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Abstract
We study the fertility effects of restricting child-related social assistance to the first 
two children in the family. As of 2017, all third and subsequent children born on or 
after 6 April 2017 in the UK were made ineligible for approximately 3000 GBP of 
means-tested child benefits per year. Using a triple difference and regression discon-
tinuity design, we leverage administrative births microdata to identify the impact of 
the two-child limit on higher-order births. We find little to no decline in higher-order 
fertility among low-income families, with our estimates indicating at most small 
elasticities relative to the literature.
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Introduction

How do financial incentives and constraints affect household fertility decisions? The 
basic economic model of fertility, as developed by Becker (1960), treats children 
as analogous to consumer durables, with associated costs and benefits. Govern-
ment policies, in particular the treatment of children in the tax and benefit system, 
change these costs and benefits and therefore affect fertility decisions. However, 
even in this simple model, the magnitude of these effects will depend both on indi-
vidual and household preferences and on other variables affecting family incomes; 
they are therefore likely to depend on the specific economic and social context. The 
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complexity of the factors involved, and the relative rarity of substantial exogene-
ous changes to financial incentives that can be used to identify causal effects, mean 
empirical estimates remain limited.

In this paper we examine the impact of a major and internationally significant 
change to the treatment of children in the UK benefit system: the introduction of the 
“two-child limit” for cash benefits to low-income families. While a handful of coun-
tries restrict means-tested child benefits to the third or fourth child, this policy is the 
first attempt internationally to cap means-tested child benefits at the second child 
(Stewart, Patrick & Reeves 2023b).

The impact of this change on families’ fertility decisions is of considerable inter-
est, both from a policy and a research perspective. In contrast to other changes to 
the UK benefit system for low-income families, it was justified, at least in part, by 
the argument that benefit payments to low-income families with children incentiv-
ized higher levels of fertility, and that removing them would have the opposite effect 
(Treasury & DWP 2015). Implicitly, the objective of the policy was not only to 
reduce expenditure but also to reduce fertility among low-income households.

By contrast, opponents of the change made both normative arguments—that 
it was inappropriate for the state to attempt to reduce fertility among low-income 
households by cutting benefits, and that if a certain level of support per child was 
appropriate, it should apply to all children—and positive ones, that the policy change 
was unlikely to have a large impact on fertility decisions. Opponents predicted that 
the main impact of the change would be an increase in poverty among larger fami-
lies. Establishing to what extent these narratives are consistent with the empirical 
evidence is a vital prerequisite to evaluate the policy effectively and inform wider 
debate on the future of the welfare system. It is also relevant to international debates 
about trends in fertility in advanced economies: the change came as overall fertility 
rates in the UK were falling steadily, with the UK’s total fertility rate falling from 
1.9 in 2011 to 1.65 in 2019 (Office for National Statistics, 2022).

The nature of the two-child limit makes it well suited to causal identification of 
the impact of financial incentives in the welfare system on fertility. It was a large 
change, introduced at a single point in time, and it affected some groups, while leav-
ing others (those with fewer than two children, or not receiving benefits) entirely 
unaffected. In 2022, 450,000 households (including 1.4 million children) were 
affected by the policy (Department for Work and Pensions and Her Majesty’s Rev-
enue and Customs, 2024). The policy only applies to third or subsequent children 
who were born on or after 6 April 2017, creating a plausibly exogenous source of 
variation in treatment status by date of birth. In this paper, we leverage variation 
over date of birth, birth order and socio-economic status to isolate the causal impact 
of the two-child limit on fertility, using a difference-in-difference-in-differences (or 
triple difference) and a regression discontinuity design.

Our results suggest that the impact of the policy change on fertility, if any, was 
relatively small. The period before and after the policy change saw steady falls in 
the overall number of births in the UK. However, we do not find evidence of a sub-
stantial reduction in the relative number of births among those affected. Our triple 
difference estimates are either positive in sign or close to zero. Estimates from the 
regression discontinuity design meanwhile suggest a small negative effect, but our 



Does Cutting Child Benefits Reduce Fertility in Larger Families?… Page 3 of 26     21 

preferred specification is not statistically significant, and the magnitude is extremely 
small relative to the literature.

These results are novel and surprising, and out of line with the findings of most 
previous research both internationally and in the UK, which usually, by looking at 
changes which increased the generosity of benefits, suggest relatively large elastici-
ties. The contribution of our paper is that it is the first, and we think only, attempt 
to evaluate the impact of what amounts to an internationally significant policy on 
fertility: restricting benefit payments to two children in a family. The evidence gen-
erated is important for all those interested in the state’s role in influencing fertil-
ity decision making, and, beyond this, in how social security systems are structured 
to support or constrain child bearing. One interpretation of our results is that this 
response may not be symmetric: benefit cuts may not have equal and opposite effects 
to benefit expansions. Our results also undermine the implicit policy rationale for 
the reform: rather than causing a major reduction in the number of children born 
into low-income families, the main impact has been to increase the depth and inci-
dence of child poverty (Chzhen & Bradshaw, 2024). Drawing on parallel qualitative 
research into the two-child limit, we speculate that imperfect information about the 
policy, the “stickiness” of fertility attitudes (particularly among larger families), and 
an erroneous understanding of how “choice” is exercised in fertility decision-mak-
ing may all play a part (Patrick & Andersen, 2022).

These results—and the possible drivers behind them—have significant economic 
implications. At a time of declining and below replacement fertility in almost all 
advanced economies, the impact of financial incentives is of increasing interest and 
importance from both a research and policy perspective; our results highlight the 
importance of the interaction of such policies with the wider socio-economic envi-
ronment and imply that simply focusing on financial incentives alone is unlikely to 
deliver the desired results from a policy perspective.

The paper is structured as follows. We briefly describe the increase, and subse-
quent reduction, in the generosity of the welfare system in the UK over the last two 
decades, and the context for the introduction of the two-child limit. We then review 
the evidence on the impact of the structure and generosity of the benefit system on 
fertility. Our principal contribution is our empirical analysis, which leverages com-
prehensive administrative data on births in England and Wales both before and after 
the policy change. To conclude, we discuss possible interpretations and implications 
of our analysis, from both a research and policy perspective.

Background

Since the establishment of the modern welfare state after the Second World War, 
the UK has used the tax-benefit system to support families with children through a 
combination of universal (Family Allowance and Child Benefit) and means-tested 
support. The latter was initially for families with essentially no income, but was 
extended to low-income working families with the introduction of Family Income 
Supplement in the 1970s. This provision was made significantly more generous in 
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the 2000s with the introduction of Working Families Tax Credit, which was mod-
elled on the US’s Earned Income Tax Credit.1

 By the early 2010s, most families with children were receiving some form of 
support from the tax credit system (in addition to Child Benefit). Entitlement 
extended well above the median of the income distribution, although support was 
concentrated on those on low incomes, whether in or out of work. The objective of 
this expansion of benefits was both to reduce poverty among low-income families 
and to increase employment. Though there is no evidence to suggest that increased 
fertility was an objective of these policies, Brewer et  al. (2012) found that those 
most likely to have been affected saw a differential increase in fertility, with an esti-
mated rise of 1.2 to 3.6 percentage points in the annual probability of those most 
affected having a child, equating to an increase of approximately 10,000 to 35,000 
in annual births. This was a period in which overall fertility rates in the UK were 
rising, with an increase in annual births of over 100,000 a year in the 2000s. ONS 
(2009)’s descriptive analysis of these trends attributes about a third of the rise to 
the greater affordability of children for low-income households (including improved 
childcare provision as well as higher benefit levels), though this was not a causal 
estimate.

After the global financial crisis, a Conservative-led Coalition government enacted 
significant cuts to welfare benefits as part of its wider program of fiscal consolida-
tion. The initial program of cuts included changes to benefits for sick and disabled 
people, capping the amount of benefits that could be received by individual house-
holds, reductions in the uprating of benefits, and the so-called “bedroom tax” that 
restricted housing benefit payments for those with “extra” bedrooms. This program 
did not focus explicitly on larger families, though larger families were disproportion-
ately affected due to their higher household needs and lower work intensity (Stewart, 
Patrick & Reeves 2023a, Gaffney, 2015, Reed & Portes, 2015).

While presented primarily as an economic necessity—the prevailing levels of 
benefits were described as unaffordable, given the impact of the recession on gov-
ernment borrowing—a parallel narrative also suggested that the benefit system had 
undesirable moral hazard effects. The Prime Minister, David Cameron, argued in 
2011:

“The benefit system has created a benefit culture. It doesn’t just allow people to 
act irresponsibly, but often actively encourages them to do so.” (UK Government, 
2021).

In conjunction with some sections of the press, the government sought to justify 
benefit cuts by arguing that very significant payments were being made to people 
who were either making fraudulent claims or who were (legally) “milking the sys-
tem” (Gaffney & Portes, 2013). Frequently, the latter referred to larger families or 

1  In the 2010s, Working Families Tax Credit was subsumed within a new benefit, Universal Credit; 
which includes a Child Allowance. With both tax credits and Universal Credit, the benefits are gradually 
withdrawn with earnings, and this also applies to the child-related support (meaning that households will 
receive less than the full child element, depending on their earned income).
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so-called “benefits broods”; such a case, and the wider background, is described at 
length in Jensen and Tyler (2015).

The Two‑Child Limit

After winning the 2015 General Election, in July a majority Conservative govern-
ment announced a further program of benefit cuts, including the introduction of a 
“two-child limit”. Previously, the system of means-tested tax credits (which was in 
the process of being replaced with a new, integrated benefit, Universal Credit) paid 
an equal amount for each child. After the reform, payments would only be made 
in respect of the first two children for each household. Previously, the entitlement 
would have increased by approximately 3000 GBP per year when an additional child 
was born. After the two-child limit, for children born on or after 6 April 2017, no 
child element would be paid if the household already had 2 + children. The policy 
reform therefore reduced the maximum entitlement to child-related benefits for a 
family with three children at the bottom of the income distribution from approxi-
mately 12,000 GBP to approximately 9,000 GBP. For families higher up the income 
distribution, the loss would be less, due to the operation of the means test or “taper”, 
which reduced entitlement by 48 pence for each additional pound of net income. 
Those families whose income was too high to claim tax credits or Universal Credit 
were unaffected by the policy change.

At 2023–24 benefit rates, the two-child limit amounts to a loss of up to 3,235 
GBP a year in benefits income (Department for Work & Pensions, 2022).2 House-
holds are exempt from the two-child limit if their third child is a multiple birth, an 
adopted child, in a non-parental caring arrangement, or if they are the result of non-
consensual conception (see Treasury & DWP (2015) for details of the policy’s scope 
and impact).

The government described the objective of the two-child limit as being “to ensure 
that families in receipt of benefits faced the same financial choices about having 
children as those supporting themselves solely in work” (Treasury, 2015a, 2015b). 
Implicit in this was the assumption that incentives within the benefits system influ-
enced fertility. This view was made explicit in published Impact Assessments, which 
(based in part on Brewer et al., 2012) suggested that the policy change would result 
in reduced fertility, although no quantitative predictions were made:

“In practice people may respond to the incentives that this policy provides and 
may have fewer children...Given that families are aware of the policy they may 
make the choice not to have (further) children.” (Treasury & DWP 2015)

The extent to which reducing fertility was an objective of the two-child limit is 
unclear. Indeed, in response to a Work and Pensions Select Committee report on the 
two-child limit, the government denied that curbing fertility was a key policy aim:

2  For certain families in paid employment, the loss is less than 3,235 GBP per child because the child 
element is steadily withdrawn as earnings rise above a certain income threshold.
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“This policy does not attempt to limit the number of children people have. 
Claimants are able to have as many children as they choose, in the knowledge 
of the support available.” (Work & Pensions Select Committee, 2019).

There was therefore ambiguity over how far fertility changes were themselves an 
explicit policy objective, perhaps reflecting political sensitivities over welfare policy 
and the role of the state in influencing fertility decision making. Nevertheless, irre-
spective of whether the reduction of fertility was intended, in shifting fertility incen-
tives it is plausible that it may have achieved this in practice, particularly in light of 
existing evidence, to which we now turn.

Existing Evidence on Welfare and Fertility

A review of the literature on the impact of financial incentives on fertility (Stone, 
2020) found that almost all studies on this question identified positive and signifi-
cant results, with an increase in the present value of child benefits of 10 percent of 
a household’s annual income producing between 0.5 and 4.1 percent higher birth 
rates. A number of other empirical studies in developed countries suggest positive 
fertility effects from the expansion of benefits (González & Trommlerová, 2021). 
Evidence of reductions in fertility due to benefit cuts or withdrawals are more mixed 
(Cohen, Deejia & Romanov 2013, González & Trommlerová, 2021, Sandner & 
Wiynck, 2023).

In general, evidence suggests that there is heterogeneity in the magnitude of fer-
tility responses to welfare by family size, income, and institutional context. Laroque 
and Salanié (2014) take a structural approach and, using data from France, find a 
substantial response of fertility to financial incentives in the French tax and ben-
efit system. The response differs according to birth order, with first and (especially) 
third births particularly responsive. Simulating the impacts of an unconditional child 
credit of 150 Euros a month per child, they estimate that this would raise birth rates 
among the most affected group (i.e., those with two children) by 4.8 percentage 
points.

Fertility responses are also heterogeneous across the income distribution. Mil-
ligan (2005), using a triple difference approach to examine the introduction and sub-
sequent withdrawal of a universal C$8000 cash payment to families with newborn 
children in Quebec, found large fertility effects, with an extra C$1000 leading to 
an increase of about 17 percent in fertility. Effects were considerably larger among 
better-off families. While this may seem counterintuitive, it is in fact consistent 
with the canonical Becker model. Where families can choose to spend on both the 
quantity and the “quality” of children (where “quality” is influenced by per-child 
spending), the impact of a simple per-child benefit is ambiguous. While the substi-
tution effect (having children becomes less costly relative to working) unambigu-
ously increases fertility, the income effect might either increase or decrease fertility, 
depending on whether the income elasticity of fertility is negative or positive (just 
as a cut in income taxes can either increase or decrease hours worked, depending on 
the income elasticity of demand for leisure). So while intuitively one would expect 
a cut in child benefits to reduce fertility, this need not be the case for all families 
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(Cohen et  al., 2013; Milligan, 2005; Riphahn & Wiynck, 2017). In particular, if 
low-income families face a particularly sharp “quality-quantity” trade off, they may 
respond to increases in welfare by reducing fertility. That is, the increased income 
resulting from a per-child benefit for poorer families with one or two children may 
mean that they choose not to have a subsequent child.

However, for the policy change we examine—the removal of benefits for third 
and subsequent children—the income effect is less relevant. There is no income 
effect for the first two children, so the choice to have a third child should be driven 
solely by the substitution effect, and the impact of the policy change should be une-
quivocally negative.3

Finally, fertility elasticities appear to be sensitive to institutional context. Research 
in the US is less suggestive of large impacts. Following the introduction of Tem-
porary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program in the 1990s, a number of 
states introduced measures to deny additional social assistance to any children born 
after a benefit claim was made. Research on these family caps has broadly found 
no effect on fertility (Camasso & Jagannathan, 2016; Dyer & Fairlie, 2004; Joyce 
et al., 2004; Kearney, 2004). However, even leaving aside the very different social 
and economic context of the US, it is not clear that the two-child limit will have the 
same fertility effects as family caps. While the policies are similar in their aims, they 
are different in their application: for family caps, the determinant of whether you are 
capped is the timing of pregnancy relative to your benefits claim; for the two-child 
limit, it is the size of your family. The interaction with other aspects of the welfare 
system (notably work requirements and childcare) is also very different.

The most directly relevant study for our purposes is Brewer et al. (2012), which 
examined the impact of increases in the generosity of the UK benefit system in 1999 
(part of the expansion of the tax credit system described in Sect.  2 above). They 
used a difference-in-differences approach, exploiting the fact that the reforms were 
targeted at low-income households, and that the changes were likely to differentially 
affect the fertility of women in couples and single women due to the opportunity 
cost effects of the welfare-to-work element. Using data from the Family Resources 
Survey, they found no increase in births among single women, but an increase in 
births among coupled women on relatively low incomes. Their main estimates are 
an increase in the probability of having a child of approximately 2 percentage points 
per year in the affected groups (an increase in fertility rates of about 15 percent). 
However, given the relatively small number of births observed in the survey data, 
there is considerable uncertainty around this estimate.

A more recent, closely related study is Sandner and Wiynck (2023), who look at a 
German welfare policy change which, like the two-child limit, resulted in substantial 
cuts to household income for families with children. They find a fertility reduction 
of 6.8 percent for a large (18 percent) reduction in household income, implying a 
much lower elasticity of 0.38. They conclude that welfare recipients’ fertility reacts 

3  In principle, the removal of benefits for the third child could, via the aforementioned income effect, 
lead to some families choosing to have a fourth child. However, this is highly unlikely to be relevant over 
the time period we examine.
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less strongly to financial incentives than the fertility of overall populations. This idea 
is corroborated by a qualitative study of fertility choices by those subject to the two-
child limit by Patrick and Andersen (2022), which found that few families took the 
policy into account when deciding how many children to have. The study found that 
low awareness about the policy and a mismatch between the policy presentation and 
everyday lives on a low-income may have contributed.

Given existing theoretical and empirical work, our prior is that the two-child 
limit is likely to have reduced fertility among affected households, although there 
is considerable uncertainty given the various dimensions of heterogeneity discussed 
above. If the effects were of similar magnitudes to those found in most of the papers 
discussed above, we would expect to see large changes among affected households. 
The financial impact of the two-child limit is almost twice as large in PPP terms as 
that of the benefit increase modelled by Laroque and Salanié (2014) (OECD, 2021), 
thereby implying an impact of more than 7 percentage points. The scale of the pol-
icy change is also larger than the reforms considered by Brewer et  al. (2012) and 
Milligan (2005). However, Sandner and Wiynck (2023), examining a large cut to 
benefits rather than an increase in their generosity, find much smaller impacts. With 
this in mind, we turn to our empirical analysis.

Method

We use two identification strategies to test the effect of the two-child limit on fertil-
ity: a triple difference design and a regression discontinuity design.

Triple Difference Design

Our objective is to identify the impact of the two-child limit on fertility of those 
“treated” by the policy—that is, women (and/or couples) who, if they were to have 
a child on or after April 2017, were no longer eligible for child-related social assis-
tance for that child. Since the policy applied only to those in receipt of benefits with 
2 + existing children and was rolled out over time, a difference-in-differences setup 
is a natural choice for an identification strategy.

The treatment group here is low-income women (single parents or members of 
a couple household) with 2 + children. In a simple difference-in-differences, there 
would be two main candidates for a control group: low-income women with 0–1 
children, and high-income women with 2 + children. Neither group offers a compel-
ling counterfactual: there are numerous factors other than the policy change (other 
changes to the benefits system, as well as wider social and demographic trends) 
which are likely to change living standards and the desired number of children over 
the period in question, and which would introduce bias into a simple difference-in-
differences strategy of this kind.

Our preferred approach is therefore a difference-in-difference-in-differences (or 
triple difference) approach, which creates four groups, only one of which is treated.
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We therefore estimate the impact of the policy change by looking at the change 
in fertility between low-income women with 2 + children and high-income women 
with 2 + children, at the change in fertility between low-income women with 0–1 
children and high-income women with 0–1 children, and then comparing these two 
changes.4 This set-up mirrors that of Gruber (1994), which introduced the triple-
difference estimator as a method for estimating the causal impact of policy changes: 
coincidentally, Gruber was also looking at the impact of a policy change (the intro-
duction of mandatory maternity pay) which affected some (but not all) mothers in 
some (but not all) US states.

In principle, this should abstract both from differential changes in fertility 
between those on a low income and those not, and differential changes in fertility 
between larger and smaller families. This triple difference approach should be more 
robust than a simple difference-in-differences strategy (Milligan, 2005).

Algebraically, we present the probability of having a child for a woman in group 
g as follows:

where Ygt is the birth rate for group g, Bg is a dummy variable equal to one for 
women in low income occupation families, Lg is a dummy variable equal to one 
for women in families with 2 + children, and ϵg is the error term. Our coefficient of 
interest is β3: it represents the marginal impact of being on a low income and having 
2 + children on the probability of having a child.

In a standard difference-in-differences, the identification assumption is often 
tested by the parallel trends assumption: while β0, the constant/base probability, can 
vary (the “trend”), the subgroup specific parameters β1, β2 and β3, remain constant 
(so the trends are parallel for different groups) except when affected by the policy 
change.

Our triple difference set-up allows us to partially relax this assumption. In par-
ticular, β0, β1 and β2—the base probability, but also the marginal effect of either 
being on a low-income or having 2 + children—can vary over time. As Olden and 
Moen (2022) state, “even though the triple difference is the difference between two 
difference-in-differences, it does not need two parallel trend assumptions. It requires 
the relative outcome of group B and group A in the treatment state to trend in the 
same way as the relative outcome of group B and group A in the control state in the 
absence of treatment.” This means that all we need is that β3—the additional prob-
ability of having a child that results from the interaction of being on benefits and 
of already having had 2 + children—remains constant except when affected by the 
policy change; this is our key identifying assumption.

In comparing the size of β3 before and after the policy change, our preferred tri-
ple difference specification is the following:

(1)Yg = �
0
+ �

1
1[Bg=1]

+ �
2
1[Lg=1]

+ �
3
1[Bg=1]

× 1[Lg=1]
+ �it

4  It does not matter which difference is taken first; that is, we could equally compare fertility rates for 
low-income women with no or one child with those with 2 + children; do the same for high-income 
women; and then compare the two differences.
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where Ygt is the birth rate for group g in quarter t, Bg is a dummy variable equal to 
one for women in low income occupation families, Lg is a dummy variable equal to 
one for women in families with 2 + children, Postt is a dummy variable equal to one 
if the quarter is after April 2017 and zero otherwise, and ϵgt is the error term. Our 
coefficient of interest is β7: it represents the change in the probability of having a 
child after the two-child limit for low-income women with 2 + existing children.

Regression Discontinuity Design

Our second identification strategy is a regression discontinuity (RD) design. This 
enables us to non-parametrically identify the effect of the two-child limit by exploit-
ing the plausible exogeneity of the date of birth criterion (Lee & Lemieux, 2010). 
The downside of this approach is that RD estimates are by definition local, and do 
not account for the possibility of gradual fertility effects.

We restrict our RD analysis to low-income women with 2 + children (the treat-
ment group from the triple difference) and estimate various regression discontinuity 
specifications at the date of birth level. Our preferred specification is a non-paramet-
ric local linear donut RD, which allows the slope to vary either side of the cut-off 
and excludes observations within 3 days of the cut-off5:

Yt is the probability of having a child with a date of birth of t, t is the date in days 
relative to the introduction cut-off x (6 April 2017), b is the bandwidth, ϵt is the error 
term. β1 is the coefficient of interest and represents the intention-to-treat estimate of 
the effect of the two-child limit on fertility.

As recommended by the latest RD literature, we select the bandwidth b in a data-
driven way, by optimizing the coverage error rate (CER) and use robust bias-cor-
rected standard errors (Calonico, Cattaneo & Farrell 2021, Cattaneo, Idrobo & Titi-
unik 2019, Hyytinen et al., 2018).

(2)

Ygt =�0 + �
1
1[Bg=1

] + �
2
1[Lg=1

] + �
3
1[Bg=1

] × 1
[

Lg = 1
]

+ �
4
1[Postt=1]

+ �
5
1[Bg=1

] × 1[Postt=1]
+ �

6
1[Lg=1

] × 1[Postt=1]

+ �
7
1[Bg=1

] × 1[Lg=1
] × 1[Postt=1]

+ �gt

(3)
Y
t
= �

0
+ �

1
1[t ≥ 0] + �

2
t + �

3
t × 1[t ≥ 0] + �

t
,

∀t ∈ {{−b ≤ t ≤ −3}, {3 ≤ t ≤ b}}

5  We use a donut RD specification because, as shown in Supplementary Figure S11, in the raw data 
there is a high outlier observation three days prior to the introduction of the policy. While this could sug-
gest bunching before the cut-off, we are skeptical that individuals’ control of birth timing is sufficiently 
precise to explain this result; instead the most plausible explanation is noise. To avoid bias, we exclude 
small numbers of observations local to the cut-off and test for sensitivity to this. We select the 3-day 
radius donut as a representative example and document other donut sizes, including no donut, in detail in 
Table 3.
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Data

Our relevant outcome of interest is the probability of a woman having a child in each 
time period. For each group, we combine estimates of the number of births from a 
random 10 percent sample of administrative birth registry data with estimates of the 
number of women from the Annual Population Survey (APS). For each of the four 
groups in the triple difference, we calculate the birth probabilities as follows: the 
denominator is the number of women who could potentially have children, from the 
APS; the numerator is the number of births, from the administrative births data.6

Administrative Birth Registry Data, 2013–2019

Our main data source on the number of births to mothers at different income levels is 
administrative birth registrations microdata from 2013–2019 in England and Wales.7 
This provides individual-level data for all births (both live and stillbirths) in Eng-
land and Wales over this period, with variables on the date of birth of the child, the 
number of previous live births born to the mother, and postcode of residence of the 
mother. For a random 10 percent sample of live births, the data includes socio-eco-
nomic status (SES), as defined by the National Statistics Socio-economic Classifica-
tion (NS-SEC)’s measure of occupation. NS-SEC is a standard and long-standing 
measure of SES in the UK and has been validated as a predictor of a wide range of 
medium and long-term social and economic outcomes. It is not a perfect measure of 
income or benefit receipt, but it is strongly correlated with both (Office for National 
Statistics, 2016; Social Mobility Commission, 2022). It is likely to be more predic-
tive over long periods of time (since occupational status abstracts from short-term 
fluctuations in income) and at the household or family level (since it abstracts from 
individual idiosyncrasies in how an occupation reflects an individual’s income). In 
our case, we use the highest NS-SEC occupation of the mother and father, which 
enables us to consider the resources of the whole household.

We do not use data from 2020 and beyond given the likely impact of the pan-
demic on fertility, which could introduce systematic bias into our results by dispro-
portionately affecting low-income and larger families (Reader & Andersen, 2022).

Figure  1 charts the number of total births (left axis) alongside the number of 
higher-order (3 +) births (right axis) in England and Wales by year from 2013 to 
2019. Higher-order births started to fall in 2015, as did total births in 2016. The 
share of higher-order births fell over the period. However, the aggregate data do not 
suggest a large impact of the two-child limit in 2017.

6  A random 10 percent sample of the administrative births data are coded with NS-SEC occupation sta-
tus, while the APS is a household survey which does not sample the full population. To account for the 
consequent sampling uncertainty, we calculate standard errors for the number of births and the number 
of women by quarter by extracting the standard error from the proportion of women/births in each cat-
egory and scaling this up to a population estimate.
7  This work was undertaken in the Office for National Statistics Secure Research Service using data from 
ONS and other owners and does not imply the endorsement of the ONS or other data owners.
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The birth registry data do not include data on benefits receipt; to proxy for this, we 
use a measure of combined occupational status by selecting the highest-ranked occupa-
tion of the mother or father, where available. We do this on grounds that family occupa-
tion is strongly correlated with benefits receipt. Based on the observed probabilities in 
Supplementary Material Figure S1 and Figure S2, we group observations into those 
with a family occupation with a higher probability of benefits receipt (NS-SEC 3–8) 
and those with a lower probability of benefits receipt (those in NS-SEC 1 and 2). We 
test for sensitivity to alternative definitions in Sect. 5.1.

Table 1 shows summary statistics for the universe of births in England and Wales 
from 2013–2019. Of the 10 percent sample with coded occupation, approximately 50.4 
percent of families are in a ‘high-income occupation’ (NS-SEC 1–2), while 49.6 per-
cent are in a ‘low-income occupation’ (NS-SEC 3–8).
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Fig. 1   Number of total and 3 + births in England and Wales by year, 2013–2019. The figure plots the 
total number of births in England and Wales on the primary axis (solid line) and the total number of third 
or subsequent births (dashed line) on the secondary axis by year. Data are presented annually, since there 
is seasonal variation in births by month and quarter of birth. The red solid line indicates the introduction 
of the two-child limit in April 2017 (here it is displayed just before 2017, as the data is annual, and the 
policy affected the majority of 2017). The red dashed line indicates the announcement of the two-child 
limit in July 2015 (for the same reasons, here it is displayed just before 2016). Data from ONS adminis-
trative birth registry microdata for England and Wales
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The Annual Population Survey, 2013–2019

While the administrative data tells us the number of births, it does not tell us how 
many women are in the relevant groups, and so does not give us fertility rates. To 
construct fertility probabilities by group, we need data on the number of women 
in each group, to provide the denominator for the birth data above.8 For this, we 
use the Annual Population Survey (APS), the largest household survey in the UK, 
with its annual sample including approximately 320,000 individual respondents in 
122,000 households. The APS contains data at the individual level on the sex, age 
and NS-SEC occupation of the respondent, which benefits they receive (if any), 
the number of dependent children under 16 in the family unit, and the type of fam-
ily unit (e.g. single parent or couple family). The family unit is the relevant unit of 
observation for benefits receipt in the APS. We match respondents by family unit 
and construct the same combined occupation measure as the births data, selecting 
the highest-ranked occupation of members of the family. We restrict our sample to 
women of approximate childbearing age (16–45) in England and Wales.

In Supplementary Figure S3, we chart the number of women by family size 
(2 + vs 0–1 existing children) and family occupation (low-income vs high-income) 
status (high-income vs low-income occupation) from 2012 to 2019. The population 

Table 1   Summary Statistics: Births in England and Wales, 2013–2019

The table presents summary statistics for the administrative birth registry data from 2013–2019. The 
number of observations is lower for low-income and high-income occupation because occupation is only 
coded for a 10 percent random sample of the data. Data from ONS administrative birth registry micro-
data for England and Wales

N Mean SD

Multiple birth 5,303,199 0.030 0.171
Stillbirth 5,303,199 0.004 0.066
Previous live births 5,281,659 0.992 1.162
Maternal age (years) 5,303,082 30.357 5.706
Paternal age (years) 5,015,288 33.273 6.771
Income deprivation score 5,303,199 14.992 9.994
Low-income occupation (NS-SEC 3–8) 514,799 0.496 0.500
High-income occupation (NS-SEC 1–2) 514,799 0.504 0.500
Single parent 5,303,198 0.158 0.365

8  In principle, we could have used the APS alone, since it has all the variables we need (benefits receipt, 
number and age of children). Unfortunately, however, this is not feasible or desirable in practice. First, 
sample sizes, while large for most purposes, would not give a large enough sample of families with 
2 + children born close to the policy change. Second, there are well-documented concerns about survey 
non-response, item non-response and self-reporting errors in household surveys, particularly among 
vulnerable and disadvantaged groups (Gorman et  al., 2014). Meanwhile, registering births in England 
and Wales is a statutory responsibility, so the administrative births data offer comprehensive data on the 
universe of births over the period. This means the administrative births data are more likely to pick up 
changes in fertility among vulnerable groups, such as larger families in receipt of benefits.
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of women is extremely stable across this period with the exception of 2015, which 
exhibits a discontinuity in the number of women in smaller families by low-income 
occupation status. Since the discontinuity reverses in 2016, we do not consider it 
plausible that this is a genuine reflection of a change in the population of women. 
We therefore take the mean number of women in each group from 2012–2019 as the 
relevant denominator. In practice, this means that we are estimating fertility effects 
assuming that the underlying population of women is relatively stable: Figure S3 
suggests that this assumption is justified.

Results

Triple Difference Design

Figure 2 combines the number of births (from the births data) and the number of 
women (from the APS) to chart four-quarter rolling average fertility probabilities for 
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Fig. 2   Fertility trends by family size and family occupation. The figure charts the four-quarter rolling 
average probability of a woman aged 16–45 having an additional child by quarter of birth, by family 
size (2 + vs 0–1 existing children) and family occupation (low-income vs high-income) status. A birth is 
defined as low-income if the highest-ranking occupation of the family is NS-SEC 3–8 and high-income 
if it is NS-SEC 1 or 2. The number of births by quarter (and hence the probabilities) are annualized. 
Shaded areas represent 95 percent confidence intervals. The two red lines show the data the policy it was 
announced and the date it was implemented. The figure also shows the triple difference estimate β7 from 
estimating Eq. 2, with standard errors in parentheses. ***p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1. Data from ONS 
administrative birth registry microdata and Annual Population Survey for England and Wales
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the four groups from the triple difference design. The underlying numbers of births 
by quarter are shown in Supplementary Figure S4. Trends among the four groups 
are broadly parallel prior to the introduction of the policy. This is confirmed by Sup-
plementary Figure S5, which shows there are no significant pre-trends in β3. As a 
robustness check, Supplementary Figure S6 shows results when de-seasonalizing 
the data (residualizing on season fixed effects), instead of the four-quarter moving 
average; results are almost identical.

Figure 2 seems to indicate a downward trend in births for families with 2 + chil-
dren after Q3 of 2016. Given this, we start in Table S1 by implementing a simple 
(naïve) Difference-in-Differences (DD) in which we compare fertility trends among 
individuals in low-income families with 0–1 vs 2 + children. We find a small nega-
tive effect of 0.49 percentage points, statistically significant at the 1 percent level. 
Meanwhile, Table  S2 repeats the DD exercise but by comparing families with 
2 + children with low- vs high-income. Here, we find a negative effect of 0.24 per-
centage points, significant at the 10 percent level. In other words, within the set of 
low-income families, the fertility of larger families has declined the most, and within 
the set of larger families, the fertility of low-income families has declined the most.

At first glance, this suggests that there may have been effects of the two-child 
limit. But this does not follow. In particular, if—as seems plausible—there are wider 
trends, unrelated to the policy, that affect the fertility of lower income women, and/
or reducing the number of higher order births, then this will affect the results of 
these simple DD estimates. It is clear from visual inspection of Fig.  2 that such 
wider trends are indeed impacting the results. Inspection of the tables also shows 
that fertility fell among low-income families with 0–1 children and with high-
income families with 2 + children. Neither of these falls can be directly attributed 
to the policy, since neither group was affected by the policy. In order to construct an 
estimate that is causally attributable to the two-child limit, rather than being driven 
by broader trends affecting all low-income families, or all families with 2 + children, 
we need to implement a triple difference specification.

In Table 2, we therefore show the results of our main specification, the triple dif-
ferences (Eq. 2). While the treatment group experience the largest reduction in fer-
tility over the period, the triple difference estimate of the impact of the policy is 
actually positive (statistically significant at the 5 percent level), albeit small. This is 
because, as shown in Fig. 2, while births to women with 2 + children fell more than 
births to women with 0–1 children among low-income women, the relative fall was 
even greater for high-income women, who were unaffected by the policy.

Put another way, while the treatment group did experience the largest fall in fer-
tility of any of the four groups, this fall is more than explained by the sum of the 
relative fall in higher-order births (regardless of income) and the relative fall in low-
income births (regardless of birth order), and neither of these relative falls can be 
directly attributed to the policy change, which only affected low-income women 
with 2 + children. This appears inconsistent with the hypothesis that the policy has a 
measurable negative impact on fertility.

Note that the triple difference estimate would have been identical in magnitude if 
we had taken differences in the reverse order (this follows directly from Eq. 2). That 
is, if we had first compared low income women with 0–1 children with low income 
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women with 2 + children, and similarly for high-income women, as in Table  S1, 
we would find that while higher-order births to low income women fell more than 
higher-order births to high-income women, the relative fall was even greater for 
lower-order births, which were unaffected by the policy.

Close examination of Fig. 2 suggests that it is possible fertility rates among low-
income families with 2 + children started to decline after the announcement of the 
policy in July 2015.9 If families learned of the two-child limit in July 2015, the earliest 
effect on fertility would show up 9 months later. To test for this possibility, we run the 
same triple differences specification as in Eq. 2, but instead of defining the post period 
based on the introduction of the policy, we define it from 9, 12, 15, or 18 months after 
July 2015. Figure S7 plots the triple difference estimates from this exercise. The effect 
sizes are positive in magnitude and are very similar to our main results in Table 2. This 
suggests that there were no significant anticipation effects of the policy.

These triple difference results are robust to various sensitivity tests. First, we test 
for robustness of to the inclusion of time trends. As noted above, our triple difference 

Table 2   Triple difference design

The table shows triple difference estimates of estimating Eq. 2. A birth is defined as low-income if the 
highest-ranking occupation of the family is NS-SEC 3–8 and high-income if it is NS-SEC 1 or 2. Stand-
ard errors are shown in parentheses. ***p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1. Data for the numerator (number 
of births) is from ONS administrative birth registry microdata (N = 514,799); data for the denominator 
(number of women) is from Annual Population Survey (N = 456,612) for England and Wales

2 + children 0–1 children

Low-income High-income Low-income High-income

Pre 0.0729 0.0405 0.0753 0.0681
(0.0006) (0.0006) (0.0004) (0.0004)

Post 0.0634 0.0334 0.0708 0.0693
(0.0007) (0.0007) (0.0005) (0.0005)

First difference −0.0095*** −0.0070*** −0.0046*** 0.0012**
(0.0009) (0.0009) (0.0007) (0.0006)

Second difference −0.0024* −0.0058***
(0.0013) (0.0009)

Third difference 0.0033**
(0.0016)

9  The policy was announced in the July 2015 budget for implementation in 2017. Some media cover-
age, particularly in the broadsheet press, stated that the policy would be introduced in 2017 and that 
“families who have a third child after April 2017 could be caught” (Grice 2015; Slack 2015). However, 
other media sources did not specify this date, meaning that some families may not have known about the 
birth cut-off (Whitehouse 2015). On the (strong) assumption that parents had perfect information about 
the policy announcement, this would give families almost two years to respond. Parents who were con-
sidering having a third child might decide to do so quickly in advance of the birth cut-off to ensure they 
received benefits for that child. Alternatively, parents may have interpreted the policy as a signal of a lack 
of support for larger families and decided not to have a third child. The direction of these anticipation 
effects is theoretically unclear.
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specification allows for pre-existing trends in fertility rates, provided there is no sig-
nificant trend in �

3
 prior to the policy change. As shown in Supplementary Figure 

S5, we find no statistically significant pre-trends in �
3
 . However, visual inspection 

of Fig.  2 suggests the possibility of a small divergence prior to the policy. Given 
this, we re-estimate our triple difference specification, allowing for each of our four 
groups to have a (different) linear trend in the run up to the policy (see, for example 
Dobkin et al., 2018). As shown in Supplementary Figure S8, our triple difference 
estimate remains positive, but now becomes statistically insignificant. Again, this 
points in the direction of a null result.

Second, we test for sensitivity to different categorizations of family occupation. 
As Figure  S1 highlights, within the group we define as “low-income occupation” 
(NS-SEC 3–8), there is variation in the probability of receiving benefits, with ben-
efits receipt increasing in NS-SEC category. Given this, in Figure S9 we test for 
sensitivity to the choice of NS-SEC group by excluding NS-SEC 3–5 from the treat-
ment group. In doing so, we are comparing a more “extreme” treatment group of 
NS-SEC 6–8 to the control group NS-SEC 1–2. Results are very similar to the main 
results, with the triple difference estimate remaining positive in sign (more positive 
in fact). Since our results do not change when we focus on groups with higher prob-
abilities of receiving benefits, this suggests that the null result is not driven by meas-
urement error in the likelihood of benefits receipt.

Finally, we test for robustness to excluding childless women from the control 
group. Intuitively, this exercise makes the treatment group and control group more 
similar, thereby strengthening the hypothesis that the control group are a valid coun-
terfactual for the treatment group. Figure S10 shows that this exercise has no impact 
on our triple difference estimate, which remains positive in sign.

Regression Discontinuity Design

Our second identification strategy makes use of the plausibly exogenous variation 
by date of birth for identification. Our strategy here is to zoom in on the treatment 
group (low-income women with 2 + children) and estimate a regression discontinu-
ity design in the date of birth of the child. The unit of observation here is the daily 
probability of having a child.

Table 3 summarizes RD estimates of the effect of the two-child limit on the prob-
ability of low-income women with 2 + existing children having an additional child. 
Column 1 runs a local linear RD for the bandwidth that optimizes the coverage 
error rate (CER), as recommended by Calonico et al. (2021). This model indicates 
a decline in the probability of having a child among this group of 1.1 percentage 
points (16 percent relative to the control mean), which is statistically significant at 
the 10 percent level.

In Figure S11 of the Supplementary Material, we plot results by date of birth 
for the specification from Column 1 of Table  3. Prior to the introduction of the 
policy, at day −3 there is a high outlier, which has potential to generate downward 
bias in our estimation of the RD effect, thereby exaggerating any decline in fertil-
ity. We therefore test for robustness to a series of “donut holes”, by progressively 
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excluding small bands of observations local to the cut-off. Column 2 shows results 
when excluding a 1-day donut radius; the magnitude of the effect stays the same, 
but significance is lost. Column 3 excludes a 2-day donut radius, with results 
unchanged. Column 4 excludes a 3-day radius, which omits the outlier at day −3 
and reduces the size of the RD effect to 0.7 percentage points. After this point, 
larger donuts lead to noisier RD estimates in sign and magnitude: the 7-day donut 
radius in Column 5 indicates a negative effect of 1.4 percentage points, significant 
at the 10 percent level, while a 21-day donut in Column 6 suggests an insignifi-
cant positive effect of 0.5 percentage points. Taken together, these results suggest 
a small negative effect of the policy on fertility for births very close to the 6 April 
cut-off. We select Column 3 as our preferred model on grounds that it is the fairest 
summary of these results. This indicates a negative, but statistically insignificant, 
effect of 0.7 percentage points (10 percent relative to the control mean).

Figure  3 illustrates this preferred RD specification graphically, by charting the 
probability of having a child for the relevant CER-optimal bandwidth (64 days) with 
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Fig. 3   Regression discontinuity design: low-income women with 2 + children around 6 April 2017. 
The figure charts the annualized probability of low-income women with 2 + existing children having an 
additional child by 3-day DOB bin, for the specification from Column 4 of Table 3 (a donut RD with a 
3-day radius). A linear spline is fitted either side of the cut-off. The red vertical line indicates the first 
date of birth (6 April 2017) when the two-child limit became effective. A birth is defined as low-income 
if the highest-ranking occupation of the family is NS-SEC 3–8. The shaded areas represent 95 percent 
confidence intervals. The figure also reports the relevant RD coefficient from Table 3, with associated 
robust-bias-corrected standard errors in parentheses. ***p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1. Data from ONS 
administrative birth registry microdata and Annual Population Survey for England and Wales
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a 3-day donut radius (Cattaneo, Idrobo & Titiunik 2019, Hyytinen et  al., 2018). 
Consistent with the above results, a noticeable but small discontinuity is visible.

In Table S3 of the Supplementary Material, we test the robustness of the regres-
sion discontinuity to different bandwidths and types of smoothing kernel. Estimates 
are very similar to our preferred specification across these models, suggesting a neg-
ative effect in the region of 0.6–0.9 percentage points. RD estimates are also very 
similar across different functional forms, as shown for quadratic specifications in 
Table S4 and for cubic specifications in Table S5.

To test the validity of the regression discontinuity design further, in Figure S12 
of the Supplementary Material, we compare the discontinuity experienced by the 
treatment group with that of the three other groups in the triple difference. Intui-
tively, credible fertility effects from the two-child limit should present as a negative 
discontinuity for the treatment group, but not for the other groups. This is precisely 
what we find: the only group to see a negative effect according to the RD is the treat-
ment group (low-income women with 2 + children); the RD estimate is positive and 
insignificant for all other groups. This gives some reassurance that our identification 
strategy is valid.

Finally, we implement placebo cut-off tests at 6 April in four years in which the 
two-child limit was not implemented: 2013, 2014, 2015 and 2018. This tests whether 
there is discontinuous seasonal variation around the April cut-off, which could spu-
riously drive our RD results. As shown in Supplementary Table S6, there are no sig-
nificant negative effects at any of the placebo cut-offs. This suggests that the small 
negative RD effect documented in Table 3 is likely to be attributable to the policy.

Discussion

In our triple difference design, our DDD estimates are consistently positive in sign 
or close to zero, which goes against the hypothesis that low-income women with 
2 + children reduced their fertility due to the policy. Meanwhile, our main regression 
discontinuity estimate suggests a non-significant decline in fertility of 0.7 percent-
age points (10 percent in relative terms). Taking our results from the triple differ-
ences and regression discontinuity design together, we interpret that the introduc-
tion of the two-child limit had at most a small negative impact on fertility (it seems 
highly implausible on theoretical or common-sense grounds that it could have had a 
positive impact).

It is nevertheless of interest to evaluate the quantitative significance of the poten-
tial impacts suggested by our estimates. We therefore take our RD estimate as an 
upper bound and compute an elasticity of fertility with respect to income by com-
paring it to the level of benefit cap (the level at which total benefits are capped in the 
UK, which is 20,000 GBP a year for most of the country)—a useful albeit approxi-
mate estimate of income levels among families likely to be affected. This indicates 
that the loss of income (compared to the previous system) for parents choosing to 
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have a third child is approximately 16 percent.10 The implied elasticity of fertility 
with respect to the change in income resulting from having an additional child is 
therefore 0.6. Given that our triple difference estimate is actually positive (implying, 
implausibly, a positive fertility effect and hence a negative elasticity) we regard this 
as very much an upper bound.

By contrast, the elasticity implied by Brewer et  al. (2012)—which found an 
increase in fertility among those affected of more than 15 percent in response to 
an income increase of about 10 percent—is closer to 1.5. Other papers—notably 
Milligan (2005) whose triple difference identification strategy is closest to our 
own—find even larger elasticities, with considerably larger fertility responses in 
response to much smaller changes in family income. A review of the literature by 
Stone (2020) found that almost all studies on this question identified positive and 
significant results, with an increase in the present value of child benefits of 10 per-
cent of a household’s annual income producing between 0.5 and 4.1 percent higher 
birth rates, with Brewer et al. (2012) towards the lower end of the range. Extrapo-
lating Stone (2020)’s methodology, the impact of the two-child limit could easily 
be in excess of 100 percent of annual household incomes over the life of the child 
(although it could be less if parental earnings increase sufficiently to reduce benefit 
entitlement). Overall, our results look very much at the extreme low end of the range 
found by the literature.

On the face of it, this is surprising. As discussed above, the most closely related 
research suggests that increases in child-related benefits led to immediate, signifi-
cant, and large increases in fertility among affected groups, even though (in the case 
of the changes examined by Brewer et  al., 2012) the increases were quite widely 
spread. Our results, by contrast, imply that large cuts, with large and unambiguous 
impacts on the financial incentives to have children for the affected group, had at 
most small and gradual impacts. What could explain this asymmetry?

One possible explanation is that Brewer et al. (2012), in common with the vast 
majority of studies reviewed by Stone (2020), are estimating the impacts of more 
generous welfare policies. By contrast, Sandner and Wiynck (2023) look at a Ger-
man welfare policy change which, as in the UK, resulted in substantial cuts to house-
hold income for families with children. They find a fertility reduction of 6.8 percent 
for a large (18 percent) reduction in household income, implying an elasticity of 
0.38, which is not dissimilar from our results. They conclude that welfare recipi-
ents’ fertility reacts less strongly to financial incentives than the fertility of overall 
populations.

A further potential explanation is imperfect information about the policy. In the 
absence of information prior to conception, families may not find out about the 
policy until they notify the authorities of the new child and their change of cir-
cumstances, thus removing the possibility of a fertility response. Recent qualita-
tive research found limited awareness of the policy: approximately half of the par-
ticipants affected by the two-child limit did not know about the policy when they 

10  In reality, average household income among those affected by the two-child limit is likely to be higher 
than this, so this may be a slight underestimate.
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conceived their third or subsequent child (Patrick & Andersen, 2022). The nature 
of the qualitative sample—which was restricted to larger families affected either by 
the two-child limit or the benefit cap—means that there is likely to have been some 
selection bias (since women who had been deterred from having another child by the 
policy will have been excluded). Nevertheless, these findings suggest that imperfect 
information may have contributed towards the limited fertility response. This is con-
sistent with broader research suggesting that levels of information among welfare 
recipients about the structure of the welfare system are relatively low, and that this 
may attenuate the impact of financial incentives (Card, 2020).

In some cases, families may find out about the policy during their pregnancy if 
they have contact with welfare advisers or civil servants (Patrick & Andersen, 2022). 
In such cases, abortion is the only available fertility response. There are likely to 
be low numbers of people who become aware of the policy during their pregnancy 
and are willing to have an abortion directly as a result. A survey of women who 
had abortions during the pandemic suggested that 57 percent who were likely to be 
affected by the two-child limit said it was a relevant factor in their decision (British 
Pregnancy Advisory Service, 2020). However, this was a small survey with a highly 
selective sample. Abortion microdata is very difficult to access in the UK and pub-
lished data do not include a breakdown by both the number of previous live births 
and socio-economic status. Nevertheless, we examined published data on abortions 
by the number of previous live births in England and Wales (Department of Health 
& Social Care, 2021). There is no evidence in the data of a substantial abortion 
response among those with 2 + children; existing trends (towards more abortions, 
and a shift in the age distribution of abortions towards older women) do not appear 
to have shifted substantially at the time of the policy change, as shown in Figure S13 
of the Supplementary Material. While awareness of the policy is likely to grow over 
time, our data do not indicate an acceleration of fertility effects within the first two 
years of the policy.

Moreover, qualitative work by Patrick and Andersen (2022) found a disconnect 
between the policy presentation—which presents people making active choices 
about a conception—and the everyday reality, which is often more complex and far 
from frictionless. For instance, Patrick and Andersen (2022) find examples of peo-
ple becoming pregnant due to contraception failures and in the context of coercive 
and abusive relationships, where they did not feel able to make use of exemption 
clauses. Indeed, the exemption clause for domestic abuse requires the claimant to 
have left the abusive relationship.

Other possible explanations are more speculative. It may be that, in contrast to 
Laroque and Salanié (2014)’s findings in France, in the UK women considering hav-
ing a third or subsequent child are less responsive to economic incentives in fertility 
decisions. Religious and cultural factors may be relevant here: the two-child limit 
disproportionately affects orthodox Jewish and Muslim families (Work & Pensions 
Select Committee, 2019). Several of the affected families in a qualitative study of 
the policy had religious beliefs which meant that they reported the two-child limit as 
having no impact on their conception decisions; adherence to their religious faith to 
them was more important than the financial incentives at play (Patrick & Andersen, 
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2022). Indeed, Cohen et al. (2013) found that the ultra-Orthodox Jewish population 
in Israel were less responsive to a benefit cut affecting larger families.

Conclusion

Over the last thirty years, welfare states in the developed world have become con-
cerned with the potential for moral hazard within the context of welfare and fertil-
ity: the assumption that expansions in benefits lead to expansions in fertility, and 
vice versa. In the 1990s, this motivated several US states to introduce “family caps” 
under Clinton’s program of welfare reform; today it can be seen in the handful of 
countries that cap means-tested child benefits at the third or fourth child (Stewart & 
Reeves 2023b). However, until 2017 no country has attempted to cap child benefits 
at the second child (Stewart, Patrick & Reeves 2023b). Identifying the impact of the 
UK’s two-child limit on fertility therefore offers a unique opportunity to identify the 
causal effects of capping child benefits by family size.

In this paper we show that capping child benefits at the second child leads to 
much smaller fertility effects than one might expect. This is surprising given the 
literature to date, which through the examination of benefits expansions has sug-
gested relatively large elasticities between benefits and fertility (Brewer et al., 2012; 
Laroque & Salanié, 2014). We are not able to identify the reasons behind this asym-
metry with our quantitative data, but qualitative research conducted in parallel 
with our research (Patrick & Anderson, 2022) suggests that imperfect information, 
the relative “stickiness” of attitudes towards abortion (and fertility more generally 
among larger families), and the disconnect between the policy narrative and the eve-
ryday realities of fertility decision-making may have been important. This links to a 
wider evidence base indicating that welfare policy often fails to account for the eve-
ryday lived experiences of life on a low income, assuming and anticipating behavio-
ral responses which are not realized (e.g. see Patrick, 2017; Millar & Bennett, 2017; 
Dwyer, et al, 2022).

What are the policy implications of this? If capping child benefits does not have 
large impacts on fertility, then the fiscal savings of the policy result almost exclu-
sively from lower payments to poorer families, with only a marginal additional 
impact from reduced fertility. In having greater household needs and lower work 
intensity on average, larger families already faced a disproportionate risk of poverty 
prior to the policy, and child poverty in the UK among this group has increased 
sharply since 2013–14 (Bradshaw, 2020, Stewart, Patrick & Reeves 2023a). Since 
the two-child limit does not appear to have significantly reduced fertility in larger 
families, it appears inevitable that it will increase child poverty further among larger 
families. Existing estimates suggest that this indeed happening (Child Poverty 
Action Group, 2022; Chzhen & Bradshaw, 2024). Evidence from qualitative longi-
tudinal research also indicates that the two-child limit is having negative material, 
emotional and social effects on children in affected households (Andersen, Patrick 
& Reeves 2023). This has significant implications for inequalities in children’s out-
comes and development (Cooper & Stewart, 2017).
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Finally, in potentially implying an asymmetry between the effects of benefits 
expansions and benefits reductions, our results have wider policy implications in 
showing that it cannot simply be assumed that doing the opposite of a policy will 
lead to equal and opposite effects. The UK government understood and framed the 
two-child limit as a policy that would have the opposite effects of previous benefits 
expansions: it would reduce fertility, possibly by a substantial amount (Treasury 
& DWP 2015). Yet our results suggest a relatively small impact on fertility. This 
underscores the need for robust causal evidence specific to the policy in question 
during the policymaking process.
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