SG’s policy position for separate payments to each partner. From 

2018, when the single payment faced a more significant challenge in Westminster and 

Scotland, Westminster discourses reflected the dominance of reserved benefit powers and 

governing practices over the SG. Westminster problematizations also shifted away from 

critiquing distinct benefits to problematizing those CSOs calling for separate payments (a 

‘sideshow’ or ‘symbol’) - and similarly, the SG as having limited understanding of UC and 

little social security policy capability. In minimising concerns about the single payment, 

Westminster emphasised the ‘unitary discourse’ of UC as a single, indivisible benefit.  
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 Figure 5.1: UC couple payment phases and problem representations over time 

 

 

Source: Author 

As discussed above, Westminster’s problematizations created subject positions for 

claimants (initially ‘vulnerable’ claimants who could request a split payment, and later in 

2019, a ‘main carer’ subject position as the recipient of the single payment). In the latter 

challenge phase, Westminster discourses also created subject positions for CSOs (lobbyists) 

and the SG (‘struggling’). In turn, the SG emphasised Westminster’s constraints on its power. 

Original  Westminster 
problematizations: pre-
UC benefits complex, 
create 
dependency/work 
disincentives. Paid to 
individuals but 
households budget 
jointly, represent state 
allocation, interfering 
in family life. 

Westminster discourse 
of UC as 'unitary', not 
easily divided; SG has 
wrong concept of UC; 
legal 'failsafe'. 
SG informed by 
oppositional discourses 
eg single payment 
enables abuse / 
inequality; separate 
payment aim - access to 
independent income 
based on individual; SG  
limited  powers to set 
timetable / deliver

Westminster reinforce 
discourse that 
majority manage 
money jointly, 
minority vulnerable so 
discretionary split 
appropriate. Payment 
makes no difference to 
abuse, criminal not 
benefits response.  
CSOs advocating 
separate payments 
deal with minority, but 
UC works for most. 
Advocating separate 
payments 'symbolic',  
problematizations and 
sibject positions 
extend to advocates 
e.g. CSOs (‘lobbyists’) 
and SG (‘struggling’).  

UC phase  1: 
Early development 

(2010-13) 

UC phase 2: 
Payment policy devolution

(2014-21) 

UC phase 3: 
Challenges & justifications  

(2018-2021) 



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

123 
 

Noted earlier in Chapter 4 (Methods), this research was first designed in 2018 when the 

DWP and the SG were discussing options for calculating a separate payment. An 

announcement was expected in 2019 but then delayed until 2020. Subsequently, the 

COVID-19 pandemic led to the redeployment of DWP policy staff to process a surge in UC 

claims, and both governments responded to other priorities. By 2021, when data collection 

ended, no agreement had been reached.    

As competing problematizations can co-exist over time (Bacchi, 2009) a temporal focus can 

enable shifts in emphasis of problematizations and discourses to be identified. This is 

further explored in Chapter 6 (Discussion).  

5.12 Conclusions  

This Chapter highlighted Westminster problematizations of the pre-2010 benefits system as 

complex, disincentivising paid work which created ‘welfare dependency’. Payment of 

different benefits to each partner was represented as state intervention when most families 

managed budgets jointly and met their own needs. Assumptions underlying such 

problematizations (claimants as rational economic actors, couple togetherness and means-

tested benefits meeting household needs) silenced other discourses such as economic 

dependence, gender impacts and different thinking in Scotland. Westminster’s 

problematizations created governing practices and subject positions for claimants, such as 

the 'vulnerable' claimant, having to disclose evidence of exceptional circumstances to 

receive a split payment. These problematizations also created subject positions for women's 

CSOs (as 'lobbyists' rather than stakeholders) and the SG (as 'struggling' to achieve its aims 

rather than being partners in a joint endeavour with Westminster concerning UC payment). 

Payment of UC to couples was considered by Westminster as a minor matter (‘sideshow’) 

rather than a design issue integral to UC. Although discourses in Scotland highlighted 

different ways of thinking about payment, the limits of its devolved powers constrained its 

ability to act differently. The next Chapter discusses these ‘findings’ through the theoretical 

lens of the politics of needs interpretation (Fraser, 2020) and the concept of ‘nesting‘ 

(Bacchi, 2009:21).     
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Chapter 6: Discussion  

6.1 Introduction  

This research explored discourses surrounding Universal Credit (UC) payment to couples. UC 

was a significant reform of working-age means-tested benefits, expected to affect millions 

of couples once fully implemented (currently planned for the end of 2024). This research 

primarily focussed on discourses relating to payment of UC to couples, although it also 

recognised the gendered implications of UC and of couples.   

Using the ‘What’s the Problem Represented to be?’ (WPR) approach (Bacchi, 2009), the 

study examined the problematizations of the Westminster Government, including its 

Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), of the multiple benefits pre-dating UC. Also 

examined were the assumptions underlying such problematizations, and the different 

thinking underpinning the Scottish Government’s (SG) proposed alternative. Four themes 

were explored: couple and family discourses and governing practices; discourses about 

individually-paid means-tested benefits; devolution discourses and governing practices; and 

problem representations over time.  

As discussed in Chapter 3, the poststructural framework guiding this study concerned the 

concepts of problematizations and discourses, particularly needs discourses (following 

Fraser, 2020). UC was announced in 2010, and the policy on payment of UC to couples was 

devolved to the SG in 2016, so the concepts of time and space were important. Therefore, 

this research applied WPR (Bacchi, 2009) to explore problematizations concerning the 

payment of UC to couples across different contexts. The ‘politics of needs interpretation’ 

was used to explore discourses of needs contested across different ‘moments’ and different 

'political' spaces (Fraser, 2020:76). Building on Bacchi and Fraser, this study’s original 

contribution to knowledge lies in developing a two-dimensional model of nesting (discussed 

in sections 6.4, 6.5).   

This Chapter assesses the Westminster and SG needs discourses using Fraser's ‘politics of 

needs interpretation' (2020:73) and her other work on recognition and redistribution 

(2003, 2019, 2020).  It then considers the additional research questions (RQs) outlined in 
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Chapter 1: bringing together the approaches of Bacchi (2009) and Fraser (2020); and 

problematizations differing across policy contexts. Finally, the Chapter explores 'nested' 

problematizations and discourses.  

6.2 Needs discourses and responses: boundaries, redistribution and 
recognition  

The ‘Findings’ Chapter highlighted that, under the pre-2010 system of distinct benefits paid 

for different purposes, several payments could be made to a couple, potentially to either or 

both partners. The Westminster discourse was that the UC single payment was the best way 

to meet the couple's needs, as most families were assumed to manage their household 

budgets jointly. Payment of UC to each partner was only available for the minority of 

families who ‘needed’ them because they were unable or unwilling to manage their family 

budgets jointly. This minority was regarded as 'vulnerable', which justified state intervention 

through split payments under an exceptional, temporary and discretionary arrangement. In 

contrast, discourses in Scotland referred to individual needs and the provision of 

independent incomes to meet individual circumstances. More significantly, actors in 

Scotland also expressed 'rights' discourses, reflecting the broader rights-based principles for 

the SG's devolved social security system. As highlighted in the WPR analysis, Westminster’s 

approach can be characterised as ‘singular’, regarding couples on UC as rational economic 

actors operating as a single unit. In contrast, the SG’s approach could be described as 

‘plural’/differentiated, acknowledging individual interests and autonomy, and gender issues, 

within a couple household.  

Discourses about what counts as a ‘need’ often include how such a need should be met; 

Fraser (2020:73) sees this as potentially involving movements in the boundaries between 

political, domestic (personal) and economic spheres (Fraser, 2020:73). In this study, 

compared to previous payment arrangements, UC represented a small but significant shift in 

the boundary between the state and the family, from the political to the domestic in 

Fraser’s terms. This shift was achieved through Westminster problematizing distinct 

benefits, potentially paid separately, as ‘state allocation’, and reinforcing concepts of need 

based on a couple family.  
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A further boundary was between Westminster as the primary basis for a 'national' welfare 

state and Scotland's devolved social security powers – in Fraser’s terms (2020:81, two 

‘publics’. Whilst formal devolution of some social security powers could be regarded as a 

boundary shift towards Scotland, this was less evident with the UC payment policy. UC 

remained a reserved benefit, decided and delivered by Westminster. Despite the different 

discourses of each government, as far as payment policy was concerned, the boundary 

between these two public domains was still very much contested.  

Responses to needs can be further considered through Fraser's (2003) concepts of 

redistribution and recognition. As discussed in Chapter 3, redistribution refers to economic 

aspects and recognition concerns status, although these are interlinked.  

Redistribution from the state occurs when people claim a means-tested benefit such as UC 

because they have no or low income, redistribution being an important social security 

function (Walker, 2005). This study concerned a different form of ‘redistribution’, i.e., within 

the household. Both Westminster's single payment of UC and the SG's policy intention to 

give each partner a separate payment could potentially result in different allocations of 

resources between the couple. Although it is possible to distinguish between who receives 

an income and how it is subsequently shared within a household (e.g., Bennett, 2013), the 

single payment risked giving more power to one partner to control household resources 

(e.g., Women's Budget Group, 2011). Designed as a single benefit, UC also ignored previous 

arrangements that payments labelled as being for children (such as the former means-

tested Child Tax Credit, which UC is replacing) should be paid to the person with the main 

responsibility for children (HM Revenue and Customs, 2015). In contrast, the online prompt 

to UC claimants to nominate the bank account of the main carer of children is to receive the 

entire UC award. This encouragement to nominate the main carer was mainly based on 

domestic abuse concerns [D2.8, 2019], but could also place the main carer as the partner 

controlling the entire UC award (also discussed below). Under previously distinct benefits, 

sequential tapering as income rises (described in the last Chapter) potentially left the main 

carer with some resources after other payments were extinguished (Howard and Bennett, 

2020). UC’s integrated nature may therefore affect the intra-household distribution of 

incomes differently. The SG policy intention to make separate payments to each partner 
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could (in theory) enable some limited redistribution within the couple household towards 

the lower-income partner [1CSOWRE1], though to what extent will depend on the precise 

formula agreed for apportioning the UC award between partners.   

Recognition concerns social status, so such a state response to needs includes cultural or 

symbolic change (Fraser, 2003:13). For example, payment to the main carer has offered 

some recognition of child-rearing. However, it may also have reinforced a particular division 

of labour within families (e.g., Griffiths et al., 2020). Recognition can also take place without 

redistribution; examples from this study included Westminster's recognition of 

domestic/financial abuse through operational changes (e.g., training and signposting) and its 

arrangements for discretionary split payments when 'needed' on the grounds of abuse or 

mismanagement [D2.6, 2018; D2.1, 2020]. Otherwise, payment issues were considered 

irrelevant to abuse (which could happen under different benefit systems [D2.2, 2018]). In 

contrast, the SG recognised abuse as a cause and consequence of gender inequality and the 

UC single payment as a potential enabler of abuse.   

Recognition may also have been linked to the creation of ‘subject positions’ through 

particular problematizations (Bacchi, 2009:16). As with needs discourses discussed above, a 

minority of families was regarded as 'in need' due to the inability/unwillingness to manage 

budgets jointly. This problematization produced the subject position of a 'vulnerable 

claimant' as an appropriate target for state intervention through a discretionary split 

payment, available only on exceptional grounds, requiring them to disclose abuse or 

financial mismanagement. Also mentioned earlier, the 'main carer' was another subject 

position. As the conduit for the entire UC, the main carer may also have borne responsibility 

for managing household budgets. Main carers may have reduced work-related obligations if 

also nominated as the lead carer for work-related conditionality purposes.  

In summary, this study indicated that, as well as differing discourses about needs and rights 

concerning the payment of UC to couples, potentially, there were both redistribution and 

recognition effects, which could also affect the subject positions of claimants, described in 

Chapter 5. As separate payment of UC for couples in Scotland remains a policy intention, 

such effects will depend on how payment will be accessed and calculated. However, this 
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analysis of the potential for different redistribution and recognition responses was another 

indication that policy concerning the payment of UC to couples was not simply 

administrative (Smith Commission, 2014).   

6.3 Additional Research Questions   

This section considers the RQs beyond the WPR-related questions, concerning bringing 

together the approaches of Bacchi (2009) and Fraser (2020), and problematizations 

differing across policy contexts. 

6.3.1 Bringing together Bacchi and Fraser  

This study combines the work of Bacchi (2009) and Fraser (2020) through using Bacchi’s 

WPR as an analytical tool and Fraser’s politics of needs interpretation as a theoretical lens. It 

draws on Bacchi’s (2021d) distinction between tools (as techniques) and lenses (as a 

perspective on selected aspects of social relations, or topic). Using WPR enabled 

problematizations and discourses to be identified, whilst Fraser’s politics of needs 

interpretation (2020) enables analysis of specific discourses about needs.   

Whilst WPR opens up considerations of differences over time and space (discussed in 

section 6.4 below), Fraser’s theorisation of interpreted needs enables a richer analysis of 

these differences; her ‘three moments’ in the development of contested needs discourses 

offers a lens for exploring such discourses over time (Fraser, 2020:76). She also defines the 

‘political’ context of contested needs interpretations as either institutional or discursive 

(Fraser, 2020:80), enabling exploration of ‘space’.   

The policy of payment of UC to couples invokes issues of time and space; over ten years, 

initially in the Westminster ‘space’, alternative thinking formally and discursively developed 

in the SG ‘space’ mid-way through the decade. The combination of Bacchi and Fraser 

therefore offered an opportunity to explore time, space and discursive aspects of UC couple 

payment policy. These considerations formed the basis for expanding Bacchi’s concept of 

‘nesting’ as two-dimensional (discussed in section 6.4), highlighting the value of combining 

insights from both authors in this way.  
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6.3.2 Problematizations differing across policy contexts  

WPR emphasises that different accounts across cultures or over time can open up 

alternative ways of thinking (Bacchi, 2009). Something can be considered a ‘problem’ under 

particular practices and relationships (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016:22). Thus, WPR is 

particularly helpful as an analytical tool in encompassing dimensions of time and space.  

In this study, Westminster’s problematizations dominated, as UC remained ‘reserved’ to 

Westminster (only payment policy was devolved). The UC ‘unitary discourse’ could also be 

seen as a governing practice concerning the ‘shared responsibility’ between both 

governments. As discussed in the ‘Findings’ Chapter, the devolution of UC payment policy 

to Scotland part-way through the decade also enabled some alternative thinking from the 

dominant Westminster discourse. Summarised in Table 5.2, distinct discourses and 

practices in Scotland (such as engaging CSOs in policy development) formed a different 

context for the payment of UC to couples. Knowledges of civil society organisations (CSOs) 

concerned with women’s rights and equality were already evident in the SG’s strategy for 

tackling domestic abuse as a cause and consequence of gender inequality. Also shaping the 

different context for problematizations in Scotland was the discourse of devolved social 

security assistance as rights-based, which, although not directly applicable to UC, framed 

the SG’s approach to social security. Westminster problem representations also evolved 

over time from problematizing the former benefits system to problematizing certain CSOs 

and the SG (section 5.11). 

Chapters 2 (Policy background) and 3 (Literature review) highlighted that discourses 

surrounding the 2014 independence referendum included critiques of Westminster’s 

austerity and ‘welfare reforms’, with Scotland’s approach portrayed as more progressive 

(e.g., McEwen, 2017; Wiggan, 2017). Diverging from Westminster could thus reinforce 

arguments about constitutional change (Simpson, 2022). The uneven devolution settlement 

also reflected Westminster’s dominance in retaining majority control over policy and 

delivery of UC.  

Using Fraser’s (2020) concept of needs discourses, the SG became another public arena for 

the politicisation of a particular needs interpretation – implicitly locating payment on an 
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individual rather than couple basis (discussed in Chapter 5). Further contestation was 

evident over the content and administration of that particular needs interpretation (e.g. in 

calculating the amount of a separate payment and how claimants could access it).  

The following section considers findings across time and space in light of the framework 

discussed above.  

6.4 Needs and nesting over time and space   

‘Nesting’ can be seen as a two-dimensional concept; the first dimension relates to time and 

space, discussed in this section; the second dimension relates to discourses (especially 

concerning ‘needs’ discourses), considered in section 6.5 below.  

As explored in Chapter 3, ‘needs’ is a contested concept, interpreted differently (discussed 

in Lister, 2010; Gregory, 2018; Dean, 2020). Fraser’s ‘politics of needs interpretation’ offers 

a lens for viewing contested needs discourses over time and space, identifying three distinct 

but inter-related moments (2020:76). These can be summarised as:  

1. The struggle to establish (or deny) the political status of a need in the public domain. 

Central to this process are oppositional discourses (e.g., from social movements, 

voicing 'hidden' needs) and 'reprivatisation' discourses (e.g., articulating entrenched 

or taken-for-granted needs interpretations, which may involve 'de-politicisation');  

2. Once established as political, rival interpretations focus on the content of that need, 

often expressed in (contested) expert needs discourses (deployed by state agencies 

or institutions of knowledge production such as think-tanks or CSOs); and  

3. When politicised needs are translated into objects of state intervention, there are 

often further contestations about their administration.  

These moments also link to Fraser's distinction between 'thin' and 'thick' needs. Thin or 

general needs may be relatively uncontroversial. In contrast, thick or more detailed 

interpretations of needs and what is required to satisfy them may be more contested 

(Fraser, 2020:73). Therefore, thick needs may be most evident in debates during the content 

and administration moments.   



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

131 
 

In this research, the politics of needs interpretation framework highlights the interplay of 

needs discourses across time (a decade of UC policy) and space (the UK and Scottish 

governments), outlined in Table 6.1 below.  

The sequence of these 'moments' did not neatly coincide with the phases identified for 

policy development on the payment of UC to couples (though they overlap). The moments 

also featured differently in the Westminster and SG political arenas as devolution of powers 

came after UC was initially designed. The second and third moments (of content and 

administration) also overlap with each other and remain contested by both governments at 

the time of writing. Thus, there is no settled ‘interpretation’ agreed upon by the two 

governments, remaining unfinished business for now.  

Table 6.1: UC phases and needs interpretation moments  
UC couple payment phase Needs interpretation moments  

1: Early development 
(2010-13)  
 

Moment 1: ‘politicisation’ in Westminster, marked by the success 
of the re-privatisation discourse. Boundary shift away from 
public/state towards private/family responsibility.  

2: Payment policy 
devolution (2014-21)  
 

Moment 1: ‘politicisation’ in Scotland, a new ‘public’ with new 
dynamic of re-privatization and oppositional discourses.  
Boundary shifts between Westminster and (limited) SG powers over 
UC payment policy.  
Moment 2:  ‘content’ in Westminster regarding (e.g., calculation of 
separate payments, also how they would be obtained). 
Also moment 3: ‘administration’ in Westminster (also in 
counteracting the SG, e.g., how claimants could obtain separate 
payments).  

3:  Challenges and 
justifications  (2018-2021)  
 

Moment 2: ‘content’ in Westminster continues despite challenges. 
Moment 3: ‘administration’ in Scotland begins (expert needs 
discourses (DWP, SG, CSOs) with different needs interpretations). 

Source: Author 

6.4.1 Nesting over time  

Payment of UC to couples was identified as taking place across three time periods. The first 

UC phase was characterised by the dominance of Westminster's reprivatisation discourse, 

which problematized the pre-UC multiple and distinct benefits, potentially payable to either 

partner, as ‘allocation by the state’. The solution, the UC single payment to couples, allowed 

the family itself to decide on how to meet its members’ needs and aligned with assumed 

joint budgeting and income-pooling. Discretionary split payments were only available on 
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exceptional grounds for those deemed in need of them, which justified state intervention 

(through a split payment). 'Need' was also related to the joint couple means test, whereby 

the resources of one partner can be regarded as reducing the other’s need for state 

support.  

The early development of UC can be seen as rooted in re-privatisation discourses, possibly 

in response to potentially ‘de-familializing’ reforms from the previous New Labour 

government regarding the family (see Daly, 2020) and gender (Pascall, 2008). Oppositional 

discourses, notably from CSOs and the SG, were instead concerned with the possibility of 

introducing routine payments to each partner. Such payments were conceptualised as a 

'right' and aligned with Scotland's rights-based social security principles.  

Over time, there was a shift in emphasis within problematizations, which can be seen as a 

form of nesting. Westminster problematized organisations (such as women's CSOs and the 

SG) which were advocating more routine, separate UC payments of UC to each partner in a 

couple. This problematization nested within the initial problematization of the former 

benefits system. Within this re-problematization, Westminster created subject positions for 

women’s CSOs as ‘lobbyists’ rather than stakeholders. From initially indicating the potential 

for policy learning from Scotland, Westminster subsequently characterised the SG as 

'struggling' to achieve its aims rather than being partners in a joint endeavour with 

Westminster concerning UC payment. 

The second and third moments in Fraser's (2020:76) politics of needs interpretation concern 

debates about the substantive content of needs and how they could be administered. These 

moments were reflected in the second and third UC phases, within which debates included 

how to apportion payments to each partner and how individuals might obtain access to 

such separate payments. Westminster's 'unitary' UC discourse relates to Fraser's moments 

of content (concerning calculating an individual payment) and administration (regarding 

how it would be obtained).   

From examining discourses through these moments, this research questions the assumption 

that UC payment is simply 'administrative' (Smith Commission, 2014:18). The politics of 

needs interpretation regards administration as one of the moments when needs discourses 
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are contested and relate to earlier moments. Similarly, WPR concerns ‘governing', which 

includes practices and implementation (Bacchi, 2021d). Therefore, regarding administration 

as distinct from policy neglects the role of problematizations and discourses which shape 

the parameters for considering and achieving implementation.  

Further contestations over the content and administration of the SG’s policy of separate 

payments of UC to each partner in a couple were paused during COVID-19, when a surge in 

UC claims led to the redeployment of DWP policy staff into operational roles, delaying 

discussions between the two governments. However, by mid-2021, when the data collection 

for this study ended, agreement on how to deliver the SG’s separate payments policy had 

not been reached. Therefore, at the time of writing, the outcome of debates relating to 

Fraser’s moments of content and administration (2020:76) of the SG’s separate payments 

policy remains unclear, as unfinished business within UC payment policy.   

6.4.2 Nesting over space 

As discussed above, ‘space’ in this study refers to the WPR understanding of 

problematizations potentially differing by context (Bacchi, 2009), and space as ‘conceptual 

distances and differences’ (Bletsas, 2012:37). Space also links to Fraser’s concept of shifting 

boundaries between political, domestic and economic domains through the politics of needs 

interpretation (2020:73). In particular, space can refer to the related concepts of ‘publics’ 

and ‘political’; Fraser defines ‘political’ in two ways; an institutional sense, i.e., government, 

and in a discursive sense, i.e., a public domain within which needs discourses are debated 

(2020:80). Thus, different public arenas can ‘politicise’ needs interpretations differently; and 

such public spaces can differ, such as by their ideology, class or relative power (Fraser, 

2020:81).  

In this research, space within the first ‘time and space’ dimension referred primarily to the 

institutions and practices of both governments. Space was conceptualised differently under 

the second dimension of wider welfare state discourses, drawing on Fraser’s other 

definition of ‘political’, i.e., discursive arenas (2020:81).  
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Therefore, the first dimension of space involved formally nested powers, as the SG's control 

over UC payment policy was located within Westminster's reserved powers over UC 

(Appendix A). Hence, a critical ‘space’ difference was the relative power of the Westminster 

Government. Other differences included discourses and practices of engaging CSO 

knowledges; whilst Westminster was criticised for its partial engagement with stakeholders 

concerning UC, the SG took a more collaborative stance in engaging CSOs in its policy 

development. For example, knowledges deployed by women's CSOs included the gender 

impact of policies and specific issues such as domestic abuse, which were said to have 

influenced the SG’s early commitment to separate payments (Strickland, 2017). Other CSO 

knowledges, especially deployed by poverty CSOs, included technical social security 

knowledges. Some interviewees hinted that whilst the SG had continued to engage 

women’s CSOs, it may also have looked towards the knowledges of poverty CSOs during the 

increasingly detailed, latter stages of policy development.  

The concept of nesting over time and space highlights how different problematizations 

evolved, particularly when challenged, and how different contexts generated different ways 

of thinking. The following section draws out the second dimension of nesting: within wider 

welfare state discourses.   

6.5 Nested problematizations and discourses  

As discussed earlier, a WPR analysis enables researchers to explore how problematizations 

relate to one another and wider discourses (in this case, concerning welfare state 

discourses). As discussed above, this second dimension of nesting refers to Fraser’s 

understanding of ‘political’ as discursive arenas (2020:81).  

This study identified two areas in which problematizations nested within broader welfare 

state discourses. One discourse concerned debates about the concept of need located at a 

‘family’ level and the state/family boundary. The other related to ‘constitutional’ debates 

about whether Scotland should be an independent country and the boundary between 

Westminster and the SG concerning social security. 
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6.5.1 ‘Family’ nesting   

As discussed in Chapters 3 and 5, this form of nesting (visualised in Figure 6.1) concerns 

Westminster’s problematizations of the pre-2010 system of multiple benefits. This 

problematization nested within assumptions about the couple as the natural assessment 

unit for means-tested benefit, which in turn related to discourses about needs of family 

members being met by the family itself (related to familialization). Debates were also 

nested within broader 'welfare dependency' discourses, which envisaged a more limited 

role for the welfare state (and therefore, knock-on effects on support from a (couple) 

family).    

Figure 6.1: ‘Family’ nesting   

 

Source: Author  

The ‘Findings’ Chapter described Westminster’s problematization of the pre-2010 distinct 

benefits, paid for different purposes, and potentially paid to either or both partners. This 

system was represented as complex, disincentivising paid work, and more specifically, 

dictating how families managed their budgets, amounting to state intervention in family life. 
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neutrality, the potential for gendered implications remained, for example emphasising one 

partner as the main carer (Chanfreau, 2022).   

Problematizing the pre-2010 system was also nested within discourses of ‘welfare 

dependency’ (whereby people become accustomed to life on benefits) and linked 

assumptions that, for example, claimants were rational actors, that couples were a single 

unit, and needs were located at a family (rather than individual) level. Related discourses 

and policy concerned ‘familialization'; debates highlighted in this study particularly 

emphasised ‘household’ (i.e., couple) needs.  

Such assumptions about the family neglected concerns about potential economic 

dependence on a partner and reduced financial autonomy. Less state ‘dependency’ can 

mean more family dependence, as illustrated in feminist literature highlighting women’s 

economic dependence on a partner (e.g., Lister, 1990: Fraser and Gordon, 1994; Fraser, 

1997; Lister, 2020), and in this study articulated by oppositional discourses expressed by 

women’s CSOs and the SG.  

Research has also considered the scope for welfare states to ‘de-familialize’ (i.e., facilitate 

an individual’s ability to uphold a socially acceptable standard of living independent of 

family relationships (Lister, 1994:37; Daly, 2020).  As discussed in the literature review, de-

familialization includes whether benefit entitlement should be based on the ‘household’ or 

the individual (e.g., Ciccia and Sainsbury, 2018). A couple means test assumes financial 

interdependence, irrespective of views or reality; entering cohabitation can entail the loss of 

benefit entitlement (Dean, 2015; Griffiths, 2017). Therefore, practices within the benefits 

system which flow from these assumptions include decisions about the couple as the 

assessment and payment unit. Westminster's discourses of 'welfare dependency' and UC as 

'unitary' neglected the potential for individualisation (of payment at least). Instead, as was 

suggested under previous reforms (Roll, 1991), individualisation has more often been a by-

product of other reforms rather than a matter in its own right.  
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6.5.2 ‘Constitutional’ nesting  

Westminster’s problematization of the SG’s policy aim to make separate payments to each 

partner in a couple was also nested within wider welfare state discourses concerning social 

security devolution (Appendix A). This discourse also related to broader 

political/constitutional debates about whether Scotland should be an independent country 

(summarised in Figure 6.2). Such discourses included the extent of social security devolution 

in Scotland and different approaches to social security by each government.  

Therefore, the 'problem' of UC payment policy devolution was also linked to wider welfare 

state discourses about Westminster as the location of the 'national' welfare state and UK 

constitutional debates about Scotland's independence (e.g., Simpson, 2022).     

Figure 6.2: ‘Constitutional’ nesting  

 

Source: Author  

As noted earlier, UC was designed to be UK-wide; a policy to routinely pay each partner 

separately challenged the concept of UC as a single benefit. Although initially indicating that 
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emphasised the legislative limits of the SG's powers, perhaps implying that the SG should 

not diverge very much from Westminster's approach. In turn, the SG discourses emphasised 

constraints on its decision-making, given that the SG’s policy was dependent on 

Westminster's views about feasibility and implementation. The SG also saw Westminster as 

failing to prioritise the SG's policy aims.  

Although described as a 'joint programme', there were power imbalances between the two 

governments, including spill-over effects whereby the decisions of one government can 

have an impact on the other (Swenden and McEwen, 2014; McEwen and Keating, 2017)).  

Westminster's 'unitary' discourse further represented the SG's policy intention as 

challenging to operationalise, criticising the SG for lacking social security knowledge and 

policy capability. Westminster also criticised the SG for proposing policy options that failed 

to fit with the structure of UC and for announcing a policy without first thinking through any 

'unintended consequences', characterising the SG as 'struggling'.  

For actors in Scotland, partial devolution of social security was linked to wider discourses 

about social security as rights-based and to the purpose of devolution as enabling 

divergence. Discourses about rights-based social security devolution were, in turn, 

associated with broader debates about constitutional issues within the UK. For example, 

during and immediately after the Scottish independence referendum, there had been 

competing discourses about the role of the welfare state (e.g. McEwen, 2017; Wiggan, 

2017; Keating and McEwen, 2020). UC had also featured in these debates. Subsequently, the 

Smith Commission process, which recommended devolution of aspects of policy on the 

payment of UC, also highlighted UC as a particularly contested and political area of 

devolution (e.g. Kenealy, et al., 2017; Peterkin and Maddox, 2014).   

The SG’s policy aim for separate payments of UC to each partner in a couple, drawing on 

women’s CSO discourses, was also consistent with the SG distancing itself from Westminster 

reforms. Therefore, such oppositional discourses could also have contributed to the SG's 

broader constitutional aims of independence for Scotland. Perhaps, as has been found in 

other research into devolved policy (Thomson, 2018), a specific problematization (such as 

payment of UC to couples) may also become a proxy for other issues.   
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6.6 Conclusions  

Combining Bacchi (2009) and Fraser (2020) enabled a focus on needs discourses; this 

facilitated theoretical development of time and space, expanding Bacchi’s concept of 

nesting. This research has also highlighted different problematizations across the distinct 

policy contexts of Westminster and the SG. For example, problematizations, and related 

needs discourses, shifted in emphasis over time (a decade of UC payment policy 

development) and space (Westminster and Scotland). Westminster's discourses tended to 

dominate the debates which have shaped UC, despite oppositional discourses (notably from 

women's CSOs and the SG). For example, the two governments used different discourses 

about how to calculate and gain access to an individual payment and were nested within 

different interpretations of needs and rights, also questioning the view that payment policy 

was simply an administrative matter.  

Westminster's discourse about UC as unitary and problematizations concerning the 

payment of UC to couples were also related to two wider discourses about the welfare 

state. One such discourse concerned the family as the basis of needs; the other involved 

constitutional issues regarding which authority delivered social security, relating to the role 

and constitution of the UK as a union of nations and whether Scotland should be an 

independent country. Following Fraser, these discourses can also be seen as contested 

boundaries - between family and state and between the two ‘publics’ of Westminster and 

the SG concerning social security responsibilities (2020:80).  

This framework informs this study's original contribution to knowledge, which is further 

discussed in the next Chapter. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion   

7.1 Introduction  

Chapter 5 discussed the ‘findings’ from this research – in inverted commas to reflect that 

data are not ‘facts’ but produced in social processes (Bacchi, 2022c). Here, these ‘findings’ 

are summarised, and then 'nesting' is discussed as the study's main contribution to 

knowledge, followed by consideration of the significance and limitations of this research.   

Exploring discourses surrounding Universal Credit (UC) payment to couples, this research 

examined the Westminster Government’s policy and the Scottish Government's (SG) 

proposed alternative for UC couple claimants in Scotland. Announced in 2010, UC replaced 

six means-tested benefits/tax credits with a single benefit, intended as a radical 

simplification. Westminster policy was for a single payment to couples, split between 

partners only under exceptional circumstances for 'vulnerable' claimants. UC was designed 

as a UK-wide benefit, but in 2016 policy on payment of UC to couples was devolved to 

Scotland (devolution is explained in Appendix A). Unlike Westminster, the SG's policy 

intention for couples in Scotland was for routine separate payments to each partner.  

This research took a 'poststructural' perspective, and involved a discourse analysis of the 

payment of UC to couples. This study applied ‘What’s the Problem Represented to be’ 

(WPR) approach as an analytical tool (Bacchi, 2009; 2021e) and the ‘politics of needs 

interpretation’ as a theoretical lens (Fraser, 1989a, 1989b, 2020). The research questions 

(RQs), discussed below, followed the six-part WPR ‘problem-questioning’ approach.   

7.2 ‘Findings’ summarised  

The data from documents and semi-structured interviews was presented in Chapter 4 under 

the six WPR questions and then as three themes. This section summarises the ‘findings’ 

under each RQ.   
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1. What ‘problem’ is represented by the single payment of Universal Credit to couples 
(with a ‘split payment’ exception)?  

The benefits system which pre-dated UC comprised distinct in- and out-of-work means-

tested benefits/tax credits, payable for different purposes. This 'multiple benefit' system 

was problematized by Westminster as complex and creating disincentives to paid work, 

drawing on ‘welfare dependency’ discourses which saw the ‘problem’ as claimants relying 

on benefits rather than paid work. Distinct benefits, which could potentially be paid to 

either or both partners in a couple, were also said to neglect that couples managed 

household budgets jointly, that separate income streams undermined personal 

responsibility and represented 'allocation by the state'. Instead, UC was proposed as a single 

benefit, with a single payment for couples (who had to nominate one bank account for UC 

payment), with discretion to split the award between each partner in exceptional 

circumstances such as domestic/financial abuse. 

2. What assumptions underlie Westminster’s view of the Universal Credit payment 
arrangements for couples? 

Assumptions informing these problematizations related to the ‘welfare dependency’ 

discourse, such as the belief that claimants were rational actors responding logically to 

financial incentives. Couples were implicitly regarded as rationally responding to incentives 

and managing money jointly as one unit rather than having joint and individual interests. 

Related assumptions concerned the concept of needs, whereby a (couple) family should 

meet the needs of its members (rather than relying on the state). Needs discourses were 

examined as a theme (outlined below).  

3. How have these problematizations come about?  

These problematizations emerged from activities of various political actors, academics and 

think-tanks concerned about benefit simplification and proposing a single working age 

benefit during the 2000s. The Centre for Social Justice think-tank, established by a former 

Conservative Party leader when in opposition, was pivotal in paving the way for UC. 

Following the 2010 General Election, the Westminster Government announced UC, which 

integrated in- and out-of-work means-tested benefits/tax credits.  
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4. What’s missing or regarded as un-problematic in these problematizations?  

Problematizations of the pre-2010 benefits system had silenced other concerns, such as the 

implications of reduced support from the state, e.g., the potential for economic dependence 

on a partner, associated loss of financial autonomy and the risk of financial coercion. Also 

missing were considerations of potential gender impacts of UC and evidence concerning 

money management practices within couple households.  

The devolution of powers over UC payment policy in Scotland also created an opportunity 

for thinking differently about the payment of UC to couples. The SG differed from 

Westminster in having rights-based social security principles, linking domestic abuse to 

gender inequality, and greater engagement of civil society organisation (CSO) knowledges in 

policy. Devolution was another theme (outlined below).  

5. What effects are produced by these problematizations?  

This study highlighted the potential discursive effects of these problematizations (as 

claimants’ lived experience was not included in this research). Three main discursive effects 

were identified. Emphasising the ‘family’ made it harder to think about individuals; 

emphasising needs obscured rights; and constructing UC as a ‘unitary’ benefit limited the 

SG’s thinking on options for separate payment of UC to each partner in a couple in Scotland. 

Potential governing practices embedded in Westminster’s problematizations also created 

‘subject positions’ for claimants and organisations promoting separate payments, such as 

CSOs and the SG. For example, CSOs were characterised as 'lobbyists' rather than 

stakeholders, and the SG as ‘struggling’ rather than partners engaged in a joint social 

security programme.  

6. How and where have these problematizations been questioned and justified?  

The single payment of UC to couples was one of the issues subject to questioning through 

processes involved in the passage of legislation and select committee inquiries of the 

Westminster Parliament and from the SG and Scottish Parliament. Westminster's 

justifications relied heavily on a discourse of UC as 'unitary' in design and delivery, meaning 

that payments could not easily be split routinely.  
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As well as addressing these RQs, Chapter 5 explored four themes concerning discourses 

about the payment of UC to couples.  

The first theme concerned particular concepts of 'need' invoked by Westminster. ‘Need’ 

concerned the couple's joint financial resources, so the resources of one partner reduced 

the other's needs for support from the state. In emphasising family responsibility, the 

Westminster discourse created a binary distinction between a majority of families meeting 

their members’ needs (including managing their money jointly) and the minority, unable to 

manage and therefore 'vulnerable'. A split payment was for claimants who ‘needed’ them 

due to the inability/unwillingness of one or both partners to manage household budgets 

jointly. In contrast, oppositional discourses (from women’s organisations and the SG) 

emphasised rights-based discourses and social security as meeting individual needs through 

providing an independent income, with routine separate payments to each partner. 

The second theme concerned means-tested benefits for couples. 'Individualisation' of 

benefit could concern either individual assessment or payment or both; the SG's policy aim 

of routine separate payments to each partner in Scottish couples amounted to routine 

individual payment. Concerning the calculation of individual payment, Westminster 

emphasised UC as 'unitary' and so could not be divided according to individual entitlements 

to the different elements of UC, as intended by the SG. Concerning access to an individual 

payment, Westminster policy was the single, couple payment norm with a split payment 

based on discretion and exceptional needs. Instead, the SG's policy intention was for routine 

separate payments, with claimants being able to opt out of if they preferred one payment. 

This was discussed as concerning individual needs and rights. Both approaches differed from 

the situation in Northern Ireland, where, in theory, couples could choose whether to have 

one payment or two.  

The third theme concerned the devolution of certain social security powers to Scotland in 

2016, including the payment of UC to couples, although most benefits remained 'reserved' 

to Westminster. The devolved powers over UC were a shared responsibility given that UC 

was reserved to, and delivered by, Westminster. Discourses emphasised the legislative 

constraints on the SG’s policy-making (and thus the balance of power being in 
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Westminster's favour). In addition, Westminster's discourses emphasised that benefits 

design reflected a (broadly UK-wide) national welfare state, which was not easily devolved, 

and questioned the SG’s social security policy capability. Although also emphasising limited 

UC powers, Scottish discourses aspiring to do things differently from Westminster, pointing 

to Scotland’s distinctive vision and approach (such as rights-based principles), even if their 

power to act was restricted.  

The fourth theme concerned problem representations over time. Westminster 

problematizations shifted from focusing on the previous benefits system to organisations 

promoting separate/individual payments.  

Therefore, the payment of UC to couples reflected differences between the two 

governments concerning policy objectives based on different discourses of needs and rights. 

Such differences contradict the characterisation of payment of UC to couples as a 'sideshow' 

or simply 'administrative' devolution. The findings also indicate that the problematization of 

previously distinct benefits, paid for different purposes, led to a particular form of 

simplification, reducing the number of means-tested benefits from six to one. This meant 

UC was enshrined as ‘unitary’, thus retaining complexities which did not stem from the 

interactions between different benefits, and introducing new rigidities into UC (e.g., Bennett 

and Millar, 2022).  

7.3 Contribution   

The WPR approach has enabled an exploration of the layers of assumptions and discourses 

which informed the problematizations of the diverse benefits pre-dating UC and policies 

concerning the payment of UC to couples.   

This study makes an original contribution to knowledge as it is the first to undertake policy 

analysis of the payment of UC to couples. It is also the first to explore devolution of this 

policy to Scotland, as a shared responsibility between Westminster and the SG. Although 

described as ‘administrative’ devolution, this research highlights divergent thinking and the 

distinct policy choices of each government.    



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

145 
 

7.3.1 Two dimensions of ‘nesting’  

A further original contribution to theory was to develop two dimensions of nesting: 

time/space and within wider welfare state discourses. This concept of nesting differs from 

other, specific applications in a particular field; for example, in feminist institutionalism, 

nesting is referred to as the promise and limit of new institutions within the context of 

existing (gendered) institutional arrangements (Mackay, 2014:550). Nesting, as 

conceptualised in this study, builds on Bacchi’s understanding of problem representations 

‘nesting’ within one another (2009:21), combined with Fraser’s (2020) theorisation of needs 

discourses. 

Bacchi (2009), and those applying WPR who refer to nesting (e.g. Manlik, 2019), tend to see 

nesting as discursive. This study also includes nesting within wider discourses, but then adds 

another dimension, thus expanding Bacchi’s concept of nesting. I adopt Fraser’s theorisation 

of political space to develop another axis so that ‘nesting’ becomes two-dimensional, 

encompassing both discursive and time/space aspects, depicted in Figure 7.1 overleaf. 

The ‘discourse’ dimension in this study, shown at the top of Figure 7.1, concerns ‘family’ and 

‘constitutional’ nesting.  

The ‘time/space’ dimension beneath relates to the UC payment policy phases within the 

Westminster and SG spaces.   
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Figure 7.1: Two nesting dimensions: time/space & wider discourses   
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7.3.1.1 Time and space dimension  

The time and space dimension draws on both Bacchi and Fraser. Bacchi draws attention to 

problem representations constructed differently in different places, which may also change 

over time (Bacchi, 2009). Fraser’s ‘politics of needs interpretation’ also highlights the 

contestation of needs during three ‘moments’: where an issue enters the political domain, 

then further contested regarding its content and administration (2020:76) and potentially in 

different public domains. All three moments are characterised by the interplay between 

different discourse types (re-privatisation, oppositional and expert). Fraser’s delineation of 

‘political’ includes governmental institutions and wider, discursive arenas (2020:81); this 

research related the governmental understanding of space to the first dimension of nesting, 

whilst the discursive definition concerned the second dimension. 

In this research, time related to a decade of Westminster policy-making on UC and space 

concerned the devolution of UC payment policy to the SG. Therefore, three (overlapping) 

phases in the development of UC payment policy were identified: early development (2010-

13), devolution (2017-21) and challenge (2018-21). The research used Fraser's three 

moments in the politics of needs interpretation to delineate discourses and increasingly 

detailed debates concerning establishing the political status of need, contests over its 

content and finally over its administration (2020:76). Fraser's moments did not neatly 

coincide with the different phases in the development of UC payment policy. In particular, 

the two moments of content and administration of a need were blurred, as similar issues 

and discourses were involved in each moment. For example, Westminster's 'unitary' 

discourse related to the moments of content (e.g., calculation of how much each partner 

would receive) and administration (e.g., how claimants would obtain access to such a 

payment, such as via opt-in or opt-out). However, differing interpretations of content and 

need remain contested as the two governments had not, at the time of writing, reached an 

agreement.   

7.3.1.2 Discursive dimension  

The discursive dimension of nesting concerns the interaction between specific 

problematizations and wider welfare state policy and political discourses. Although a 
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relatively under-explored aspect of WPR, the most common reference to nesting within 

WPR applications concerns broader discourses. Examples include: stigma and HIV 

problematizations (Manlik, 2019); the Australian curriculum nested within discourses of the 

future population (Philip, 2019); and the nesting of risks faced by, and embodied in, 

unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (Rigby et al., 2019). Such wider discourses involve 

the concept of ‘boundaries’, which are often contested. Boundaries also feature in the work 

of Bacchi and Fraser. For instance, in rejecting the notion of entities as ‘fixed’, a 

poststructural perspective can enable a focus on boundaries (Bacchi and Ronnblom, 2014). 

Likewise, needs discourses within the politics of needs interpretation also concern 

movements in the boundaries between the political, domestic (personal) and economic 

spheres (Fraser, 2020:80). 

In this research, the wider welfare state discourses concerning the payment of UC to 

couples involved boundaries between, first, the state and the family, and second, between 

the different ‘states’ represented by Westminster and the SG. Concerning the state/family 

boundary, compared to previous benefits, as a single benefit with one payment to couples, 

UC represented a small but significant shift from the political to the domestic (family) 

domain. Furthermore, under Westminster’s discourse of UC as unitary, there were no 

boundaries envisaged within UC itself (unlike the previous system of distinct benefits). The 

second boundary concerned the devolution of some social security benefits to Scotland, 

which could be regarded as a shift in the boundaries between the two governments. 

However, with UC payment policy, the boundary between these two public domains 

remains contested as UC remains a benefit reserved to and delivered by Westminster. 

This study adds to the work of Bacchi and Fraser by combining these two approaches in a 

novel way and in using WPR as a tool for analysis with Fraser’s (2020) politics of needs 

interpretation as a lens for theory, following Bacchi (2021e) and Van Aswegan, et al. (2019).  

7.3.2 Adding to other literatures  

This analysis has also reinforced the importance of the strand of literature that views need 

as a dominant discourse in welfare societies and as means of making a political claim 
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(Fraser, 2020; Spicker, 1993). It also complements research into the direct experiences of 

couples receiving UC (e.g., Griffiths et al., 2020; 2022).  

This research also contributes to other bodies of literature. Through considering the 

payment of benefit to couples through the lens of redistribution and recognition (Fraser, 

2003) this study adds to the body of research using Fraser’s framework, especially in 

applying the concept of redistribution to resources within a (couple) household. It also adds 

to the literature concerning Fraser’s ‘politics of needs interpretation’ (2020), as discussed in 

relation to ‘nesting’.  

The study also adds to the literature on individualisation of means-tested benefits 

concerning the payment unit (see Daly, 2020). Historically, research and debate has 

considered independent benefits for men and women, including benefit-splitting, within the 

context of a very different benefit system from today’s (Esam and Berthoud, 1991; Lister, 

1992; Duncan et al., 1994). Means-tested benefits are far more extensive than they once 

were, especially for working age claimants (Millar, 2018). As the latest iteration of means-

tested reform, UC as a single, integrated, in- and out-of-work benefit presented a more 

complex picture for individualising benefit. Nonetheless, the SG’s approach adds to debates 

concerning if and how individual payments could be made.  

Another contribution made by this research is to the literature on discourse analysis, 

specifically concerning policy analysis of UC. Related forms of policy analysis, highlighted in 

Chapter 1, included discourse analysis of UC Green and White Papers (Wiggan, 2012), WPR 

analysis of welfare reform (Richards-Gray, 2022), and gender analysis of UC (e.g., Bennett, 

2012, 2020; Cain, 2016).  

This research also adds to the expanding body of research applying WPR, being the first to 

deploy WPR on benefit payment as far as I am aware. Although some researchers have 

applied WPR together with Fraser, this has been more common with Fraser's later work 

concerning recognition, redistribution and representation (2003, 2008), such as McGarry 

and FitzGerald (2019). Fraser's politics of needs interpretation (1989a, 1989b, 2020) has 

been used in diverse countries, and subject areas, e.g., health and gender (Noonan, 2002), 



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

150 
 

Roma migrants (Cools et al., 2018), teachers strike (Welsh, 2022); but does not appear to 

have been applied to benefit payment policy.  

7.4 Significance of the research and its policy implications  

This study is significant and timely because it has implications for proposed reforms to 

means-tested benefits, and for devolution of UC payment policy.  

Decision-makers could find this study helpful when devising policy concerning payment of 

benefit to couples. This research could offer practical and policy lessons to inform debates 

about the design features of means-tested benefit reform proposals, as some referring to 

individual assessment or individual payment (which retains couple assessment). Examples 

include means-testing a proposed Participation Income (Laruffa et al., 2022) and an 

individually-assessed means-tested Guaranteed Decent Income (Commission on Social 

Security, 2022). As mentioned in Chapter 1, the idea of a Minimum Income Guarantee is 

being considered in Scotland under existing powers, which would guarantee a threshold of 

support, provided through both targeted payments and services (SG, 2021a, 2021b). This 

idea could involve raising the threshold above current levels of means-tested support 

(Statham et al., 2021), and could broadly retain couple assessment, but with various options 

for ‘household’ or individual payment, including via the primary carer or split between 

partners (Social Renewal Advisory Board 2021: 21). Such payments could be either by 

routine or choice (Statham et al., 2021). These issues echo debates about access to a 

separate payment of UC to each partner (opt-in or opt-out).  

Furthermore, the devolution of UC payment policy to Scotland has also been recommended 

for Wales (Equality, Local Government and Communities Committee, 2019; Welsh 

Government, 2021). Although regarded as administrative devolution (Smith Commission, 

2014:18), there were also concerns raised in Wales about the ‘ambiguous’ distinction 

between policy and administration (Taylor-Collins and Bristow, 2020:4). In this research, 

applying the WPR approach has illuminated different ways of conceptualising social security 

and UC payment. These differences included the varying discourses and practices of both 

governments, including different perceptions of the role of social security and gender 
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impacts. More specifically, this research has also highlighted different policy choices 

concerning the calculation of, and access to, a separate payment to each partner. Such 

differences question the supposed distinctions or boundaries between policy and 

administration, instead concurring with views that benefit payment is a political or policy 

design matter (Lister, 2011; Bennett, 2012). Therefore, this study could offer alternative 

thinking concerning further devolution of UC payment policy.  

7.5 Limitations, reflections and prospects for further research  

7.5.1 Study Limitations  

As indicated in the Methods Chapter, this study took place during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which delayed and changed the research process, and contributed to delays in both 

governments agreeing on a separate payments policy for Scotland. The interview sample 

was small and selective (reflecting the small size of the policy community in Scotland), so 

generalisations cannot easily be made from this study to other related issues. This limitation 

applies to much qualitative research but is more significant in the current study because the 

policy under investigation is a very specific policy area, the SG policy developed mainly 

within a small nation and influenced by a limited number of actors.  

Although providing a valuable framework to enable discourses and governing practices 

informing policy proposals to be interrogated and challenged, Bacchi’s WPR approach 

(2009) leaves much to researcher interpretation. Applying the WPR questions in sequence 

tended to fragment the analysis, and drawing on evidence from beyond the datasets risked 

repeating aspects of the literature review. On the other hand, presenting data in an 

integrated approach could potentially obscure the researcher's approach to analysis. Studies 

applying WPR could benefit from reporting both approaches.  

7.5.2 Reflections and WPR Step 7  

Studying problematizations can encourage reflection on research practice and standpoints, 

and WPR includes an additional ‘Step 7’ for researchers to apply the WPR questions to their 

own problem representations (Bacchi, 2009:48). This is often ignored (Bacchi, 2021e:9), 

Tawell and McCluskey (2022) being an exception. Step 7 is a form of researcher reflexivity, 
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also discussed in the Methods Chapter. As previously mentioned, my DWP role meant that I 

was involved in some initial UC problematizations analysed in this study, and my subsequent 

job roles and interests will have affected my interpretation. The WPR approach also rests 

heavily on researcher interpretations (from sample selection through analysis to reporting, 

e.g., Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016). Through the six questions, the WPR framework imposes a 

particular mode of thinking and a research practice which is intended to question policy 

proposals. However, it could be argued that it enables researchers to clothe their 

interpretations with some legitimacy. To mitigate such bias, my Step 7 is summarised below.  

Firstly, what 'problem' do I represent my study proposal to be? As noted earlier, I aimed to 

explore discourses involved in paying UC to couples, comparing the different approaches of 

the Westminster Government and the SG. The focus on competing discourses concerning 

couple payments, in turn, is related to broader needs (and rights) discourses relating to 

couples (WPR/RQ1). Therefore, my assumptions were that discourses matter and reflect 

power relations influencing which narratives carry more weight or are regarded as 

something taken-for-granted rather than questioned (WPR/RQ2). My problem 

representation of discourses came about through analysing data – what was expressed in 

documents and interviews and what was not said - and reading the literature (WPR/RQ3). 

As discussed in the Methods Chapter, I applied the WPR approach to document and 

interview texts. The decision to use WPR for both data sources was intended to include 

silences (excluded from Poststructural Interview Analysis). Furthermore, the distinction 

between written and verbal material in this study was blurred, so applying two different 

techniques to the data would have been overly complex for this dissertation. By focusing on 

discourses, other aspects of policy analysis and theories, such as multiple streams, the 

Advocacy Coalition Framework and multi-level governance, were omitted (WPR/RQ4). The 

focus on discourse also risks losing potential insights from these other policy theories. As 

the study aimed to focus on discourses about policy on payment of UC to couples, 

alternative data sources, such as media reports, would not have illuminated the 

governmental problematizations and discourses in the same way. Using WPR may appear 

more removed from the day-to-day concerns of policy-makers than problem-solving 

approaches to policy analysis or research into claimants’ lived experiences (WPR/RQ5). 
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However, exploring discourses through WPR can illuminate the thinking behind assumptions 

and problem representations, offering a different way of considering an issue. Challenges to 

this study have been posed by my supervisors and student peer groups and will, in due 

course, be questioned by examiners (WPR/RQ6).  

Exploring discourses and problematizations of payment of UC to couples and what these 

omit can open up different avenues of thinking and sensitivity to context (Bacchi, 2022b). It 

may also enable decision-makers and researchers to consider their role in shaping 

problematizations, not simply as 'solving' problems.  

7.5.3 Further research  

There are potentially several areas for further research. First, given the SG’s emphasis on 

including insights from people with lived experience in policy design, further research could 

explore the views and experiences of claimants on both potential policy options debated 

during the SG’s policy design process and their experiences of the final policy as enacted. 

Some of this work may already be in progress, such as by CSOs in Scotland. A related, 

further avenue of investigation could entail co-producing a WPR analysis with people with 

lived experience, which could give richness and depth to understanding the effects of 

problematizations surrounding UC. Alternatively, future research could undertake further 

WPR analysis once policy and delivery options for payment of UC to couples in Scotland 

have been decided. 

Secondly, as UC is a UK-wide reform, comparisons could be made between the UK nations. 

Whilst there has been considerable interest in devolution, including the implications of 

social rights of citizenship (e.g., Simpson, 2022), comparisons between UK countries have 

tended to be broader in focus than payment of UC to couples. A more focused study would 

broaden the focus of this research. For example, comparisons could be made between 

Westminster’s discretionary split payments, the SG’s policy intention for more routine, 

separate payments to each partner, and Northern Ireland’s approach for couples to choose 

two payments of UC (Parliament.House of Commons, 2019b).  
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Thirdly, and related to this, research into aspects of social security devolution, as a relatively 

new devolved area, could fill gaps in this study, such as intergovernmental relationships. For 

example, such research could include the involvement of CSOs in Scotland's devolved social 

security system and the conditions under which their expert knowledges are being 

deployed.  

Finally, rather than being restricted by the current structure of UC, further comparative 

research could explore different forms of individual payment and assessment within means-

tested benefits. Given the interest in developing a Minimum Income Guarantee (Statham et 

al., 2021), a version of which is being developed in Scotland (SG, 2021a), it would be timely 

to update and extend previous research, such as McLaughlin et al.’s (2001) comparative 

study of the Netherlands, Australia and Ireland. Australia’s system of partial 

individualisation has been widely cited (e.g., Millar, 2004; Whiteford and Millar, 2019), 

although it takes place within a different means-tested context to that of the UK. Such 

research also includes broader approaches to partners in couples (e.g., Ingold (2011) from 

the UK, Murphy (2018) and McGauran (2021) regarding Ireland). There is also interest in 

simplification, including integrating means-tested support, such as in France, where UC has 

attracted interest (Carcillo et al., 2019).  

7.6 Conclusions  

As the latest means-tested benefit reform, UC will affect many low-income couples across 

the UK when it is fully implemented in 2024. Some commentators have stated that UC has 

‘reached the point of no return’ and so cannot be reversed (Timmins, 2020:1). Yet the single 

payment to couples continues to be one of the bones of contention regarding UC.  

This research has raised important questions about the distinction between policy and 

administration. Although the devolution of UC payment policy to Scotland was described as 

administrative, this study has illustrated differences between Westminster and the SG 

concerning discourses and practices about paying UC to couples. Although thinking 

differently, the SG had limited options to act differently due to legislative and discursive 

constraints on its devolved decision-making, thus limiting the scope for even 
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‘administrative’ divergence from Westminster. As a shared responsibility, both governments 

would have to agree on options for separate payments of UC to each partner in couples in 

Scotland. At the time of writing, such an agreement had not been reached, having been 

further delayed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, payment of UC to couples in 

Scotland remains unfinished business.   

Benefit simplification in 2010 could also have been an opportunity to consider different 

approaches to individualisation, as debated at certain junctures in previous years. However, 

historically, individual payment has tended to be seen as a minor matter, rather than an 

issue in its own right. Concerns about implications for individuals within a couple, 

particularly women, have been sidelined. As well as regarding UC as ‘unitary’, Westminster 

discourses contained assumptions that couples were similarly unitary, thus the single 

payment of UC reflected both concepts of ‘oneness’. Sadly, unless the SG can develop its 

alternative policy, UC may follow previous initiatives as another missed opportunity for 

individualisation. 
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Glossary 

DWP  Department for Work and Pensions  

HMRC   HM Revenue and Customs  

PBN   Policy Briefing Note  

RQ   Research Question  

SG  Scottish Government  

UC  Universal Credit  

UK   United Kingdom  

WPR  ‘What’s the Problem Represented to Be?’ 

WPR/RQ What’s the Problem Represented to be question, also a Research Question  
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Appendix A: Social security powers: reserved and devolved  

The UK has a "reserved powers" model of devolution, whereby unless legislation states that 

a matter is 'reserved' to the Westminster Government, it is assumed to be devolved 

(Torrance, 2022c). Social security is devolved in Northern Ireland, though historically, 

arrangements maintain parity with Westminster’s policy (Mackley, 2020; Torrance, 2022a), 

although with some modifications reflecting its history and context (e.g., Simpson and 

Patrick, 2019). Parity has also been questioned in recent years (e.g., Devenport, 2011; 

Simpson, 2015; Simpson and Patrick, 2019). Wales has no devolved social security powers 

(beyond localisation).  

For Scotland, most social security powers remained reserved to Westminster (listed in Table 

A.1).  

Table A.1: Social security powers reserved to the Westminster Government  

National insurance fund and National Insurance contributions  

State Pension  

Lump sum payments for asbestos-related conditions   

Child Benefit  

Guardian’s Allowance 

Universal Credit: all aspects except housing element and payment arrangements  

Housing Benefit  

Working Tax Credit and Child Tax Credit  

Income-related and Contributory (or ‘New Style’) Jobseeker’s Allowance  

Income-related and Contributory (or ‘New Style’) Employment and Support Allowance 

Income Support  

Pension Credit 

Bereavement Support Payment  

Child support  

Policy on occupational and personal pensions  

Public services pensions (with some exceptions, e.g. pensions of devolved legislatures)  

Armed Forces compensation/war pensions  

Source: summarised from Torrance (2022c) and Mackley (2020).   

As part of the devolved settlement following a referendum on Scottish independence, some 

social security benefits were devolved (see Table A.2 overleaf).    
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Table A.2: Social security powers devolved to Scotland 

Westminster description  Scottish Government changes in progress   

Disability Living Allowance, Personal 
Independence Payment, Attendance Allowance  

Adult Disability Payment, Child Disability 
Payment, Pension Age Disability Payment   

Severe Disablement Allowance   

Industrial Injuries Disablement Benefits and 
associated allowances  

Employment Injury Assistance 

Carers Allowance  Carers Allowance Supplement, Young Carer’s 
Grant, ‘Scottish Carers Assistance’, ‘Carers 
Additional Person Payment’5  

Universal Credit housing element and payment 
arrangements  

Universal Credit Scottish Choices (delivered by 
the DWP)  

Sure Start Maternity Grant  Best Start Grants (pregnancy and baby, early 
learning, school age), Best Start Foods  

Funeral expenses payments   Funeral Support Payment 

Winter Fuel Payment and Cold Weather 
Payment  

Low Income Heating Assistance, Winter 
Heating Assistance for Children and Young 
People   

Discretionary Housing Payments  Included in local authority payments (also 
Scottish Welfare Found)  

Power to top up any benefit  Scottish Child Payment (top-up to means-tested 
benefits and tax credits, including Universal 
Credit)  

Power to create other new benefits   

 Job Start Payment6 (under other 
‘administrative) provisions)  

Source: summarised from Torrance (2022c) and Social Security Scotland (2022) 

Although almost all of the new powers were devolved by 2020, many are still run by the 

Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) under Agency Agreements (Kidner, 2021). 

Universal Credit payment policy is devolved to Scotland. However, Universal Credit is a 

reserved benefit, and it is delivered by the DWP to claimants in Scotland, as it is in England 

and Wales. This form of shared responsibility is depicted in Figure A.1. overleaf.  

  

                                                             
5 Provisional names: see https://www.gov.scot/policies/social-security/benefits-for-carers/ 
6 Enabled under employment-related transfer of functions, not social security legislation: see  https://cpag.org.uk/welfare-
rights/resources/page/job-start-payment-legislation-and-guidance 
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Appendix B: List of documents analysed  

The tables below show details of each text selected for analysis; most are extracts from a 

longer document. The document data sets are presented below mainly in date order, 

including a document identification number (DIN) attached to each, drawing on Grant 

(2019). There are two areas of overlap between data sets. The first overlap concerns the 

period 2018-2021, when the Westminster Government, especially the Department for Work 

and Pensions (DWP) was subject to scrutiny, and the period 2017-2021 when Universal 

Credit (UC) payment policy was devolved to Scotland. The second overlap also concerns 

discourses about the Scottish Government (SG) policy intention to make separate payments 

of Universal Credit (UC) to each partner in Scottish couples. The second data set includes 

Westminster documents referring specifically to the SG's proposals. It includes texts about 

the SG separate payments proposal from the SG itself and their response to Parliamentary 

inquiries.   

56 texts/extracts were selected from a total of 93 identified, covering the period 2010-2021.  

Table B1: Dataset 1, Westminster, early UC policy development: 2010-2013  

Date Reference DIN 

2010 Universal Credit: welfare that works white paper, Nov 2010 (extracts) D1.1 

2010 Universal Credit: welfare that works white paper, Equality Impact Assessment 
Nov 2010 (extract) 

D1.2 

2011 Oral evidence transcript of House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee inquiry on the UC white paper, 9 Feb 2011 (extract) 

D1.3 

2011 Policy Briefing Note No 2: payment proposal, Sept 2011 D1.4 

2011 Welfare Reform Bill, Universal Credit Equality Impact Assessment, Nov 2011 
(extract) 

D1.5 

2011 The Welfare Revolution, Minister’s speech, 6 Dec 2011 (extract) D1.6 

2012 Response to House of Lords debate on Welfare Reform Bill, 23 Jan 2012 (extract) D1.7 

2012  Explanatory Note on first draft of Claims and Payments regulations sent to the 
Social Security Advisory Committee, Jun 2012 (extract) 

D1.8 

2013 Government response to the House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee report on UC implementation, Feb 2013 (extract) 

D1.9 

2013 Response to House of Lords debate on ‘motion to regret’ regulations, 21 Oct 
2013 (extract) 

D1.10 
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Table B2: Dataset 2, Westminster, further justifications: 2018-2021  

Date Reference DIN 

2020 Alternative Payment Arrangements: Guidance (extract: updated version from 
2013)  

D2.1 

2018 Letter from Minister to Chair of House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee, 27 Mar 2018 

D2.2 

2018 Oral evidence transcript of House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee, 24 Apr 2018    

D2.3 

2018 Letter from Minister to Chair of House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee, 15 May 2018  

D2.4 

2018 Government response to House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee report on UC and domestic abuse (extracts) Oct 2018  

D2.5 

2018 Oral evidence transcript of House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee 19 Dec 2018  

D2.6 

2019  Letter from DWP to SG 4 Jan 2019  D2.7  

2019 Universal Credit – personal welfare. Minister’s speech 11 Jan 2019 (extracts)  D2.8 

2019 Letter from DWP to Chair of House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee, 2 Feb 2019 (extract)  

D2.9 

2019 Letter from DWP to Chair of House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee, 12 Feb 2019 

D2.10 

2019 Letter from DWP to Chair of House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee, 26 Feb 2019 

D2.11 

2019 Letter from DWP to Chair of House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee, 27 Feb 2019 (extract) 

D2.12 

2019 Letter from DWP to Chair of House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee, 20 Mar 2019  

D2.13 

2019 Government response to report of the Joint Committee on the draft Domestic 
Abuse bill, July 2019 (extract) 

D2.14 

2019 Government evidence to House of Commons Scottish Affairs Select Committee 
inquiry on welfare policy in Scotland, Sept 2019 (extract) 

D2.15 

2019 Oral evidence transcript of House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee 16 Oct 2019 (extracts)  

D2.16 

2020 Oral evidence transcript of House of Lords Select Committee on Economic Affairs 
UC Inquiry, 10 Mar 2020 (extract) 

D2.17 

2020 Oral evidence transcript of House of Lords Select Committee on Economic Affairs 
UC Inquiry, 2 Jun2020 (extract) 

D2.18 

2020 Response to amendment to Domestic Abuse Bill, House of Commons committee 
stage, 16 Jun 2020 (extract) 

D2.19 

2020 Government response to the House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee on UC the wait for a payment, Dec 2020 (extract) 

D2.20 

2021 Response to Domestic Abuse Bill amendment, House of Lords committee stage 
debate, 27 Jan 2021 (extract) 

D2.21 

2021 Response to Domestic Abuse Bill amendment, House of Lords report stage D2.22 
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debate, 8 Mar 2021 

2021 Oral evidence transcript of the joint session of the House of Lords Economic 
Affairs Committee and House of Commons Work and Pensions Select Committee 
UC inquiry, 9 Mar 2021 (extract) 

D2.23 

2021 Oral evidence transcript of House of Commons Scottish Affairs Select Committee 
inquiry on welfare policy in Scotland, 18 Mar 2021 (extract) 

D2.24 

2021 Letter from Minister to Chair, House of Commons Scottish Affairs Select 
Committee 22 Apr 2021 (extract) 

D2.25 

 

Table B3: Dataset 3, Scottish Government proposals 2017-2021  

Date Reference DIN 

2017 Response to UC (Claims and Payments) (Scotland) regulations consultation 17 
Feb (extract) 

S1 

2018 Minutes of the Joint Ministerial Group on Welfare Reform meeting Jan 2018 
(extract)   

S2 

2018 Scottish Parliament debate, Social Security Committee Official report 1 Mar 2018 
Stage 2 of Social Security (Scotland) bill Col 25 (Ministerial extracts) 

S3 

2018 Scottish Parliament (2018) Social Security Committee Social Security (Scotland) 
Act Stage 2 Official Report 25 Apr 2018 Stage 3 bill, col. 106 

S4 

2018 Section 94, Social Security (Scotland) Bill as passed stage 3. S5 

2018 Letter from Scottish Minister to Chair, House of Commons Work and Pensions 
Select Committee, 9 May 2018 

S6 

2018 Minutes of the Joint Ministerial Group on Welfare Reform meeting, 14 Jun 2018 
(extract)   

S7 

2018 Letter from Scottish Minister to Convener of Scottish Parliament Social Security 
Committee, 19 Jun 2018  

S8 

2018 Minutes of the Joint Ministerial Group on Welfare Reform meeting 10 Sept 2018 
(extract)   

S9 

2018 Letter from Scottish Minister to Convener of the Scottish Parliament Social 
Security Committee, Sept 2018 

S10 

2018 Letter from Minister to Chair, House of Commons Work and Pensions Select 
Committee, 7 Nov 2018 

S11 

2018 Scottish Parliament debate, Social Security Committee official report 22 Nov 
2018 Col 16 (Ministerial extracts) 

S12 

2019 Letter from the SG to the DWP, 16 Jan 2019    S13 

2019 Letter from Scottish Minister to Convener of the Scottish Parliament Social 
Security Committee, 12 Feb 2019 

S14 

2019 Minutes of the Joint Ministerial Group on Welfare Reform meeting, 1 Apr 2019 
(extract)   

S15 

2019 Minister response to Scottish Parliament debate on in work poverty, 23 Apr 2019 
(extract)  

S16 

2019 Letter from Scottish Minister to Chair, House of Commons Work and Pensions 
Select Committee, 12 Jun 2019 

S17 
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2019 SG written evidence to House of Commons Scottish Affairs Select Committee, 4 
Sept 2019  (extract)  

S18 

2020 SG written evidence to House of Commons Scottish Affairs Select Committee, 2 
Dec 2020 (extract) 

S19 

2021 Oral evidence transcript of the House of Commons Scottish Affairs Select 
Committee, 11 Mar 2021 (extracts) 

S20 

2021 Minutes of Joint Ministerial Working Group on Welfare meeting 16 Dec 2020 - 
published 2 Jun 2021 (extract) 

S21 
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Appendix C: Responses to interview requests  

In total, 32 requests for an interview were made; 18 declined or did not respond (see tables 

below). Those declining were primarily Westminster actors (mainly citing 

inappropriateness). Four Scottish political actors also declined (citing Covid-related 

pressures); and CSOs (tending to be those with less direct interest in separate payments). 

Three Scottish political actors and three Westminster actors did not respond. In total, 22 

texts were generated for analysis, comprising 21 interviews with 17 people. Four were 

interviewed twice, and one response in writing was treated as a transcript.  

Respondents were coded according to their role:  

 CSO - civil society organisation;  these were further coded as either:  
o WRE - women’s rights and equality  
o P – welfare rights and poverty  

 OS – SG official  

 PA – political actor Scotland; these were further coded as either 
o OU – opposition party/unionist  
o GI – governing party/independence supporting  

 W – political actor Westminster. 

Table C1: People declining or not responding to an interview request 

Code Respondent type Decline or non-response 

Scotland  

CSO WRE civil society organisation, women and equality  Decline 

CSO other other civil society organisation No response 

CSO other other civil society organisation Decline 

PAGI Political actor, governing party No response 

PAGI Political actor,  governing party No response 

PA Political actor, opposition party Late reply then no further 
response 

PA Political actor, governing party Decline 

PA Political actor, governing party Decline 

Westminster 

W political actor Westminster No response 

W political actor Westminster No response 

W political actor Westminster Refer to social researchers 
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W political actor Westminster Undeliverable, no response from 
email to someone else as follow 
up 

W political actor Westminster Decline but further info sent 

W political actor Westminster Decline but further info sent 

W political actor Westminster Decline 

W political actor Westminster Decline 

W political actor Westminster Decline 

 

Types of participants and their codes are in Table C2 below, by whether they were 

interviewed twice.  

Table C2: Transcripts of interviews and written response    

Code Respondent type 2nd interview 

CSO WRE civil society organisation, women and equality Y 

CSO WRE civil society organisation women and equality Y 

CSO WRE civil society organisation women and equality Y 

CSO P civil society organisation, poverty N 

CSO P civil society organisation poverty Y 

CSO WRE civil society organisation women and equality N 

CSO P civil society organisation poverty N 

CSO P civil society organisation poverty N 

PA OU Political actor, opposition party N/a 

PA OU Political actor, opposition party N/a 

PA GI Political actor, governing party N/a 

PA OU Political actor, opposition party N/a 

PA GI Political actor, governing party N/a 

W Political actor, Westminster N/a 

OS SG official  N/a 

OS SG official N/a 

OS  SG official N/a 

PA GI Political actor, governing party N/a 
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Appendix D: Interview topic guide themes 

1. SG separate payments policy: aims, drivers, influences  

2. Issues and options concerning the SG separate payments policy (e.g., how calculated, 

accessed, what might change as a result)   

3. Context of devolved social security, shared responsibility and interactions with UK 

benefits  

4. Stakeholder knowledges and roles  

5. Discussions about ‘rights’ in Scotland  

6. Means-testing – discussions of needs and rights/ separate payments as a right?  

7. Assumptions concerning couple means-testing – assessment and payment  

8. Covid and its impact 
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Appendix E: Ethical approval for interviews 

 
 
 
School for Policy Studies 
 
RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE: APPLICATION FORM 
 

 This proforma must be completed for each piece of research carried out by members of the School 
for Policy Studies, both staff and doctoral postgraduate students.  

 See the Ethics Procedures document for clarification of the process. 
 All research must be ethically reviewed before any fieldwork is conducted, regardless of source of 

funding.  
 See the School’s policy and guidelines relating to research ethics and data protection, to which the 

project is required to conform.   
 Please stick to the word limit provided.  Do not attach your funding application or research 

proposal. 
 
 
Key project details: 
 

1.  Proposer’s Name Marilyn Howard 

 

2.  Proposer’s Email Address: Marilyn.Howard@bristol.ac.uk 

 

3.  Project Title Universal Credit couple payments in Scotland  

 

4.  Project Start Date: January 2020   End Date: October 2022  

 

Who needs to provide Research Ethics Committee approval for your project? 

The SPS REC will only consider those research ethics applications which do not require submission 
elsewhere.  As such, you should make sure that your proposed research does not fall within the 
jurisdiction of the NRES system: 

http://www.nres.nhs.uk/applications/approval-requirements/ethical-review-requirements/ 

If you are not sure where you should apply please discuss it with either the chair of the Committee or the 
Faculty Ethics Officer who is based in RED. 

Currently NRES are not expected to consider applications in respect of activities that are not 
research: i.e. clinical audit, service evaluation and public health surveillance.  In addition REC review 
is not normally required for research involving NHS or social care staff recruited as research 
participants by virtue of their professional role.  Social care research projects which are funded by the 
Department of Health, must always be reviewed by a REC within the Research Ethics Service for 
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England.  Similarly research which accesses unanonymised patient records must be reviewed by a 
REC and NIGB. 

Who needs to provide governance approval for this project?  

If this project involves access to patients, clients, staff or carers of an NHS Trust or Social Care 
Organisation, it falls within the scope of the Research Governance Framework for Health and Social.  
You will also need to get written approval from the Research Management Office or equivalent of 
each NHS Trust or Social Care Organisation. 

When you have ethical approval, you will need to complete the research registration form: 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/red/research-governance/registration-sponsorship/study-notification.html 

Guidance on completing this form can be found at: http://www.bristol.ac.uk/red/research-
governance/registration-sponsorship/guidance.pdf.  Contact the Research Governance team  

(http://www.bristol.ac.uk/red/people/group/red/1602)  for guidance on completing this form and if you 
have any questions about obtaining local approval. 

Do you need additional insurance to carry out your research? 

Whilst staff and doctoral students will normally be covered by the University’s indemnity insurance there 
are some situations where it will need to be checked with the insurer.  If you are conducting research 
with: Pregnant research subjects or children under 5 you should email: insurance-
enquiries@bristol.ac.uk   

In addition, if you are working or travelling overseas you should take advantage of the university travel 
insurance. 

Do you need a Disclosure and Barring Service check? 

The Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) replaces the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) and 
Independent Safeguarding Authority (ISA). Criteria for deciding whether you require a DBS check are 
available from: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/disclosure-and-barring-service/about 

You should specifically look at the frequency, nature, and duration of your contact with potentially 
vulnerable adults and or children.  If your contact is a one-off research interaction, or infrequent 
contact (for example: 3 contacts over a period of time) you are unlikely to require a check. 

If you think you need a DBS check then you should consult the University of Bristol web-page: 

http://www.bris.ac.uk/secretary/legal/disclosure/crbhome 

 

5.  If your research project requires REC approval elsewhere please tell us which committee, this 
includes where co-researchers are applying for approval at another institution.  Please provide us 
with a copy of your approval letter for our records when it is available.   
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No  

 

 

6.  Have all subcontractors you are using for this project (including transcribers, interpreters, and 
co-researchers not formally employed at Bristol University) agreed to be bound by the School’s 
requirements for ethical research practice? 

 Yes   

 No/Not yet  Note: You must ensure that written agreement is secured before they 
start to work.  They will be provided with training and sign a detailed 
consent form. 

 Not applicable X  

 

7.  If you are a PhD/doctoral student please tell us the name of your research supervisor. 

Ailsa Cameron and Sarah Ayres  

Has your supervisor seen this final versions of your ethics application? 

Yes X  

No   

 
 

8.  Who is funding this study? 

N/A – self funded  

 
If this study is funded by the ESRC or another funder requiring lay representation on the ethics 
committee and is being undertaken by a member staff, this form should be submitted to the Faculty 
REC. 
 
Post-graduate students undertaking ESRC funded projects should submit their form to the SPS 
Committee.   

 
 

9.  Is this application part of a larger proposal? 

No X  

Yes   

If yes, please provide a summary of the larger study and indicate how this application relates 
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to the overall study. 

 

 
10.  Is this proposal a replication of a similar proposal already approved by the SPS REC?  

Please provide the SPS REC reference number. 

No X  

Yes   

If Yes, please tell us the name of the project, the date approval was given and code (if you 
have one). 

 

Please describe any differences (such as context) in the current study.  If the study is a 
replication of a previously approved study.  Submit these first two pages of the form. 

 

 

ETHICAL RESEARCH PROFORMA 
 

 

1. IDENTITY & EXPERIENCE OF (CO) RESEARCHERS: Please give a list of names, positions, 
qualifications, previous research experience, and functions in the proposed research of all those 
who will be in contact with participants 

I am the sole researcher and will be carrying out interviews and typing transcripts myself. My 
previous research experience includes undertaking interviews and focus groups with 
survivors of domestic abuse (for Women’s Aid); disabled people (when working in disability 
sector and in a freelance role); with claimants and social workers (for my MPhil at 
Nottingham University); and interviews with community residents and workers as part of 
the University’s ‘Productive Margins’ programme. My existing qualifications are LLB, 
CQSW, MPhil. I have completed the research training elements of the DSocSci.  

 

The following set of questions is intended to provide the School Research Ethics Committee with 
enough information to determine the risks and benefits associated with your research.  You should use 
these questions to assist in identifying the ethical considerations which are important to your research.  
You should identify any relevant ethical issues and how you intend to deal with them.  Whilst the REC 
does not comment on the methodological design of your study, it will consider whether the design of 
your study is likely to produce the benefits you anticipate.   Please avoid copying and pasting large 
parts of research bids or proposals which do not directly answer the questions.  Please also 
avoid using unexplained acronyms, abbreviations or jargon. 
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2. STUDY AIMS/OBJECTIVES [maximum of 200 words]: Please provide the aims and 
objectives of your research. 

To explore problem representations and underlying assumptions relating to payment to couples 
within means-tested benefits, focussing on the Scottish Government’s policy proposal to 
make payments to each member of a couple receiving Universal Credit.  

The study also includes documentary analysis. 

Research questions for the study as a whole are: 

 What problem representations underpin the Universal Credit single payment and its 
alternatives in Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) and Scottish Government 
(SG) policy?   

 What do the problem representations of Universal Credit couple payments imply for 
social rights and practices of citizenship in Britain and in Scotland?  

Interviews will be sought with Scottish Government policy-makers and civil society organisations 
who have sought to influence them on this specific issue. The specific aim of the interviews 
is to explore key actors’ assumptions about separate payments to members of a couple, 
how the policy has developed and will be implemented (at the time of writing this 
application the policy and delivery parameters have not been finalised but is expected 
soon).   

 
RESEARCH WITH HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 
(If you are undertaking secondary data analysis, please proceed to section 11) 
 

3. RESEARCH METHODS AND SAMPLING STRATEGY [maximum of 300 words]: Please tell 
us what you propose to do in your research and how individual participants, or groups of 
participants, will be identified and sampled.  Please also tell us what is expected of research 
participants who consent to take part (Please note that recruitment procedures are covered in 
question 8) 

Potential interviewees have been selected on the basis of document analysis (where separate 
payments in Scotland have been raised as an issue or a particular option promoted), 
and my knowledge of and existing contact with the civil society organisations and 
Scottish Government officials. As the policy community in Scotland is small, and the 
numbers directly involved in this policy are similarly small, the numbers to be 
interviewed are likely to be 12 or less.  

Potential respondents comprise Scottish Government Ministers (two, one current one former); 
two Scottish Government officials (working level – one former, one current, if they 
agree); three other politicians (one tabling amendments and the others Parliamentary 
Committee convenors, one past one current); four civil society organisations, two from 
the women’s sector and two from the advice sector.  

If they consent to do so, individuals will be asked to take part in an interview lasting no more 
than an hour, at their place of work or somewhere else if they feel more comfortable 
doing so.  
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4. EXPECTED DURATION OF RESEARCH ACTIVITY: Please tell us how long each researcher 
will be working on fieldwork/research activity. For example, conducting interviews between Feb 
12 – July 2016.  Also tell us how long participant involvement will be.  For example: Interviewing 
25 professional participants X2 for a maximum of 1 hour per interview. 

The aim is to interview around 12 professionals between January 2020 and May 2020. The exact 
time scale will depend on policy announcements and access to Scottish Government 
officials being obtained (see question 6 below). Interviews are expected to take about an 
hour and will be face to face. (I have contacts near interview sites in Glasgow and 
Edinburgh where I can stay at any time to do this). 

 

5. POTENTIAL BENEFITS AND TO WHOM: [maximum 100 words] Tell us briefly what the 
main benefits of the research are and to whom. 

 For participants, an opportunity to reflect on the policy, assumptions underlying it, any 
gaps and potential policy impacts.  

 For policy-makers and policy-influencers, a contribution to the debate about whether 
changing the source of payment affects relationships between couples (often regarded 
as gendered in relation to opposite sex couples). 

 For academics or policy-makers interested in Scotland or devolution, wider implications 
of the relationship between the UK and Scottish Governments over social security 
issues.   

 For academics, whether and how separate payments for individuals contribute to broader 
debates about social citizenship and rights for individuals within means-tested systems. 

 

6. POTENTIAL RISKS/HARM TO PARTICIPANTS [maximum of 100 words]: What potential 
risks are there to the participants and how will you address them?  List any potential physical or 
psychological dangers that can be anticipated? You may find it useful to conduct a more formal 
risk assessment prior to conducting your fieldwork.  The University has an example of risk 
assessment form: http://www.bristol.ac.uk/safety/policies/ 

RISK HOW IT WILL BE ADDRESSED 

Example 1: Participants may be 
upset during the interview 

 

Example 2: A participants may tell 
me something about illegal activity 

 

Example 1: If a participant gets upset I will stop the 
interview at that time.  I will give participants information 
about support services at the end of the interview.  

Example 2: The information sheet and consent form will 
warn of the limits of confidentiality and I will have a 
confidentiality protocol (submitted to the committee). 

Respondents may fear that they 
cannot speak about a particular 
aspect of policy development 
because it would jeopardise either 
the development itself or their 
relationship with other actors   

Interviews will be timed so as to take place once the 
policy has been settled (likely early 2020), to enable 
respondents to reflect on its development without fear of 
putting this at risk. 

The PIS will also make clear that respondents do not 
have to divulge any information if they do not wish to do 
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so.  

Respondents would not be publicly 
named, but may fear that they 
could be identifiable as this is a 
small sample exploring a very 
specific issue  

The PIS will make clear that responses will be 
anonymised and respondents will have the option of not 
having their words directly quoted (ie paraphrased 
instead). 

In writing up, individuals could be coded by role or 
category of respondent (policy-maker, politician (by 
party), women’s organisation or welfare rights group). 

Policy-makers within the Scottish 
Government may not wish to be 
interviewed because as this is a 
specific policy area and within a 
small policy community, they could 
easily be identified   

Initial contact (including information about myself) will be 
made with the Scottish Government researcher and 
senior Scottish Government staff working on social 
security requesting interviews with working level officials. 
Interviews with senior staff may also be an alternative to 
interviewing working level officials.  

As noted above, this will be reflected in the PIS.  

Policy-makers within the Scottish 
Government may not wish to be 
interviewed because they believe 
that Ministers are more appropriate 
to respond to questions about policy 
direction than themselves as civil 
servants carrying out Ministers’ 
directions   

If interviews with Scottish Government officials cannot be 
obtained, interviews will simply comprise Ministers and 
civil society organisations.    

*Add more boxes if needed. 

7. RESEARCHER SAFETY [maximum of 200 words]: What risks could the researchers be 
exposed to during this research project?  If you are conducting research in individual’s 
homes or potentially dangerous places then a researcher safety protocol is mandatory.  
Examples of safety protocols are available in the guidance.   

RISK HOW IT WILL BE ADDRESSED 

Example 1: Interview at the 
participant’s home. 

Fieldwork safety protocol will be followed.  A colleague 
will know the start and approximate finish time of the 
interview.  If there is no contact from the researcher, they 
will ring the researcher.  If no contact is made the 
confidential address details will be accessed and the 
police informed. 

Researcher safety when interviewing  Interviews are likely to be held in respondents’ places of 
work or in a public venue, and are likely to take place 
during office hours. Any risk to safety is likely to be 
minimal but as a precaution my supervisors and partner 
will be notified of the time and place of each interview and 
contacted before and after the interview.  
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8. RECRUITMENT PROCEDURES [maximum of 400 words]: How are you going to access 
participants?  Are there any gatekeepers involved?  Is there any sense in which respondents 
might be “obliged” to participate (for example because their manager will know, or because 
they are a service user and their service will know), if so how will this be dealt with.   

Scottish Government officials involved in the detail of this policy development are mainly 
‘working level’ (i.e. below Senior Civil Service grades). As noted above, I propose to 
approach research and senior level staff initially for ‘permission’; for their staff to 
participate, but that also being interviewed is not compulsory and that mangers need 
not know whether their staff have actually taken part or not. The PIS will make clear that 
interviews are voluntary and that those agreeing to participate will be told of who else is 
being interviewed, nor will others know that they have been interviewed.  

 

9. INFORMED CONSENT [maximum of 200 words]: How will this be obtained? Whilst in 
many cases written consent is preferable, where this is not possible or appropriate this 
should be clearly justified.  An age and ability appropriate participant information sheet (PIS) 
setting out factors relevant to the interests of participants in the study must be handed to 
them in advance of seeking consent (see materials table for list of what should be included). 
If you are proposing to adopt an approach in which informed consent is not sought you must 
explain in detail why this is not considered to be appropriate.  If you are planning to use 
photographic or video images in your method then additional specific consent should be 
sought from participants. 

Written consent will be obtained and PIS developed (see draft attached).  

Hard copies of consent forms will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in 10 Woodland Road (where I 
am currently sharing a desk). I will have sole access to this, and will be the only person 
with a key.   

Please tick the box to confirm that you will keep evidence of the consent forms (either actual 
forms or digitally scanned forms), securely for twenty years.   

X 

10. If you intend to use an on-line survey (for example Survey Monkey) you need to ensure that 
the data will not leave the European Economic Area i.e. be transferred or held on computers 
in the USA 

Please tick the box to confirm that you will not use any on-line survey service based in the 
USA or outside the European Economic Area (EEA). 
 

X 

 

11. DATA PROTECTION: All applicants should regularly take the data protection on-line tutorial 
provided by the University in order to ensure they are aware of the requirements of current 
data protection legislation. 

University policy is that “personal data can be sent abroad if the data subject gives 
unambiguous written consent. Staff should seek permission from the University Secretary 
prior to sending personal data outside of the EEA”. 

Any breach of the University data protection responsibilities could lead to disciplinary action. 
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Have you taken the mandatory University data protection on-line tutorial in the last 12 
months? https://www.bris.ac.uk/is/media/training/uobonly/datasecurity/page_01.htm 

Yes X  

No   

Do you plan to send any information/data, which could be used to identify a living person, to 
anybody who works in a country that is not part of the European Union?   
See http://www.ico.gov.uk/for_organisations/data_protection/the_guide/principle_8.aspx)  

No X  

Yes  If YES please list the country or countries: 

 

 

Please outline your procedure for data protection. It is University of Bristol policy that interviews 
must be recorded on an encrypted device. Ideally this should be a University owned encrypted 
digital recorder (see http://www.bristol.ac.uk/infosec/uobdata/transcription/) 

It is University of Bristol policy that data is stored in an anonymised format for future use by 
other researchers (see http://data.bris.ac.uk/).  What level of future access to the anonymised 
data will there be: 

 Open access 

 Restricted access - what restrictions? 
 Closed access - on what grounds? 

Data protection  

The aim would be to audio-record interviews (though as noted above, there may be an option to 
take notes if respondents (such as Scottish Government officials) prefer this, which was the case 
in another research project with the Scottish Government (Cairney, 2017). For the period of the 
study, audio recordings (which are harder to anonymise because voices are more 
recognisable than text) would be kept password protected on university systems. The aim 
would be to destroy these at the end of the study (unless the committee has further advice as 
to whether this can be done so once the voice recording has been transcribed into text for 
analysis). Transcriptions will also be destroyed at the end of the study.  

Data storage  

This is not a publicly funded project and the data will be used for the purposes of my study only. 
As it is a very specific policy area and a small policy community it is unlikely to be generalisable to 
other areas so of limited use to other researchers. Thus data will be destroyed at the end of the 
study and not available to other researchers. The dissertation (and other policy report/s) will of 
course be publicly available.  

 

12. CONFIDENTIALITY AND ANONYMITY Yes No 
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All my data will be stored on a password protected server X  

I will only transfer unanonymised data if it is encrypted.  (For advice on encryption 
see:  http://www.bristol.ac.uk/infosec/uobdata/encrypt/device/) 

X  

If there is a potential for participants to disclose illegal activity or harm to others you 
will need to provide a confidentiality protocol. 

X  

Please tick the box to CONFIRM that you warned participants on the information 
and consent forms that there are limits to confidentiality and that at the end of the 
project data will be stored for 20 years on appropriate storage facility.  
https://www.acrc.bris.ac.uk/acrc/storage.htm 

x   

 

Please outline your procedure for ensuring confidentiality and anonymity. 

The PIS and any conversation concerning this will make clear that potential interviewees will not 
be identified, and that the research will not attribute to them what they say. However the thesis 
may indicate if they are a policy-maker (e.g. Scottish Government) or external organisation.   

Being interviewed is voluntary and no-one else within the respondents’ organisation or elsewhere 
needs to know that they have been interviewed.  

Individuals will be able to opt out of having their words used in a direct quotation, and can say if 
they would prefer to opt out of being audio-recorded.  

During interviews people will also be able to say that something is particularly confidential in 
relation to the policy; in such instances it may be noted but not used in writing up.  

The PIS will also include a statement about the limits to confidentiality (eg if someone declares 
something which would have to be reported eg harm to others). Such disclosures are not 
expected given the subject of this study is a policy issue which by then will be public knowledge.  

 

Please proceed to question 15. 

SECONDARY DATA ANALYSIS 

13. Secondary Data Analysis 

Please briefly explain; 

(1) What secondary datasets you will use? 
(2) Where did you get these data from (e.g. ESRC Data Archive)? 
(3) How did you obtain permission to use these data? (e.g. by signing an end user licence) 
(4) Do you plan to make derived variables and/or analytical syntax available to other 

researchers? (e.g. by archiving them on data.bris or at the UK Data Archive)  
(5) Where will you store the secondary datasets? 

 

DATA MANAGEMENT 



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

215 
 

14. Data Management 
It is RCUK and UoB policy that all research data (including qualitative data e.g. interview 
transcripts, videos, etc.) should be made freely and openly available for other researchers to 
use via the data.bris Research Data Repository and/or the UK Data Archive.  This raises a 

number of ethical issues, for example you MUST ensure that consent is requested to allow 
data to be shared and reused. 

                 Please briefly explain; 

1) How you will obtain specific consent for data preservation and sharing with other 
researchers? 

2) How will you protect the identity of participants? e.g. how will you anonymise your 
data for reuse. 

3) How will the data be licensed for reuse? e.g. Do you plan to place any restrictions on 
the reuse of your data such as Creative Common Share Alike 2.0 licence 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/uk/)  

4) Where will you archive your data and metadata for re-use by other researchers? 

 

 

 

Please proceed to question 15. 

PLEASE COMPLETE FOR ALL PROJECTS 

15. DISSEMINATION OF FINDINGS [maximum 200 words]: Are you planning to send copies 
of data to participants for them to check/comment on?  If so, in what format and under what 
conditions?  What is the anticipated use of the data, forms of publication and dissemination 
of findings etc.?  . 

I am not proposing to send transcripts or notes to individuals for checking as this could then lead 
to re-interpretations or censorship after the event. Instead I would send a short report to 
participants by the end of the project.    

Participants will also be contacted once the thesis has been published.  

Other potential publications include:  

 a short report / policy briefing on findings for public consumption  

 potentially articles about the range of policy options and their implications    

 

16. ADDITIONAL INFORMATION:  Please identify which of the following documents, and how 
many, you will be submitting within your application:  Guidance is given at the end of this 
document (appendix 1) on what each of these additional materials might contain.   

Additional Material: NUMBER OF 
DOCUME
NTS 
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Participants information sheet (s) 1 

Consent form (s) 1 

Confidentiality protocol N/A  

Recruitment letters/posters/leaflets  N/A 

Photo method information sheet N/A 

Photo method consent form N/A 

Support information for participant N/A 

3rd party confidentiality agreement N/A 

 

Please DO NOT send your research proposal or research bid as the Committee will not 
look at this 

 

SUBMITTING AND REVIEWING YOUR PROPOSAL: 

 To submit your application you should create a single PDF document which contains your 
application form and all additional material and submit this information to the SPS 
Research Ethics Administrator by email to sps-ethics@bristol.ac.uk 

 If you are having problems with this then please contact the SPS Research Ethics 
Administrator by email (sps-ethics@bristol.ac.uk) to discuss. 

 Your form will then be circulated to the SPS Research Ethics Committee who will review 
your proposal on the basis of the information provided in this single PDF document.  The 
likely response time is outlined in the ‘Ethics Procedures’ document.  For staff 
applications we try to turn these around in 2-3 weeks.  Doctoral student applications 
should be submitted by the relevant meeting deadline and will be turned around in 4 
weeks. 

 Should the Committee have any questions or queries after reviewing your application, the 
chair will contact you directly.   If the Committee makes any recommendations you should 
confirm, in writing, that you will adhere to these recommendations before receiving 
approval for your project.   

 Should your research change following approval it is your responsibility to inform the 
Committee in writing and seek clarification about whether the changes in circumstance 
require further ethical consideration. 

 

Failure to obtain Ethical Approval for research is considered research misconduct by the 
University and is dealt with under their current misconduct rules. 

Chair:       Beth Tarleton   (beth.tarleton@bris.ac.uk) 

Administrator:       Zaheda Tariq   (sps-ethics@bristol.ac.uk) 
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Date form updated by SPS REC:   February 2016. 

Appendix 1: Suggestions of what might normally be included within additional materials and 
some brief guidance 

 Material Information to include/brief guidance 

Participant Information 
Sheet (PIS) 

 What is the purpose of the study? 

 Why have I been chosen? 

 What will happen if I take part? 

 What will happen if I don’t take part? 

 Anonymisation 

 Limits of confidentiality 

 What will my information be used for 

 Further contact details for general enquiries and for any complaints 
about the research practice – this should not be the chair of the 
REC 

 Whether anonymised data will be available for future use 

Information sheets should be appropriate to the age and ability of the 
potential participant. 

Please ensure that your participant information sheet and consent 
forms are complimentary – ie the key information on the PIS is also 
covered on the consent form. 

Consent form(s) 

 

 Participants has read/understood the participant information sheet 
(PIS) and  are happy to take part  

 Understand the research is confidential and any limits to 
confidentiality are made clear 

 Can withdraw from the research (although there may be limits on 
this as if participants withdraw 2 days before submission of 
report/thesis this would be problematic)  

 Are happy for interviews to be digitally recorded or notes taken 

 That the data will be anonymised (identifying features removed) 

 How the data will be used 

 How data is stored 

 Whether anonymised data will be available for future use 

Consent forms should be appropriate to the age and ability of the 
potential participant. 

Adverts for recruitment It may be necessary to provide information on how you intend to 
advertise for participants.  This should provide enough information for 
you to target the relevant participants. 

Confidentiality Protocol This will be more important for those research topics which might result 
in participants talking about issues where confidentiality might need to 
be broken.  Whilst you have a responsibility to uphold the confidentiality 
of your interviews there may be occasions when you also have a duty to 
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warn about harm to the participant or to others.  This should be 
considered prior to the research and a procedure put in place.  In most 
cases this procedure would involve the following: 

 Ensure that participants are aware that there are limits to 
confidentiality; 

 That you will discuss any issues which arise with your research 
supervisor/colleagues as soon as possible after an incident; 

 That your supervisor or the project PI is in a position to make a 
decision about whether confidentiality needs to be broken; 

3rd party confidentiality 
agreement 

Confidentiality statement which might be used when using a transcriber 
or interpreter to ensure that they will adhere to principles of 
confidentiality.  This may be needed if using other co-researchers such 
as focus group co-facilitator.   

Photo Methods PIS and 
consent forms 

If you are using photo methods then there are additional considerations 
about consent to use visual images.  You should take the University 
data protection tutorial to ensure that you get appropriate consent and 
store the data appropriately.  We highly recommend that you look at 
previous examples of PIS and consent forms prior to designing your 
own. 

Support for participants 
after the research 

If may be necessary to give participants information about support 
available to them at the end of an interview or focus group.  This should 
be relevant to the topic you are researching.  You should check that 
services are still running and that you have the right contact details on 
them. 
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First ethical approval given: 16.12.19  

Beth Tarleton 
Mon 16/12/2019 10:16 
To  Marilyn Howard; SPS Ethics Applications Mailbox 
Dear Marilyn 
Thank you for submitting your application to the SPS REC regarding the following study: 
Universal Credit couple payments in Scotland (SPSREC/19-20/078). 
Thank you for responding so fully to the SPS REC comments regarding the project above.  Please take 
this email as confirmation of ethical approval from the SPS REC. 
If you require a formal letter of approval, please contact Hannah Blackman. 
I hope your research goes really well.  Please do let me know if your project changes, you may need 
an amendment to your ethical approval. 
With very best wishes. Beth Tarleton 
 

Revised ethical approval 7.2.20 (for second interview, in the light of delay in announcing a policy 
option)  

Beth Tarleton 
Fri 07/02/2020 16:20 
To:  Marilyn Howard; SPS Ethics Applications Mailbox 
Cc: Ailsa Cameron 
Dear Marilyn 
Thank your updating the committee about the planned changes to your project: 
Universal Credit couple payments in Scotland (SPSREC/19-20/078). 
Please take this email as confirmation of an amendment to your ethical approval, with regard 
to conducting a second interview with some participants.  On your information sheet, you may wish 
say interview/s in section 6 not interview. 
Would you not use your original information sheet and consent with Scottish Government officials 
once the policy has been announced? 
with best wishes Beth 

Second revised ethical approval 20.3.20 (for telephone interviews due to Covid-19)  

Beth Tarleton 
Fri 20/03/2020 15:38 
To:  Marilyn Howard; SPS Ethics Applications Mailbox 
Cc: Ailsa Cameron 
Dear Marilyn 
Thank you for emailing regarding the need for an amendment to the ethical approval for your study: 
Universal Credit couple payments in Scotland (SPSREC/19-20/078). 
Please take this email as confirmation of an amendment to your ethical approval with regard to 
using telephone rather than face to face interviews. 
with best wishes Beth 
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Third revised ethical approval: 1.6.20 (expanding the sample & using online methods due to Covid-
19)  

Beth Tarleton 
Mon 01/06/2020 17:59 
To: 
Marilyn Howard 
Cc: SPS Ethics Applications Mailbox; Ailsa Cameron; Sarah Ayres 
Dear Marilyn 
Thank you for emailing regarding the need for an amendment to the ethical approval for your study: 
Universal Credit couple payments in Scotland (SPSREC/19-20/078) 
Please take this email as confirmation of an amendment to your ethical approval with regard to: 

 expanding  the interview sample to include  DWP officials, 
 shortening the interviews with both Scottish and DWP samples,  
 inviting people to participate in an online interview (with the telephone as an 

alternative).  
Our Data protection Officer didn't know about the changes to Bluejeans but has confirmed that it is 
still the recommended platform for online interviews. 
with best wishes Beth 
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Appendix F: Participant Information sheet and consent form: 
Scottish (non government) participants 
Participant Information Sheet  
Universal Credit payment to couples: separate payments in Scotland 
1. Introduction 

I am undertaking research into how Universal Credit is paid to couples. I am particularly interested in 
the Scottish Government’s approach to make payments to each member of a couple. This research is 
for a thesis to be submitted for a Doctor in Social Science degree at Bristol University. As part of this 
project I would like to undertake an online or telephone interview with people who have been 
involved in making or shaping this approach.  

You have been asked to take part because I have identified you or your organisation as being 
involved in making decisions about this policy or aiming to influence it in some way.   

My research interests are in social security and gender. Currently a part-time doctoral student at the 
University of Bristol School for Policy Studies, I have worked in policy and research roles in the 
women’s and disability sectors, and in local and central government. This included a period at the 
Department for Work and Pensions in the early stages of Universal Credit policy development (up to 
2012). More recently I have worked for the Women’s Aid Federation of England and have 
undertaken consultancy on behalf of the UK Women’s Budget Group on the impacts of social 
security changes on domestic abuse survivors. 

2. What will happen if you agree to take part? 

If you agree to take part I will arrange to interview you at a place and time convenient to you. With 
current restrictions, this could be done online with a programme approved by the University 
(Bluejeans).   I expect the interview to last around 30 minutes or so. The purpose of the interview is 
to find out what you think about the policy and your role in its development. I aim to record the 
interview with an audio recorder to save me making hand-written notes during our interview, but if 
you would prefer me to take notes instead, please let me know.  

Depending on when any options for making a separate payment in practice have been announced, I 
may wish to undertake a second interview to hear your views about it. I anticipate that this would be 
a shorter interview.  

3. Will your participation in the project remain confidential? 

If you agree to take part I will do all I can to keep your identity confidential. I do not intend to 
disclose your name and personal information to anyone except my supervisors. I will not discuss 
anything you tell me during our interview with anyone else who is interviewed or with any of your 
colleagues or managers. In the dissertation, interview responses will be referred to in relation to a 
broad category, such as a generic ‘role’ rather than specific job title.   

It is possible that I may wish to quote your words verbatim to illustrate a particular point. In doing 
so, the quote would be anonymised (such as ‘a participant said’). If you say something in the 
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interview which you do not wish to be anonymously quoted verbatim, please let me know at the 
time and I can paraphrase your words.  

4. What are the advantages of taking part? 

You may find the project interesting and enjoy having an opportunity to tell me about your 
experiences and to reflect on the policy.  The aim is to write up the research for a thesis. Other 
written outputs could include a short policy report or briefing, or articles in an academic journal. 
Once the study is finished and written up (late 2022) it could provide information about social 
security policy on payments. It might also contribute to debates about social security responsibilities 
which are shared across different governments, and how this can deliver social citizenship rights. It 
could also be useful to policy makers deciding about how the system can be changed in the future. 

5. Are there any disadvantages to taking part? 

I do not envisage there would be disadvantages to you but if you are concerned at any point please 
let me know as soon as possible.  

6. What will happen to my data?  

I will transcribe the audio recordings of the interviews myself and in the process will remove any 
identifying information, so the transcript will be anonymised.  Audio recordings and interview notes 
will be password-protected and stored securely on the University of Bristol internet servers until the 
end of the research project. I will keep hard copies of my notes in secure storage. At the end of the 
research the recordings, transcript and any record I have of your personal data will be destroyed.  

7. Do you have to take part in the study? 

No, your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. If you do not wish to take part you do not 
have to give a reason and I will not contact you again. If you do agree to participate you are free to 
withdraw at any time without giving a reason, though I may wish to use data that you have given me 
which has already been anonymised.  

8. What happens now? 

If you agree I would like you to complete the form below and provide your contact details. A hard 
copy of this consent form will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in the School for Policy Studies.  

9. What if I have a query?  

This research has received approval from the University of Bristol School for Policy Studies Research 
Ethics Committee.  

If you have any other questions concerning the collection, storage and use of data please contact 
me: my details are below. If you have any complaints you can contact my supervisors Ailsa and Sarah 
to discuss your concerns.  

Contact details:  
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Marilyn Howard  
School for Policy Studies, University of Bristol, 8 Priory Road, Bristol, BS8 1TZ 
Email: Marilyn.Howard@bristol.ac.uk 

Ailsa Cameron  
School for Policy Studies, University of Bristol, 8 Priory Road, Bristol, BS8 1TZ 
Email: Ailsa.Cameron@bristol.ac.uk 

Sarah Ayres  
Professor of Public Policy and Governance 
School for Policy Studies, University of Bristol, 8 Priory Road, Bristol, BS8 1TZ 
Email: sarah.ayres@bristol.ac.uk 

Informed Consent Form: Universal Credit separate payments policy 

I confirm that: 
1. I have read and understood the information about the project and its aims, 

as provided in the Information Sheet. 
Yes   No  

2. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project and my 
participation and have received appropriate responses. 

Yes   No  

3. I agree to participate in the project. Yes   No  

4. I understand I can refuse to answer questions and I can withdraw from the 
study at any time without having to give a reason unless the data has already 
been anonymised, in which case I may not be able to comply with your 
request.   

Yes   No  

5. The procedures regarding confidentiality and anonymization of data have 
been explained to me. 

Yes   No  

6. I understand that any interview data used in the dissertation and other 
outputs will refer to broad categories of responses rather than specific job 
title or role. 

Yes   No  

6. The use of the data has been explained to me. Yes   No  

7. I agree to anonymised quotes being used in the dissertation and other 
outputs.   

Yes   No  

8. I understand that I can ask for any anonymised quotes to be paraphrased 
rather than used verbatim. 

Yes   No  

9. I consent to the storage and use of my data as set out in the information 
sheet 

Yes   No  

Participant:  ________________________ ___________________________  
Name of Participant  Signature    Date 
Contact information: 
Organisation   …………………………………………………. 
Email (work)  …………………………………………………… 
Mobile    …………………………………………………… 
Landline  ……………………………………………………  
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Appendix G: Participant Information sheet and consent form: 
Scottish Government participants 
Participant Information Sheet  

Universal Credit payment to couples: separate payments in Scotland 
1. Introduction 

I am undertaking research into how Universal Credit is paid to couples. I am particularly interested in 
the Scottish Government’s approach to make payments to each member of a couple. This research is 
for a thesis to be submitted for a Doctor in Social Science degree at Bristol University. As part of this 
project I would like to undertake an online or telephone interview with people who have been 
involved in making or shaping this approach.  

You have been asked to take part because I have identified you or your organisation as being 
involved in making decisions about this policy or aiming to influence it in some way.   

My research interests are in social security and gender. Currently a part-time doctoral student at the 
University of Bristol School for Policy Studies, I have worked in policy and research roles in the 
women’s and disability sectors, and in local and central government. This included a period at the 
Department for Work and Pensions in the early stages of Universal Credit policy development (up to 
2012). More recently I have worked for the Women’s Aid Federation of England and have 
undertaken consultancy on behalf of the UK Women’s Budget Group on the impacts of social 
security changes on domestic abuse survivors. 

2. What will happen if you agree to take part? 

If you agree to take part I will arrange to interview you at a place and time convenient to you. With 
current restrictions, this could be done online with a programme approved by the University 
(Bluejeans).   I expect the interview to last around 30 minutes or so. The purpose of the interview is 
to find out your thinking about the policy and your role in its development. I aim to record the 
interview with an audio recorder to save me making hand-written notes during our interview, but if 
you would prefer me to take notes instead, please let me know.  

3. Will your participation in the project remain confidential? 

If you agree to take part I will do all I can to keep your identity confidential. I do not intend to 
disclose your name and personal information to anyone except my supervisors. I will not discuss 
anything you tell me during our interview with anyone else who is interviewed or with any of your 
colleagues or managers. In the dissertation, interview responses will be referred to in relation to a 
broad category, such as a generic ‘role’ rather than specific job title.   

It is possible that I may wish to quote your words verbatim to illustrate a particular point. In doing 
so, the quote would be anonymised (such as ‘a participant said’). If you say something in the 
interview which you do not wish to be anonymously quoted verbatim, please let me know at the 
time and I can paraphrase your words.  



Exploring ’nested’ problematizations of Universal Credit payment to couples 

  
 

225 
 

4. What are the advantages of taking part? 

You may find the project interesting and enjoy having an opportunity to tell me about your 
experiences and to reflect on the policy.  The aim is to write up the research for a thesis. Other 
written outputs could include a short policy report or briefing, or articles in an academic journal. 
Once the study is finished and written up (late 2022) it could provide information about social 
security policy on payments. It might also contribute to debates about social security responsibilities 
which are shared across different governments, and how this can deliver social citizenship rights. It 
could also be useful to policy makers deciding about how the system can be changed in the future. 

5. Are there any disadvantages to taking part? 

I do not envisage there would be disadvantages to you but if you are concerned at any point please 
let me know as soon as possible.  

6. What will happen to my data?  

I will transcribe the audio recordings of the interviews myself and in the process will remove any 
identifying information, so the transcript will be anonymised.  Audio recordings and interview notes 
will be password-protected and stored securely on the University of Bristol internet servers until the 
end of the research project. I will keep hard copies of my notes in secure storage. At the end of the 
research the recordings, transcript and any record I have of your personal data will be destroyed.  

7. Do you have to take part in the study? 

No, your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. If you do not wish to take part you do not 
have to give a reason and I will not contact you again. If you do agree to participate you are free to 
withdraw at any time without giving a reason, though I may wish to use data that you have given me 
which has already been anonymised.  

8. What happens now? 

If you agree I would like you to complete the form below and provide your contact details. A hard 
copy of this consent form will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in the School for Policy Studies.  

9. What if I have a query?  

This research has received approval from the University of Bristol School for Policy Studies Research 
Ethics Committee.  

If you have any other questions concerning the collection, storage and use of data please contact 
me: my details are below. If you have any complaints you can contact my supervisors Ailsa and Sarah 
to discuss your concerns.  

Contact details:  

Marilyn Howard  
School for Policy Studies, University of Bristol, 8 Priory Road, Bristol, BS8 1TZ 
Email: Marilyn.Howard@bristol.ac.uk 
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Ailsa Cameron  
School for Policy Studies, University of Bristol, 8 Priory Road, Bristol, BS8 1TZ 
Email: Ailsa.Cameron@bristol.ac.uk 
Sarah Ayres  
Professor of Public Policy and Governance 
School for Policy Studies, University of Bristol, 8 Priory Road, Bristol, BS8 1TZ 
Email: sarah.ayres@bristol.ac.uk 

Informed Consent Form: Universal Credit separate payments policy 

I confirm that: 
1. I have read and understood the information about the project and its aims, 

as provided in the Information Sheet. 
Yes   No  

2. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project and my 
participation and have received appropriate responses. 

Yes   No  

3. I agree to participate in the project. Yes   No  

4. I understand I can refuse to answer questions and I can withdraw from the 
study at any time without having to give a reason unless the data has already 
been anonymised, in which case I may not be able to comply with your 
request.   

Yes   No  

5. The procedures regarding confidentiality and anonymization of data have 
been explained to me. 

Yes   No  

6. I understand that any interview data used in the dissertation and other 
outputs will refer to broad categories of responses rather than specific job 
title or role. 

Yes   No  

6. The use of the data has been explained to me. Yes   No  

7. I agree to anonymised quotes being used in the dissertation and other 
outputs.   

Yes   No  

8. I understand that I can ask for any anonymised quotes to be paraphrased 
rather than used verbatim. 

Yes   No  

9. I consent to the storage and use of my data as set out in the information 
sheet 

Yes   No  

Participant:  ________________________ ___________________________  

Name of Participant  Signature    Date 
Contact information: 
Organisation   …………………………………………………. 
Email (work)  …………………………………………………… 
Mobile    …………………………………………………… 
Landline  …………………………………………………… 
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Appendix H: Participant Information sheet and consent form: 
Westminster participants 

Participant Information Sheet  

Universal Credit payment to couples: household payment with separate 
payment flexibilities in Scotland 
1. Introduction 

I am undertaking research into how Universal Credit is paid to couples, including the Scottish 
Government’s aspiration to make individual payments to each partner. This research is for a thesis 
to be submitted for a Doctor in Social Science degree at Bristol University. As part of this project I 
would like to undertake an online or telephone interview with people who have been involved in 
policy concerning couple payments.   

You have been asked to take part because I have identified you as being key to making decisions 
about this policy.   

My research interests are in social security and gender. Currently a part-time doctoral student at the 
University of Bristol School for Policy Studies, I have worked in policy and research roles in the 
women’s and disability sectors, and in local and central government. This included a period at the 
Department for Work and Pensions in the early stages of Universal Credit policy development (up to 
2012). More recently I have worked for the Women’s Aid Federation of England and have 
undertaken consultancy on behalf of the UK Women’s Budget Group on the impacts of social 
security changes on domestic abuse survivors. 

2. What will happen if you agree to take part? 

If you agree to take part I will arrange to interview you at a place and time convenient to you. With 
current restrictions, this could be done online with a programme approved by the University 
(Bluejeans).   I expect the interview to last around half an hour or so. The purpose of the interview is 
to find out what you think about the policy and your role in its development. I aim to record the 
interview with an audio recorder to save me making hand-written notes during our interview, but if 
you would prefer me to take notes instead, please let me know.  

3. Will your participation in the project remain confidential? 

If you agree to take part I will do all I can to keep your identity confidential. I do not intend to 
disclose your name and personal information to anyone except my supervisors. I will not discuss 
anything you tell me during our interview with anyone else who is interviewed or with any of your 
colleagues or managers. In the dissertation, interview responses will be referred to in relation to a 
broad category, such as a generic ‘role’ rather than specific job title.   

It is possible that I may wish to quote your words verbatim to illustrate a particular point. In doing 
so, the quote would be anonymised (such as ‘a participant said’). If you say something in the 
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interview which you do not wish to be anonymously quoted verbatim, please let me know at the 
time and I can paraphrase your words.  

4. What are the advantages of taking part? 

You may find the project interesting and enjoy having an opportunity to tell me about your 
experiences and to reflect on the policy.  The aim is to write up the research for a thesis. Other 
written outputs could include a short policy report or briefing, or articles in an academic journal. 
Once the study is finished and written up (late 2022) it could provide information about social 
security policy on payments. It might also contribute to debates about social security responsibilities 
which are shared across different governments, and how this can deliver social citizenship rights. It 
could also be useful to policy makers deciding about how the system can be changed in the future. 

5. Are there any disadvantages to taking part? 

I do not envisage there would be disadvantages to you but if you are concerned at any point please 
let me know as soon as possible.  

6. What will happen to my data?  

I will transcribe the audio recordings of the interviews myself and in the process will remove any 
identifying information, so the transcript will be anonymised.  Audio recordings and interview notes 
will be password-protected and stored securely on the University of Bristol internet servers until the 
end of the research project. I will keep hard copies of my notes in secure storage. At the end of the 
research the recordings, transcript and any record I have of your personal data will be destroyed.  

7. Do you have to take part in the study? 

No, your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. If you do not wish to take part you do not 
have to give a reason and I will not contact you again. If you do agree to participate you are free to 
withdraw at any time without giving a reason, though I may wish to use data that you have given me 
which has already been anonymised.  

8. What happens now? 

If you agree I would like you to complete the form below and provide your contact details. A hard 
copy of this consent form will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in the School for Policy Studies.  

9. What if I have a query?  

This research has received approval from the University of Bristol School for Policy Studies Research 
Ethics Committee.  

If you have any other questions concerning the collection, storage and use of data please contact 
me: my details are below. If you have any complaints you can contact my supervisors Ailsa and Sarah 
to discuss your concerns.  

Contact details:  
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Marilyn Howard  
School for Policy Studies, University of Bristol, 8 Priory Road, Bristol, BS8 1TZ 
Email: Marilyn.Howard@bristol.ac.uk 

Ailsa Cameron  
School for Policy Studies, University of Bristol, 8 Priory Road, Bristol, BS8 1TZ 
Email: Ailsa.Cameron@bristol.ac.uk 

Sarah Ayres  
Professor of Public Policy and Governance 
School for Policy Studies, University of Bristol, 8 Priory Road, Bristol, BS8 1TZ 
Email: sarah.ayres@bristol.ac.uk 

Informed Consent Form: Universal Credit couple payments policy 

I confirm that: 
1. I have read and understood the information about the project and its aims, 

as provided in the Information Sheet. 
Yes   No  

2. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project and my 
participation and have received appropriate responses. 

Yes   No  

3. I agree to participate in the project. Yes   No  

4. I understand I can refuse to answer questions and I can withdraw from the 
study at any time without having to give a reason unless the data has already 
been anonymised, in which case I may not be able to comply with your 
request.   

Yes   No  

5. The procedures regarding confidentiality and anonymization of data have 
been explained to me. 

Yes   No  

6. I understand that any interview data used in the dissertation and other 
outputs will refer to broad categories of responses rather than specific job 
title or role. 

Yes   No  

6. The use of the data has been explained to me. Yes   No  

7. I agree to anonymised quotes being used in the dissertation and other 
outputs.   

Yes   No  

8. I understand that I can ask for any anonymised quotes to be paraphrased 
rather than used verbatim. 

Yes   No  

9. I consent to the storage and use of my data as set out in the information 
sheet 

Yes   No  

Participant:  ________________________ ___________________________  
Name of Participant  Signature    Date 
Contact information: 
Organisation   …………………………………………………. 
Email (work)  …………………………………………………… 
Mobile    ……………………………………………  Landline  ……………………………………… 


