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same income had been recorded twice,
in particular where a lone parent had
recorded child support payments as her
own income, but these had also been
listed as ‘partner’s child support’,

although the partner was, in fact, absent.

In this report we analyse the dataset as
it results from these adjustments only.
There are a few other cases where we
suspect that there might still be gaps or
errors in the incomes reported, but do
not have positive confirmation from the
follow-up interviews, and so have not
made any corrections. It is possible
therefore that some of the variability we
report below represents variation in
reporting accuracy over the year, and a
more aggressive approach to imputation

would have reduced it." However, this
appears to be a relatively small problem

overall —in nearly all the cases we report,

there are plausible reasons for the
patterns observed. In addition, the
comparisons with administrative data
discussed in Section 7 suggest that the
dataset derived in this way is, in fact,
complete or nearly complete.

3.2 Examples of weekly
income patterns

Figure 3.1 gives an example of the data
we have collected where the pattern is
very regular from week to week. In this
case the respondents are a couple with
two children, one weekly-paid earner

Figure 3.1 Example case with regular weekly income
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throughout the year, who are owner-
occupiers with a mortgage. Apart from
a small fluctuation in the first few weeks
associated with the introduction of the
new tax credits and a pay increase in
Week 38, their income is extremely
regular. For most of the year it simply
consists of the earner’s weekly pay, a tax
credit (WTC) paid with that pay, and a
tax credit (CTC) and Child Benefit paid
directly each week. If all cases had been
like this, the study would have yielded
two valuable conclusions, that an income
observation in one week is as good a
guide to income over the year as any
other, and that this group of families’
incomes follow a predictable, if rather
boring, pattern.
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Note: One-earner couple with two children and mortgage.

Few cases are quite so constant from
week to week, however. Most obviously,
some people are paid monthly or every
four weeks, rather than weekly. Figure 3.2
gives an example of another predictable
case, but one where payments come in
some weeks rather than others. In this

case, a two-child couple both have
earnings, each paid four-weekly in
successive weeks, and with other income
items — tax credits and Child Benefit —
arriving with similar regularity. In a case
like this income in a particular week
would not give a good guide to their

circumstances, but aggregated over four
weeks it would. Again, if most cases were
like this, the implication would be that
incomes were steady through the year,
although care would have to be taken to
ensure that the period to which they
referred was understood.

"®For instance, in the case illustrated in Figure 3.4 we could suspect that Child Benefit was actually paid in weeks 22 and 24. Income Support may also have been paid in
week 6, but we have no direct evidence on which to make these assumptions. If these imputations were made, the effect would be to reduce the measure of variability
used below, the coefficient of variation (CV) from 42.2 to 39.5 per cent. Conversely, if Child Benefit was imputed in Period 3 for the case illustrated in Figure 3.7, the
effect would be to increase the CV from 8.8 to 10.2 per cent. In later work we will explore the potential effect on the overall results of such imputations.
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Figure 3.2 Example case with regular fortnightly and four-weekly income
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Note: Two-earner couple with two children and mortgage.
As it happens, only a small minority of our income follows a much less regular five months. Tax credits vary as well. Child
sample are of either of these kinds, and pattern. This case is a lone parent, paid Tax Credit arrives regularly through the
many follow surprisingly varied patterns. monthly, with one child. Net pay varies year, but Working Tax Credit varies both in
Figure 3.3 shows a case where, although from month to month between £450 and amount and in how it is paid. WTC is paid
there is no particular change in the £600 per month in the first half of the with pay in Weeks 13 to 21 and from
family’s circumstances across the year, year, although it settles down in the last Week 38, but directly at other times.

Figure 3.3 Example case with unchanged circumstances but varying income
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Note: Lone parent with one child and mortgage.
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In other cases at least some of the
income variation observed relates to a
change in circumstances: children are
born or leave home; lone parents
become couples; people lose or gain
jobs. In reaction to such changes not
only market income changes, but so may
people’s entitlement to benefits and tax
credits. Figure 3.4 gives an example of a
case where income varies quite

substantially as a result of such a change.

This case is for a lone parent has a single
child. Unusually for the sample, she was
no longer receiving tax credits by April
2003, but was now on Income Support.
Her child reached the age of 16 in Week
17 of the study. As a result, she was no
longer entitled to the Income Support
which she had previously received every
week. Instead, she moved to Jobseeker’s

Figure 3.4 Example case with changing circumstances
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Allowance, payments of which took a
few weeks to settle down, and Child Tax
Credit, which took ten weeks for the first
(catch-up) payment to arrive. She moved
into a fortnightly-paid job from Week 28,
coming off JSA, and by Week 48 her
fortnightly net pay had risen to £400.
More commonly, the variability we
observe is around a level which does not
trend upwards in this way.
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Note: Lone parent with one child; tenant

3.3 Four-weekly income
analysis and monthly incomes

The examples above will already have
made one finding from the study clear:
for most families it does not make sense
to look only at their income week by
week, as many components are received
less regularly than this. Many people are
paid fortnightly or every four weeks
rather than weekly, and many receive
benefits and tax credits in four-weekly
installments. While it might be

Week

meaningful to look at variation literally
from week to week for a small number
of cases such as that shown in Figure
3.1, for most cases this would not make
sense. Instead for many people it makes
sense to look at what happens to their
incomes over successive periods of four
weeks. The analysis in later sections is

therefore of family incomes over the year

divided into thirteen four-week periods.
Figure 3.5 shows the results of this
transformation for the case previously
illustrated in Figure 3.2.
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Figure 3.5 Example with regular income presented over thirteen four-week periods
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Note: Two-earner couple with two children and mortgage (as in Figure 3.2).

There was one further issue to be
addressed before we could start analysis
of income variability. That is that some
people receive their pay monthly,
sometimes with tax credits paid
alongside pay at the same time.
However, the data were collected weekly
across the year. The effect of this can be
seen in Figure 3.6. Here, income is paid
in a fairly regular way throughout the

year, but its largest component is a
monthly pay packet of around £1,060.
For most of the year pay arrives with
four-week gaps between each payment
recorded in our data. However, every so
often the accumulating lengths of
months means that there is a five week
gap. When income of this kind is
aggregated into thirteen four-week
periods, twelve of the periods have a

Figure 3.6 Example case with monthly income items
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monthly pay receipt within them, but
one of the thirteen does not. In this case
there is a gap in Period 6 (Weeks 21-24).
If we left the data in this form, the
pattern would be dominated by a dip in
the four week period which happened
not to contain a monthly payment. It
might look as if income was highly
variable, just as an artefact of this effect.
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Note: Couple with two children and mortgage.
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There is no entirely satisfactory way of

dealing with this problem. Where income

diaries were returned we might be able
to establish exactly what period each
monthly payment referred to, and could
then reapportion the monthly amounts
over the thirteen four-week periods.
However, we do not have these for all
the respondents with income records,
and while we could make a guess at the
answer in some cases, there is no robust
way of doing so. Instead we followed
the following protocol:

Where there were twelve monthly
payments through the year, we
reallocated a thirteenth of each of
these amounts (and associated tax
credits if these were equally regular)
into the four week period where there
was no payment. Just under half of
our cases involved this kind of
adjustment for the net pay of one or

more of the adults. If monthly pay was

Figure 3.7: Example with monthly income allocated over 13 periods
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constant over the year, this would give
a completely accurate impression of
the income flow. Each four-week
period would correctly be allocated
twelve-thirteenths of monthly pay.
However, in cases where monthly pay
varied, the 'missing period’ is being
allocated what is in effect an average
amount for the whole year. In some
cases this may create a disturbance in
income at that time which really
reflects a change happening at
another time in the year.

In a significant minority of other cases
with monthly income items there were
other changes during the year, such as
a job coming to an end, with people
either becoming unemployed, or
moving to a new job with a different
payment pattern. This meant that a
missing period could not be
reallocated income from twelve other
periods. In such cases, we took the

longest stretch of what appeared to
be monthly income receipts, and
applied a similar rule to apportion
income to the missing period from the
others within this stretch.”

Figure 3.7 shows the result of this
procedure as applied to the case
illustrated in Figure 3.6. While not
entirely ideal, it gives a fair impression of
income variability across the year, despite
the differences in time periods over
which components of family income are
paid. Note, however, that variability
week-by-week, which this process
disguises, may still matter for some
families, particularly if budgeting over
very short periods (see Section 8). There
may also, of course, be some cases
where variation between two periods
reflects a regular payment which has
arrived only a few days late or early, but
crossing the boundary between periods.
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Note: Couple with two children and mortgage (as in Figure 3.6)

"Thus, for instance, in a case where the first seven four-week periods contained six receipts of pay with one gap, a seventh of each amounts in the periods with pay
would be reallocated into the ‘missing period’. 14 cases had adjustments of this kind for part of the year.
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3.4 Total incomes across
the year

Table 3.1 gives basic information on
average total income and its components
over the 2003-04 financial year for our
sample cases both as a whole and within
various categories by (initial)
characteristics.” Net pay for the cases as a
whole was £10,000, rather more than this
for couples and owner-occupiers, and less
for lone parents and tenants. For two-
earner couples net pay approached
£16,000. Children’s income was generally
small, but in a few cases was significant,
particularly for the larger families. Other

market income was generally rather small,
but averaged nearly £1,200 for lone
parents, mainly as a result of child support
payments. Child Benefit was an important
item for all the families, obviously
increasing in size as expected with the
number of children.” Other social security
benefits were important for those that
started the year with no earner (despite
having previously received WFTC).

Tax credits were the second largest income
item for the families, nearly half as much
as their net pay. They were slightly greater
for lone parents than for couples. The
average of £4,610 of tax credit receipts

reported by our sample may seem large to
readers unfamiliar with the tax credit
system, but it is almost identical to the
average entitlement to tax credits of
£4,720 in 2003-04 for all UK tax credit
recipients with children who were
receiving more than the ‘family element’
of Child Tax Credit (and so comparable
with those who would previously have
been entitled to WFTC).”

Together the elements of income gave
average total net income for the year of
£17,200, with differences between groups
as one would expect.

Table 3.1 Average total net income (£) and components, by initial characteristics, 2003-04

No. of Net Child’s Other Child Other Tax Total
cases pay income market benefit benefits credits
income

All 93 9,990 50 650 1,260 650 4,610 17,200
Lone parents 39 7,580 60 1,190 1,170 740 4,780 15,520
Couples 54 11,720 50 260 1,330 580 4,490 18,420
No earner 5 [1,980] [0] [210] [1,190] [4,650] [3,320] [11,350]
1 earner 73 9,380 50 770 1,270 490 5,040 17,000
2 earners 15 15,610 60 190 1,210 90 2,990 20,140
Owner-occupiers 38 11,860 60 910 1,240 330 4,350 18,750
Tenants and other 55 8,690 50 470 1,270 870 4,790 16,140
1 child 26 8,770 50 400 820 260 3,580 13,880
2 children 48 10,510 30 620 1,290 930 4,580 17,950
3+ children 19 10,330 120 1,060 1,780 460 6,110 19,650

Note: Benefits and total income exclude Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit. Figures rounded to nearest £10, so totals may not
match due to rounding error. Figures for ‘no earners’ reflect only five cases.

Across the sample, and within each
category, there is quite a wide degree of
variation in the financial circumstances of
the different families. Table 3.2 shows the
number of cases within various ranges of
total annual incomes divided by family
type and by number of earners. Although
the sample was selected from those

originally receiving WFTC in the winter of
2002-03, which restricted the income
band we are covering, by 2003-04, some
people’s circumstances had changed
considerably. For comparison it might be
noted that ONS analysis suggests that
mean household net income (excluding
HB and CTB) for the population as a

whole in 2003-04, was £24,400 (Jones,
2005, Appendix 1, table 14).”' The range
of incomes on this basis for households
as a whole was from an average of
£6,600 for the poorest tenth to £22,800
for the sixth lowest tenth®. Our families
thus had incomes ranging roughly from
the second to the sixth tenths of the

"Note by comparison with Table 2.2 that there had been some changes in circumstances between the initial face-to-face interviews in March and the start of the income
collection in April, with only 5 cases actually starting the year with no earner and slight variations in numbers of children.

"Based on the number of children each family had at the start of the year and rates of Child Benefit in force, the average entitlement to it might have been expected to
have been £90 higher than the £1,260 shown, suggesting that the weekly reports had captured 93 per cent of the amounts the families were due.

“’HMRC (2005a), table 1.1. As discussed further in Section 7, receipts of tax credit in 2003-04 do not necessarily match the entitlements calculated by HMRC precisely.

*'Some households in the ONS analysis contain more than one family, so the figures are not exactly comparable.

*’With households ranked according to income adjusted for family size, which the families in our sample in Table 3.2 are not. The income totals quoted are unadjusted in
both cases, however, and so are comparable. Note also that the ONS analysis refers to households, rather than families, and a small number of households contain more
than one family unit.
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household income distribution. Within the groups (Jones, 2005, Appendix 1, table

group of non-retired households with 21). These figures are consistent with the
children more specifically, the families were sample being drawn from families with
grouped within the second to fourth decile children with low- to middle-incomes.

Table 3.2 Type of family in study by range of total annual net income (£)

Range of total All Lone Couples No One Two
annual net parents earners earner earners
income (£000s)
Under 10 9 9 - 3 -
10-12 3 - 3 1 2 -
12-14 12 6 6 - 1 1
14-16 13 6 7 - 13 -
16-18 13 6 7 - 1 2
18-20 18 4 14 - 13 5
20-22 12 4 8 - 8 4
22-24 5 1 4 1 3 1
Over 24 8 3 5 - 6 2
All 93 39 54 5 73 15
Note: Income excludes Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit. Families classified by initial characteristics in April 2003.
Finally, Table 3.3 and Figure 3.8 give an ending in mid-December, just before little lower in the first period than in the
indication of how reported incomes varied Christmas. Other market income is higher rest of the year as the new system was
on average across the year between the in Period 4 (July) than in other periods, introduced, and somewhat higher in
four-week periods we analyse. For net though it is not obvious why this should periods 4 and 5 when catch-up payments
pay, there is no clear picture of be. Otherwise the most pronounced were being made to some families whose
seasonality, apart perhaps for the peak pattern is that tax credits (including final payments of new tax credits had not
reached in Period 9, the four weeks WFTC payments for some families) were a started immediately.
Table 3.3 Average income by component and four week period (£)
Other
Period Net pay Child’s market Child Other Tax Total
income income benefit benefits credits
1 756 3 56 102 73 330 1,320
2 795 0 46 94 50 365 1,350
3 756 0 39 94 45 363 1,297
4 763 3 86 103 43 391 1,389
5 738 0 52 103 52 385 1,330
6 736 4 38 92 51 353 1,274
7 736 8 42 98 48 351 1,283
8 765 6 37 97 44 354 1,302
9 806 6 55 94 52 351 1,365
10 795 5 52 94 46 341 1,334
1M1 777 6 40 98 47 350 1,318
12 767 5 61 96 46 341 1,316
13 798 5 44 94 48 338 1,327
Total 9,990 50 650 1,260 650 4,610 17,200

Note: Averages for 93 cases.
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Figure 3.8 Variation in average four-weekly income over the year
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Summary

The cases in the study showed
considerable differences in the income
patterns they followed. While a few
had regular and fairly constant income
items across the year, many had
substantial variations during the
course of it.

While we have data on incomes
week-by-week, patterns of payment
mean that it makes sense to analyse
these aggregated into thirteen
four-week periods.

For those with monthly income
items, analysis on this basis requires
apportionment of these into (up to)
thirteen four-weekly periods,

to avoid artificially large variations
between periods.

The analysis in this report excludes
income from Housing Benefit and
Council Tax Benefit. Income including
them may be either more or less variable
than that of income excluding them.
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As intended, the cases cover a range of
different types of family both in terms
of characteristics and income level.

Average total net family income for
the cases was £17,000 (excluding
Housing and Council Tax Benefits).
Most of the families had total net
incomes in the range between
£12,000 and £22,000. This
corresponds roughly to the second
to the sixth tenths of the income
distribution for all households (some
of whom contain more than one
family unit) in 2003-04, or from the
second to the fourth lowest tenths
of the distribution of non-retired
households with children.

Their net pay averaged £10,000. It
made up two-thirds of total net
income for the couples in the study,
but about half for lone parents.

Their other market income was
significant — averaging £1,200 over
the year for lone parents, mainly from
child support payments.

10 11 12 13

Their income from social security
benefits averaged £1,900 over the
year. It was most important for the
small number of families that started
the year without an earner.

Tax credits made up a substantial part
of these families’ incomes: 24 per cent
of total income for couples in the study,
and 30 per cent for lone parents. The
total amount received averaged
£4,600, very close to the average
national entitlement for families with
children who were entitled to more
than just the family element of Child
Tax Credit in 2003-04.

For the sample as a whole there was
no pronounced seasonality in income
receipts over the year. There was
somewhat higher net pay in the period
just before Christmas. Tax credits
receipts were lower in the first period,
and higher in the fourth and fifth
periods than in the rest of the year.



4 The trajectories followed by total family incomes over the year

One way of analysing the data we have
is to group the cases by the type of
trajectory that their incomes follow over
the thirteen four-week periods for which
we have data. Previous analysis of annual
panel data from the British Household
Panel Study (BHPS) has done this to
analyse the patterns followed by people’s
incomes over up to ten annual
observations of income (Rigg and Sefton,
2004; Hills, 2004, chapter 5). Given that
one might expect even the most stable
of incomes to vary a little over time, it is
a matter of judgement how one
distinguishes between trajectories
following one pattern or another. Our
initial expectation was that at least a
significant minority would have incomes
remaining within quite narrow
boundaries from period to period, and
that others might do so either side of

a step up or down in income resulting
from an annual pay rise or some other
change in circumstances. What we
found, was, however, rather different,

as we show below.

Building on the definitions used in such
previous research, and following
inspection of the data, we divided the
cases into eight different trajectory types
defined below.” We examined each case
using the criteria successively in the order
given, so that the case was allocated to
the first trajectory type for which it met
the conditions. In the absence of
previous research of this kind, the labels

applied to these types are our own.

a) Highly stable income across the year:
cases where total income in each of the
thirteen periods is within plus or minus
10 per cent of the case’s mean income
for the year (and so within a band
twice as wide as that observed for the
sample as a whole in Figure 3.8).

b) Stable cases, where income in at
least eleven of the periods was within
plus or minus 10 per cent of its mean,
and for the other one or two was
within 20 per cent of the mean.

<) Broadly stable cases, where income
in at least eleven periods was within
the wider range of plus or minus 15
per cent of the mean, and for the
other one or two was within 25 per
cent of the mean.

d) Stable cases with blips, where
income in at least ten periods was
within 15 per cent of the mean, but in
up to three periods could be much
further away.

e) Rising income during the year: cases
where income in each period in a first
part of the year was below the mean
for the year as a whole, and for the
rest of the year was above the mean
(with no more than one period in total
breaking with this pattern).

f) Falling income during the year: cases
where income in each period in a first

part of the year was above the mean
for the year as a whole, and for the
rest of the year was below the mean
(with no more than one period in total
breaking with this pattern).

g) Erratic income: remaining cases where
income in at least ten periods is within
25 per cent either side of the mean.

h) Highly erratic income: all other cases.

Given the small numbers falling into each
category, some of these categories are
grouped in tables below presenting
information on sub-groups of the sample.

To illustrate both the implications of
these trajectory types and to give an
impression of the data we have
collected, Figures 4.1 (a)-(h) give
examples of time-lines for total net
family income for up to four cases falling
within each of these categories, with the
time-lines for each case labelled A1, A2,
and so on (only three cases were in
category (f)). We describe in the text
below one typical case of each kind.

The cases illustrated in Figure 4.1(a) have
roughly constant income over the year.
Case A1, marked with diamonds in
Figure 4.1(a), is that of a couple with
three children with regular pay totalling
around £800 in each four weeks
throughout the year, and with equally
regular income from child benefit and
tax credits.

ZIn later research using the data it may be useful to investigate how the trajectories group using more sophisticated techniques, such as cluster analysis.
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Figure 4.1(a): Highly stable cases
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The cases shown in Figure 4.1(b) also with diamonds) is also for a one-earner year at just under £800, but their income

have income much the same over the couple with three children. Their four- from tax credits rises in the last twelve
year. As an example, Case B1 (marked weekly pay is constant throughout the weeks of the year.”

Figure 4.1(b): Stable cases
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““From the administrative data described in Section 7, we know that this results from a new assessment of entitlement by HMRC in January 2004, based on reported
income for 2003-04 that was slightly lower than it had been in 2001-02
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The cases shown in Figure 4.1(c) have
more variable income (with income
differences between particular periods of
up to 30 per cent of the case’s mean),
but it remains broadly stable over the
year. For instance Case C1 is a one-
earner couple with two children. One

Figure 4.1(c): Broadly stable cases

partner’s net pay is fairly constant at
around £400 every four weeks for the
first eight periods, but then drops in
Period 9 before rising to a new and
higher level from Period 10 as they
switch to a job paid about £300 every
fortnight. This change in job is associated

with a ten week gap in WTC receipts
before a catch-up payment in week 47.
Payments of Incapacity Benefit are made
regularly to the respondents’ partner
throughout, as are direct payments of
Child Tax Credit to the family.
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The fourth group of cases shown in
Figure 4.1(d) also have incomes that are
fairly stable across the year, but with
some periods — ‘blips’ — varying
substantially from the mean. Case D3,
marked with squares, is typical of this

Period

group. They are a one-earner couple
with two children. Net pay is fairly stable
at around £300 per week throughout
the year (until an increase in the last
period). However, for the first two
periods they did not receive any tax

10 11 12 13

credits (although they had already been
assessed at the level they stayed through
the year in February 2003).” They then
received a lump sum catch-up payment
of £900 in the third period, after which
income settled down.

“Note that, as former WFTC recipients, most of the cases we examine already had an income assessment for the year made before it started (confirmed by the
administrative data discussed in Section 7). However, payments did not necessarily start immediately, as can be seen from the aggregate data in Figure 3.8. For some
cases there was therefore a gap between the start of the year and the first payments of the new tax credits.
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Cases following a rising trajectory are
illustrated in Figure 4.1(e). Case E4, for
instance, is the lone parent previously
illustrated in Figure 3.4, who moves from
Income Support to Jobseeker’s Allowance
and then into work, with pay rising
towards the end of the year.

By contrast, the three cases in Figure
4.1(f) have incomes that fall over the

Figure 4.1(d): Stable with blips
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year. Case F1 is a two-child family. One
partner starts with net pay of around
£1,000 per month, but this falls to under
£400 in the middle of the year, and to
zero for the last four periods, partly
offset by new receipts of £250 of
Incapacity Benefit every four weeks from
Period 9. The other partner has more
stable net earnings of around £280 every
four weeks.

The group illustrated in Figure 4.1(g)
have much more variable incomes. Case
G3 is the lone parent whose income was
previously shown in Figure 3.3, whose
net pay varies between £450 and £600
per month, and whose Working Tax
Credit receipts also vary during the year.
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Figure 4.1(f): Falling cases
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Figure 4.1(g): Erratic cases
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Finally, the cases illustrated in Figure 4.1(h)
have very large changes in income from
period to period. This can be driven by a
variety of factors. Case H1 is a two-child
couple with one earner who changed
jobs. As can be seen, this led to a period
without income in the middle of the year

Period

(period 7), but eventually somewhat
higher pay.” Their tax credit claim was not
assessed until July 2003, after which they
received a lump sum of £2,000. After
further adjustments in August and
September (with a gap in receipts in one
period), their tax credits eventually settled

10 11 12 13

down to £100 per week for the last five
periods. The variation in income was
partly driven by job changes, but also
partly by the delay in their initial claim (or
assessment) for tax credits.

26Similarly, Case G1 in Figure 4.1(g) appears to have changed jobs between the first and third periods to one with a lower rate of pay, resulting in a period with no

recorded pay in between.




Figure 4.1(h): Highly erratic cases
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Table 4.1 shows how many of the 93
cases fall into each of these trajectory
types, both as a whole and grouped by
some initial characteristics. Several
features of this are striking. First, only
seven follow what we describe as ‘highly
stable’ trajectories, with income varying
within a range of 90 to 110 per cent of
its average for the year, and fewer than a
third of the cases follow any of the three

Period

generally stable categories. More
common than any of these are what we
have described as ‘stable with blips’, that
is at least ten of the periods remaining
within 15 per cent of the mean, but
other observations outside this range,
often a long way outside it. More than a
quarter of the cases are what we have
called "erratic’ or ‘highly erratic’, without
any clear pattern over the year, and with

at least four periods falling outside a
range of 85 to 115 per cent of the
mean. Within the sample, couples are
more likely than lone parents to be in the
more stable categories. None of the five
cases initially without an earner is in the
three more stable categories. A higher
proportion of tenants are in one of the
two erratic categories than of owners.

Table 4.1 Type of family (by initial characteristics) by trajectory type (number of families)

All Lone Couples No One Two Owners Tenants
parents earner earner earners

(a) Highly stable 7 - 7 - 7 - 3 4

(b) Stable 8

(c) Broadly 8 13 - 17 4 12 9
stable 13

(d) Stable 32 16 16 2 26 4 13 19
with blips

() Rising 4 } 4 3 1 5 1 1 6

(f) Falling 3

(g) Erratic 18

(h) Highly 11 15 2 18 6 9 17
erratic 8

All 93 39 54 5 73 15 38 55

What may be more important, however,
is the way in which different kinds of
events during the year affect income.
While there are not as many such events
within a single year as we observe in
longer-term panel data, there are still
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some significant changes in
circumstances affecting half of the cases
we examine. Table 4.2 shows how the
trajectories followed (in five groups)
break down between the following
(overlapping) categories:

Demographic changes, including a
change in the number of children or in
partnership status during the year (13
cases). Five of these cases involved an
increase in the number of children
during the year, seven a decrease in



the number of children, and one a
case where a lone parent was joined
by a new partner?’

Labour market changes, where one or
more of the adults stopped or started
receiving pay at some point during the
year, or moved to a different pattern of
pay (eg, from weekly to monthly)
during it, suggesting that they had
changed jobs (28 cases).

Benefit changes, where one or more
kinds of social security benefit
(excluding Child Benefit) stops or
starts during the year (12 cases).

Tax credit changes, where one or
more kinds of tax credit (paid with pay
or directly, and to the respondent or
partner) stops or starts during the year
(excluding during the first three
periods to avoid the period when the
new tax credit system was introduced),
with the change sustained for at least
two periods.”

No changes of any of these kinds.

The table suggests that within the
sample only those with no identified
change of these kinds (half of all the
cases) had highly stable incomes, and a

smaller proportion of these than of
others were erratic or highly erratic. By
contrast, a much higher proportion of
those with an identified labour market
change were erratic or highly erratic (12
out of the 28 cases of this kind). On the
other hand, the cases with demographic
change include some with stable or
broadly stable trajectories, as well as
others that were erratic.”’

Table 4.2 Events during the year by trajectory type (number of families)

Demographic Labour Benefit Tax None of All
change market change credit these
change change

(a) Highly stable - - - - 7 7
(b)/(c) Stable 6 6 3 1 8 21
or broadly stable
(d) Stable 2 6 2 5 19 32
with blips
(e)/(f) Rising or 1 4 3 1 2 7
falling
(g)/(h) Erratic 4 12 4 5 9 26
or highly erratic
All 13 28 12 12 45 93
Summary A third of cases had income we the year, and of tenants had more

We defined eight different types of
trajectory that the families’ reported
incomes could follow over the thirteen
four-week periods, ranging from what
we describe as ‘highly stable’ to ‘highly
erratic’.

Only seven of the 93 families had
incomes fitting our ‘highly stable’
pattern, that is, varying less than 10
per cent either way from their annual
average. Only a third had income in at
least 11 periods within 15 per cent of
their mean, and within 25 per cent of
it in any other periods.

describe as ‘stable with blips’, that is,
with income in at least ten periods
within 15 per cent of their mean, but
varying by 25 per cent or more from it
in some periods.

A quarter of the cases had ‘erratic’ or
‘highly erratic’ reported incomes, with
at least four of the 13 periods outside
the range from 85 to 115 per cent of
their annual average.

Bearing in mind that sub-groups of our
sample contain only small numbers,

smaller proportions of lone parents, of
those without an earner at the start of

stable income patterns than of
other groups.

Those with the most stable incomes
did not have what we identified as
changes in demographic composition
(mostly changes in numbers of children
under 16), in labour market position,
or significant changes in benefits or
tax credit payment patterns during

the year.

A higher proportion of those whose
labour market position clearly changed
during the year had ‘erratic’ or ‘highly
erratic’ incomes.

?’As noted above (footnote 12) there are a further 16 cases where we can construct income records for a significant part of the year. Two of these were for lone parents
we know repartnered, and two for couples that split. Looking at the rates of partnership change for all families with children in 2003 (Barnes, et al., 2005, table 2.9) one
might have expected 4 lone parents within the 109 cases to repartner and 2-3 couples to split, so the sample families as a whole appear not atypical, but fewer with

partnership change reported for the whole year.

*%0r cases where there is a single period where tax credits stop with consistent sequences of receipts at different levels either side of it.

*Note that some cases experienced more than one kind of change: 15 experienced two changes (the most common combination being labour market and benefit
change), and one case experienced labour market, benefit and tax credit change.
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5 The extent of income variability within the year

This section discusses the extent of
variability in total net incomes of our 93
cases across the year, and some possible
implications of this for our understanding
of statistics for income distribution and
income dynamics. The following section
examines the variability or stability of the
main components of income.

In interpreting the findings, it is important
to remember that lapses or inaccuracies in
reporting income can create spurious
variability. As described in Sections 2 and
3, we followed up inconsistencies with
respondents in the six-month and final
face-to-face interviews. However, it is
possible that problems remain, particularly
for the small number of our cases who did
not take part in the final interview. We
can, however, check the scale of
remaining problems in several ways:

First, in the next two subsections, we
examine what happens to variability if
we exclude for each case the period
with the income furthest from the case’s
mean for the year. This would be
expected to reduce the measured
variability significantly, but if the overall
findings were being driven by such
outliers, possibly reflecting reporting
lapses, the variability found would be
reduced considerably.

Second, in Section 7 we compare the
gross income and tax credit receipts
reported to us through the year with

Figure 5.1: Standard deviation of income by net income for year
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administrative records to see whether
the totals we obtain match those
reported to HMRC after the end of the
year and whether the pattern of
variation in tax credit receipts is
plausible given changes in assessments
of entitlement during the year.

Third, if the results were driven by
random reporting errors, we would not
expect to see much differentiation
between families in different
circumstances or affected by different
events during the year. To the extent
that we do see differences in patterns
which plausibly relate to differences
between groups, this suggests that
random measurement error, at least, is
not the cause of the patterns seen.

As will be seen, in all three respects the
results are reassuring. We will, however,
explore in later work the impact of
taking a more aggressive approach to
imputation of potential reporting lapses
to examine whether the overall findings
are materially affected.

It should also be remembered that
‘variability” is not necessarily always bad for
the families involved. For instance, in a
small number of cases (such as that
illustrated in Figure 3.4) what we are
measuring below is a change in income
that reflects an improvement in their
circumstances. Such cases are unusual,
however: in the great majority of cases

what we are reporting is variation around
incomes that follow no strong trend over
the year. Even so, families will not
necessarily find such variation a problem:
they may have the capacity to smooth out
their spending by budgeting over longer
than the four-week periods we examine
here. We present some evidence on this in
Section 8.

5.1 The degree of variability in
total income

The analysis in Section 4 gives a striking
picture of the extent to which, even within
a relatively small number of cases in fairly
similar circumstances, incomes often vary
considerably across the year in very
different ways. This section approaches the
degree of variability more systematically,
presenting information on the way this is
related to both initial characteristics of the
families and to events that affect them
during the year. First, Figure 5.1 gives an
idea of the absolute amount of variation in
income across the thirteen periods for our
sample, as measured by its standard
deviation, presented in relation to the
families’ total net incomes reported to the
study. This already suggests both that
there are significant differences between
the cases, and that for some of them the
variation in income in absolute terms is
quite large.
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However, the absolute degree of variation
measured in this way is likely to be larger,
the greater a family’s income, and indeed
the figure suggests that this is true to some
extent. But for particular families what is
likely to be important is the extent to
which their income varies relative to its
average level. The index used below to
measure variability of income is therefore
the coefficient of variation (CV) of total
income over the thirteen periods (that is,
the standard deviation as a percentage of
that case’s mean income).

One advantage of this as a summary
measure is that it gives an impression of
how likely it is that information collected
for a particular four week period would fall
a certain distance from the annual average.
If observations during the year were
normally distributed,” we would expect 20
per cent of them to lie more than 1.25
times the CV per cent away from the mean
and 10 per cent of them more than 1.66
times the CV per cent away from it.

Figure 5.2: Variabilty of income by net income for year
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The variation seen does not seem simply
to be the result of a few unusual cases —
which might reflect reporting lapses. The
single case with a CV of 60 per cent is
unusual, but one third of the sample,
spread across income levels, have CVs of
over 20 per cent — implying that a fifth
of their four-week income observations
might be expected to vary from the
average for the year by more than a
quarter.

Figure 5.2 shows the CVs for all 93 cases
plotted against each family’s total net
income for the year. As might have been
expected from the previous section, there is
quite a range of variation within the
sample. It is also noticeable that in these
terms, measuring variation in relation to
average income across the year, it is those
with lower incomes, below around
£15,000, that appear to have the most
variable incomes, although some of those
with higher income also have CVs above
20 per cent, and many of them have CVs
above 10 per cent.
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To test whether the results are driven
more systematically by particular
circumstances or reporting problems in
one unusual period for each case, Figure
5.3 shows the pattern of CVs obtained if
for each case we eliminate the period
where reported income is furthest from
the mean for that case, and look just at
the remaining twelve periods. This
reduces measured variability, as one
would expect. The average CV across 13

periods for all cases is 16.5 per cent, and
this is reduced to 11.8 per cent when
measured across the most stable twelve
periods. However, variability is by no
means eliminated: half of the cases still
have a CV of more than 10 per cent and
a quarter have one of more than 15 per
cent. The phenomenon we are observing
clearly is not just a matter of single
unusual periods within a year.

*Which, of course, they may well not be for individual cases, as the patterns shown in Section 4 suggest. But see Figure 5.4 for a graphical representation of variation

relative to each case’s mean for the sample as a whole.
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Figure 5.3: Variabilty of income (excluding outliers) by net income for year
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Returning to the results for all thirteen
periods, we have already seen that
patterns of income variation appear to
differ between types of household, and
between those affected by different
kinds of event during the year. The same
is true of the degree of variability. Table

Net income reported for 2003-04 (£)

5.1 shows both the average degree of
variability for different kinds of case, and
the numbers of cases of each kind with
higher or lower degrees of variability,
using CVs of 10 and 20 per cent as cut-
offs for these categories. This leaves just
under a third of the cases in the ‘low’

variability category, more than a third in
the middle category, and one third in the
‘high’ variability category. In itself, this is
already a perhaps surprising finding:
incomes for this group appear to vary
much more than we as authors expected
in advance.

Table 5.1 Income variability (13 periods) by initial characteristics and events during year

Average Low Medium High (Number of
cv variability variability variability cases)
(CV <10) (CV 10-20) (CV >20)
All 16.5 25 37 31 (93)
Lone parents 18.4 6 18 15 (39)
Couples 15.1 19 19 16 (54)
No earners 25.8 - - 5 (5)
One earner 16.0 21 31 21 (73)
Two earners 16.0 4 6 5 (15)
Demographic change 14.9 4 5 4 (13)
Labour market change 21.8 5 9 14 (28)
Benefit change 20.5 3 2 7 (12)
Tax credit change 21.9 - 8 4 (12)
None of these 14.5 15 17 13 (45)

Note: Cases may experience more than one kind of change in the year.
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Looking at patterns by family
characteristics (and remembering the
relatively small numbers of cases for each
sub-group), lone parents are less likely to
have low variability than couples, and the
small number of cases starting the year
without an earner all have high variability
in their incomes across the rest of the year.
Using the same broad categories of
change in circumstances during the year,
both labour market and benefit change
are particularly associated with high
variability. On the other hand
‘demographic change’ is not particularly
associated with high variability in general —
these are mostly cases where the number

of children changes, associated in some
cases with maternity leave and a change in
earnings, but in others not. Cases which
are affected by none of these changes on
the definitions used are — unsurprisingly —
more likely than others to have low
variability, but the effect is not great:
thirteen of the 45 cases with no identified
change in circumstances still have high
variability in their incomes during the year.

5.2 Implications for cross-
sectional income measurement

These results suggest that for this sample,
drawn from low- to middle-income

working families with children, net
incomes measured over a comparatively
short period (in this case four weeks) often
vary from those that would represent
income over a whole year to a significant
degree. Figure 5.4 shows the extent of this
variation. As can be seen, only 40 per cent
of the 1,200 observations we have of
income over four weeks lie within a range
of plus or minus 5 per cent of the case’s
annual mean income, and only 61 per
cent are within 10 per cent of the mean.
Eighteen per cent of such observations are
outside a range of 80 to 120 per cent of
the case’s mean.

Figure 5.4: Distribution of period income as percentage of annual average income
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The implications of this are potentially
quite important. Typically, when income
is measured in sample surveys such as
the Family Resources Survey, it is income
in the most recent relevant payment
period that is used as the basis to
estimate total income. If this meant
simply income over the last four weeks
(or month), Figure 5.4 suggests that the
result could often be very different from
the case’s annual average. However, in
UK surveys what is used varies from this
in two important ways. First, for some
income components, such as interest
receipts, the relevant period may be
longer than four weeks or a month.
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Second, what is asked for is often ‘usual’
or ‘normal” income of that kind — inviting
respondents, for instance, to ignore
special bonuses in pay, or perhaps to
average out ‘catch-up’ lump sum
payments of tax credits over the period
to which they apply. Observations of
‘usual’ income may be a better guide to
annual income than our simple measure
of income actually received within a four-
week period.

In later work we hope to examine the
effect of such definitions, estimating
what each of our families might have
reported as their ‘usual’ income at each
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time throughout the year, and then
examining how this relates to their
annual average.” For the moment, it can
be noted that if one again excludes the
period in which income is furthest from
each case’s mean — eliminating the most
unusual income — the effect is that two-
thirds of observations, rather than just 61
per cent, are within plus or minus 10 per
cent of the mean. The proportion
outside a range of plus or minus 20 per
cent of the mean is reduced to 14 per
cent from 18 per cent. Again, however,
this suggests that the problem is only
reduced, and by no means eliminated by
excluding outliers.

*'We would also be able to compare this with what they reported as their usual income in the initial March 2003 interview before the income records start.
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The effect is much the same if, instead of
income received over four weeks, we
examine income averaged over
successive pairs of periods, that is, over
eight weeks.” The distribution of these
observations is noticeably narrower than
that with four-week observations, but
still only 67 per cent of the eight-week
observations are within plus or minus
10 per cent of the case’s annual mean
income, and 14 per cent lie more than
20 per cent away from it. The standard
deviation for this distribution is lower, at
14.2, than the 19.3 for the four-week
periods shown in Figure 5.4, but a great
deal of variation remains.

This greater variability in income over
shorter periods is, of course, what one

might expect, and if it is income over
such short periods that is most important
in determining household well-being (see
Section 8 below), it is the incomes over a
short period that matter. This may be
particularly important for those with the
lowest incomes and the smallest margins
in their weekly budgets.

However, to the extent that households
are able to move resources between
periods through short-term saving or
variations in banks accounts, it may be
longer periods that matter more.
Previous research on panel data shows
that when incomes are averaged over
longer periods, there is less inequality in
household incomes than when they are
averaged over short periods (for instance,

Jarvis and Jenkins, 1996, using panel
data of annual income observations from
BHPS). An indication of this effect is
given in Table 5.2. This looks at the
variation in income between our 93
families when income is measured over
different periods (as opposed to the
variation in each case’s own income over
the year, which we have looked at until
now). Specifically, it shows two measures
of the variation or inequality of income
across our sample as the window of
observation is widened from the last of
our thirteen periods of observation to
include progressively more periods until
finally we are looking at income for the
year as a whole.”

Table 5.2 Variation in income between families depending on length of period over which income

is measured

Four week periods included

Coefficient of variation

Gini coefficient

13
12-13
11-13
10-13
9-13
8-13
7-13
6-13
5-13
4-13
3-13
2-13
Whole year

315
28.9
27.4
27.3
27.5
27.8
28.2
28.3
28.0
28.0
27.8
27.8
27.6

171
15.9
15.4
15.3
15.5
15.6
15.9
15.9
15.8
15.8
15.7
15.7
15.6

Note: 93 cases.

First, as expected, the overall level of
inequality between the cases we have
examined — from a fairly narrow part of
the population — is less than one would
see across the population as a whole: a
Gini coefficient for annual net income
(unadjusted for family size) of 16 per
cent is much lower than would be seen

in a cross-section of the whole
population. Income inequality is also as
expected lower when income receipts in
longer periods are examined than just in
the final four weeks of the year. But
what is striking about these findings is
that by the time receipts in three periods
— 12 weeks — have been included, there

is no further reduction in income
inequality as the window of observation
is widened to a year. In other words, in
these cases income receipts over four
weeks or a month appear more
unequally distributed than annual
incomes, but receipts over three months
do not seem to be.

*The periods overlap, so Periods 1 and 2 create one observation, and Periods 2 and 3 another.

*The window of observation widens from the end of the year to avoid the variation over short periods being affected by the introduction of the new tax credits at the

start of the financial year.
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5.3 Implications for
measuring income mobility

Just as these results confirm that the
income period chosen over which to
measure people’s incomes can affect the
measured extent of income inequality
significantly, so they suggest that the
ways in which we measure income
mobility may be affected as well. Some

of the movement in income which we
see comparing observations a year apart,
for instance, may be the product of
shorter-term, and, for some, less
significant, variations. With observations
within a single year we cannot explore
the extent of this kind of effect over such
a long period, but the data do allow us
to see how changes between single pairs
of months about six months apart

compare with the differences between
incomes averaged over the whole of the
first and second halves of the year. This
is done in Figure 5.5. This shows the
relationship between the percentage
change in income for our cases from the
first six to the last six periods of the year
and the percentage change in income
between shorter, eight week, periods at
the centres of each of these.

Figure 5.5: Income changes depending on length of income periods compared
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Note: 91 cases (figure excludes outliers at 116, 95 and 2,124).

First, the figure shows substantial
changes in income between the first and
second halves of the year, even when
receipts are compared between two 24-
week periods. It also suggests that there
can be considerable differences between
income changes as measured between
periods of different lengths (although
again in future work we hope to explore
whether this is reduced by a focus on
‘usual” income, rather than most recent
receipts). The correlation coefficient
between the two sets of changes is only
0.44, and 36 of the 93 cases have an

absolute difference in the measured
change of more than 10 percentage
points. In other words, in a third of the
cases, an income change measured
between two eight-week periods would
differ by more than 10 percentage points
from that comparing two 24-week
periods with the same central date.

The effect is even more striking when
different pairs of eight-week periods are
chosen for comparison, as shown in
Figure 5.6. Here the income changes
from periods 3 and 4 combined to
periods 10 and 11 combined are

% change periods 1-6 to periods 7-13

40 60

compared with those from periods 5 and
6 to periods 12 and 13. The correlation
coefficient for these sets of changes is
only 0.13, and in more than half (50) of
the 93 cases the difference is more than
10 percentage points. The mean
absolute difference is more than 18
percentage points. In other words, if
changes in receipts are compared
between neighbouring eight-week
periods the same (24 week) distance
apart, the income changes found will
depend considerably on precisely which
periods are chosen for comparison.
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Figure 5.6: Income changes using different pairs of periods
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Note: 91 cases (figure excludes outliers at 116, 95 and 2,124).

These results are striking. Some of the
differences will be reduced by looking at
‘normal’ rather than actual income in the
most recent period (as, for instance, the
British Household Panel Survey does in
measuring ‘usual’ employment income in
the most recent week or month). Equally,
for some cases the effects we are
showing may reflect lapses in data
reporting. However, even
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allowing for these, the results suggest
that some elements of measured income
mobility from year to year may reflect
the way in which incomes ‘wobble’
across the year. For instance, if it
happens that in the first year chosen for
comparison the wobble was downwards
and in the second it was upwards, there
could be an apparent significant increase
in income across the year, even if

% change periods 3-4 to periods 10-11

average income for each year as a whole
was unchanged. This kind of
measurement effect may be one of the
explanations of what Stephen Jenkins
(1998) has described as a ‘rubber band’
picture of income mobility over longer
periods — many households’ incomes
appear to change between snapshots in
successive years, but over the longer run,
their incomes do not change very much.



Summary

As a summary index of the extent
to which incomes vary across the
year for our sample cases, we
measured the ‘coefficients of
variation’ (CVs) in the incomes over
thirteen four-week periods.

The average coefficient of variation for
the 93 cases was 16.5 per cent. One
third of the sample had CVs in their
total net incomes over 13 four-week
periods of over 20 per cent.

This measured variation did not result
simply from outlying unusual periods.
We also measured variation over
twelve periods, excluding the
observations furthest from each case’s
mean income. This reduced the
average coefficient of variation to
11.8, but for half of the cases it
remained above 10 per cent.

Higher proportions of sample cases
with incomes below £15,000, of lone
parents, and of the small number of
cases starting the year without an
earner experienced high income
variability than of others.

Those experiencing what we
identified as labour market change
or changes in payment patterns of
benefits or tax credits had higher
variability than others. Those
experiencing demographic change
(mostly in their number of children)
did not. More of those with no
identified change in circumstances
had low variability (but some of these
cases also had high variability).

Looking at the sample of four-week
income observations as a whole, only
40 per cent of the 1,200 observations
were within plus or minus 5 per cent
of the case’s average for the whole
year. Eighteen per cent of them were
outside a range of plus or minus 20
per cent of the case’s average.

Widening the ‘window’ within which
incomes are observed to eight weeks
reduces the variation between
observations and the case’s annual
average, but 14 per cent of
observations remain outside a range
of plus or minus 20 per cent of the
case’s average.

This degree of variation has potentially
important implications for
understanding the meaning of income
distribution derived from cross-
sectional surveys: income measured
over a short period may vary
significantly from income over the
whole year (although the use of
‘normal’ or ‘usual’ pay in some surveys
may remove some of the variation that
we observe).

The amount of income inequality
measured between the 93 cases, is
reduced as the window of observation
is widened from four to twelve weeks.
However, the inequality between the
incomes for the whole year of the
cases is no lower than that between
incomes they received in the last
twelve weeks of the year.

The variability observed may also have
implications for measuring income
mobility: part of the change observed
when comparing observations a year
apart may reflect short-term ‘wobble’,
rather than an underlying longer-term
change (although again part of this
problem may be removed where
surveys look at ‘usual’ pay).

As an indication of the scale of such
effects, within our sample there are
large differences for many cases
depending on whether income changes
between the first and second halves of
the year are measured using incomes
measured over 8 or 26 week windows.

Even larger differences in income
changes are seen when neighbouring
eight week windows are used as the
starting point for measuring income
change over the following 24 weeks.
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6 Income variability by component

The previous section presented findings
in terms of families’ total incomes in
each period. We also have, however,
information on how each component of
income varies from period to period as
well. In this section we examine the
variability of income, depending on
which broad component is included.
Specifically, we examine income in the
following categories:

The net pay of the respondent and
of any partner. As can be seen from
Table 3.1 above, this was the largest
part of the total net income of our
sample, making up 58 per cent of it
on average.

Other market income of the family,
including children’s income, interest
and dividends, child support payments,
and gifts. These represented 4 per cent
of the total on average.

Income from state benefits, including
Child Benefit, Income Support,
Incapacity Benefit, etc (but not
Housing Benefit). These were 11 per
cent of the total on average.

Tax credits, whether paid directly to
the respondent or partner, or paid
through their pay packet. These were
the second largest part of the total,
making up 27 per cent of it. Thisis a
much larger proportion than one
would expect for the population as a
whole, reflecting the selection of the
group from those who were receiving
WEFTC in 2002-03.

The main part of the analysis below adds
each of these components in turn,
looking at the variability of income
including each successive component,

that is for net pay, net market income,
net income including benefits, and then
total income (including tax credits).

As we will see, the other components of
income all show greater variability over
the year than net pay. However, this does
not mean that the other components of
income actually have a destabilising effect
on incomes over the year. For instance,
benefit income may vary precisely
because net pay has changed - for
instance, if someone loses their job or
becomes disabled, their net pay will go
down or disappear and their income from
benefits may go up to compensate at
least partly for this. Income including
state benefits may therefore be more
stable than market income — indeed, that
is one of the key aims of the social
security system. Similarly, benefits or tax
credits may give a reliable part of people’s
incomes while other parts vary. Even if
they were completely fixed, with no
offsetting variation at all, the coefficient
of variation of income including them
would be lower than that of net pay, as
the absolute variation from net pay
would be spread across a larger total
income for each case. As far as the
individual families were concerned, this
would reflect the way that incomes and
spending would be easier to plan
allowing for some fixed components than
in their absence. We therefore also look
at the variability of income totals defined
in different ways to examine the effect of
adding in the other components.

It should also be noted that in the
absence of protection from social
security benefits, for instance, families
might — indeed, would have to in some
cases — behave differently, finding some

means of earning even very low wages if
there was no alternative. As with most
analyses of the impact of taxes and
transfers, the figures presented below
are ‘first round” effects, not allowing for
such behavioural impacts.™

6.1 Variability of income
components for the sample
as a whole

Figure 6.1 shows, in the same format as
Figure 5.2, the coefficients of variation
across 13 periods for the 90 of the 93
cases we examine that received net pay
in the year. Figures 6.2-6.4 show the
equivalent scatter-plots for other market
income, state benefits, and tax credits.

Looked at by itself, net pay is more
variable than total net income, with
quite a large number of cases having a
coefficient of variation for it over the 13
periods of more than 20 per cent.” The
greatest variation — with CVs over 40 per
cent — affects those with net pay of less
than £10,000 over the year as a whole,
in some cases reflecting interruptions in
earnings, not just pay fluctuations in a
single job. For instance, the case
showing the largest CV for net pay, more
than 120 per cent, is that of a lone
parent who has earnings over the first
five periods, but then has no work and is
on Income Support for the rest of the
year. The other case with a CV for net
pay over 100 per cent is that of the lone
parent, previously illustrated in Figure
3.4, who started the year receiving
Income Support, but who moved into
paid work in the second part of the year,
with increasing pay by the end of it.

*It should also be noted that the design of the Working Tax Credit in particular is to give a boost to income for those moving into work at more than 16 hours per week
(with extra for those working 30 hours). Its design is in part intended to increase the difference between incomes in and out of work, which can increase measured
income variation for those doing so. However, this is of less relevance for most of the sample described here, as apart from five cases, they start the year with at least

one earner.

*Net pay may vary — particularly near the start of the financial year — not just because gross pay changes, but also because PAYE tax codings change. This is reflected in

the figures presented.
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Figure 6.1: Variabilty of net pay by net pay for year

Net pay reported for 2003-04 (£)

Note: 90 cases with net pay reported during the year.

Other market income emerges in this
analysis as the most variable part of
income for many cases. This is
unsurprising given that for some, as can
be seen from Figure 6.2, this simply
reflects very small amounts of other
income that are received in just a few
periods during the year. In some cases,

these one-off payments can be
substantial — as in the case of one lone
parent receiving £2,400 from a maturing
insurance policy in just one period.
However, for nearly all the other cases
receiving more than £2,000 in other
market income over the year, this
represents child support payments. While
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some of these are paid regularly, with low
(or even zero) variability, for several cases
—according to their own reports, at least
— payments are irregular and often have
gaps, leading to higher variability than
most cases show for net pay.

Figure 6.2: Variabilty of other market income by other market income in year
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Note: 58 cases with other market income reported during the year.
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Benefit income tends to fall into two
groups, as can be seen in Figure 6.3. For
quite a large number of our cases, the
benefits shown are made up only of Child
Benefit payments, for many of them
coming completely regularly during the

year, as can be seen from the overlapping
points representing the amounts for one,
two and three children. Other cases also
report only Child Benefit receipts, but with
some gaps in receipts, leading to the
variability shown. Some of this may reflect

Figure 6.3: Variabilty of state benefits by state benefits for year
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Note: 92 cases with state benefits reported during the year.

Finally, Figure 6.4 shows recorded
receipts of tax credits during the year.
These are the second largest part of
income for our sample as a whole. While
for some cases they are recorded as
arriving regularly through the year, for
many cases they are more variable than
net pay, with, for instance, many of

those reporting more than £3,000 in tax
credits over the year, also reporting a
pattern of receipts with a CV of over 20
per cent. Again, of course, some of this
variability may reflect reporting lapses.
However, for this item, we are able to
compare reported total receipts over the
year with the HMRC's administrative

Figure 6.4: Variabilty of tax credits by tax credits for year

reporting lapses. Where amounts over
£2,000 are received in the year, however,
this represents benefits such as Income
Support or Incapacity Benefit, sometimes
received only for part of the year, but
sometimes regularly throughout it.

State benefits reported for 2003-04 (£)

records. As we discuss in Section 7
below, for most cases the total recorded
receipts match the administrative records
well, pointing to the conclusion that the
pattern of variability shown is a genuine
phenomenon, not an artefact of
imperfect data collection.
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Note: 91 cases reporting tax credit receipts during the year.
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As in the last section, we can also test the
extent to which these results reflect the
impact of very unusual outliers by looking
at variability over twelve periods, excluding
the one in which tax credit receipts were
furthest from the annual mean. This
generally involves omitting an early period
in which an initial catch-up payment was
made, or omitting the first period, when
final receipts of WFTC arrived before
payments of the new tax credits started. In
a few cases the omitted period is at the
end of the year, generally because a new
assessment had led to a sharp cut-back in
payments to try to arrive at the right total
of payments by the year-end. If this is
done, the mean CV of reported tax credit
receipts falls from 39 per cent for the 13
period payments (as shown in Figure 6.4)
to 33 per cent for the 12 periods
excluding the furthest outlier. Again, some
fall is to be expected,” but the remaining
variability suggests that the pattern shown
in Figure 6.4 is not just a matter of single
unusual payments.

It should be borne in mind when looking
at these findings that the year of the

survey, 2003-04, was the first year of the
new tax credits system, and there were
acknowledged problems with its
introduction, so these patterns may not be
typical of later years. However, the special
circumstances of 2003-04 cut both ways.
On the one hand, there were problems
with establishing the new payments
system,” and initial income assessments
were based on incomes in 2001-02, two
years earlier, potentially leading to large
changes in circumstances being reported
during the year. Both of these might lead
one to expect tax credits payments to have
been more variable in 2003-04 than they
will be in later years. On the other hand,
tax credit payments in 2003-04 were not
affected by the recovery of what turned
out to be ‘over-payments’ made in earlier
years which have had a considerable effect
on payment patterns since 2004-05. This
would imply that payments in 2003-04
would be less variable than in later years.
In addition, it might be noted that even in
later years initial assessments can also start
based on income from two years before,
leading to potentially large adjustments

Table 6.1 Income variability by component of income

when a tax credit assessment form for the
previous year is eventually completed
during the year.”

As discussed above, what matters most,
however, is not the variability of income
components in themselves, but what
happens to income variability when they
are included. This can be seen in Table 6.1.
This shows the overall mean value of each
income component, and then of total
incomes including each successively,
followed by the associated coefficients of
variation. As the effect on variability may
vary depending on the order each
component is added in, the table shows a
total for ‘net income including benefits’
(but not tax credits) and another for ‘net
income including tax credits’ (but not
benefits). To avoid the distorting effect of
the three cases with no net pay during the
year, the second panel (and the analysis in
Tables 6.3 and 6.5 below) shows the
results only for the 90 cases with positive
net pay during the year.* The final row
repeats the information for total income
including both benefits and tax credits
which was already shown in Section 5.

Mean value over

Mean coefficient

the year (£) of variation (positive cases)

Income component

Net pay 9,990 23 (90)
Other market income 700 193 (58)
State benefits 1,900 30 (92)
Tax credits 4,610 39  (91)
Income measure (cases with positive net pay)

Net pay 10,320 22.6  (90)
Net market income 11,030 23.1 (90)
Net income including benefits 12,760 18.3 (90)
Net income including tax credits 15,750 19.0 (90)
Total income 17,480 16.3 (90)

36AI‘[hough, interestingly, in six cases the CV over the 12 periods excluding that furthest from the mean is higher than for the 13 periods. This happens because they have
periods with no receipts at all, and removing a period with a positive payment increases the relative importance of these periods.

*"The cases examined here, as former WFTC recipients might be expected, however, to have been transferred to the new system more quickly than others, and most at
least started the year with initial income assessments already made unlike new claimants.

*See Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman (2005) and Lane, Wheatley and Bremner (2005) for discussion of the large changes in payments that such recoveries
have led to for some families. See HMRC (2005b) for an analysis of the extent of under- and over-payments in 2003-04.

**For instance, someone who completes their assessment form for 2004-05 in September 2005 may have received tax credits for the first six months of 2005-06 based
on their income in 2003-04. At this point they may report changed circumstances and a new income now being received two years later.

“The three cases with no net pay in the year do have a small amount of ‘other market income’, but this arrives in only a few periods, leading to very high CVs for what

is, in these cases, very low net market income.
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As the figures above suggested, the
average variability of the other
components of income is greater than
that of net pay, and that of tax credits is
greater than that of state benefits.
Looking at the lower panel, although
other market income is small, averaging
only £700 per year, the effect of
including it is that net market income is
more variable than net pay, with a CV of
23.1 per cent compared to 22.6 per cent
for net pay. If state benefits, averaging
£1,700 for these cases, are added to
this, the CV reduces by 4.8 points to
18.3 per cent. For some cases regular
income from Child Benefit leads to
somewhat more regular total income;
for others more substantial payments of
benefits during periods without earnings
have precisely the intended effect,
offsetting variations in pay, and leading
to more stable income over the year.

Looking at cases individually, in 70 out
of the 90, the variability of income
including benefits is the same or less
than that before allowing for them, and
in only one case is the CV increased by
more than 5 percentage points when
benefits are included in income.

If tax credits are added to net market
income, the effect is also to reduce the
CV, again despite the higher variability in
tax credit receipts themselves than in net
pay. However, the impact is a little
smaller than that of benefits despite the
amount of credits being more than twice
as large on average, a reduction of 4.1
points, giving a CV of 19 per cent for
income including tax credits. For the
majority (62) of the cases, adding tax
credits to net market income again
reduces variability or leaves it
unchanged, but for a significant minority,

28 cases, adding in tax credits increases
the CV, in twelve cases by more than 5
percentage points.

At the final stage, adding in either tax
credits or benefits to give total income
further reduces variability. If benefits are
added to income including tax credits,
the CV is reduced by 2.7 percentage
points; if tax credits are added to income
including benefits, the reduction is

2 percentage points.

The figures in Table 6.1 are averages for
the sample as a whole. As Figures 6.1 to
6.4 showed, there are some cases for
which income components are very
stable, but others for which particular
components are much more variable.
Table 6.2 shows the numbers of families
within ranges of variation for different
components of income by their (initial)
characteristics.

Table 6.2 Type of family (initial characteristics) by variability of income components
(number of cases with positive components)

All Lone parents Couples No earner  One earner Two earners Owners Tenants
Net pay
Low CV 26 5 21 - 22 4 14 12
Medium CV 22 8 14 - 16 6 12 10
High CV 42 24 18 2 35 5 12 30
Other market income
Low CV 1 1 - - 1 - - 1
Medium CV 1 1 - - 1 - - 1
High CV 56 25 31 3 43 10 22 34
State benefits
Low CV 37 16 21 1 30 6 12 25
Medium CV 8 3 5 - 7 1 2 6
High CV 47 20 27 4 35 8 24 23
Tax credits
Low CV 21 8 13 - 18 3 9 12
Medium CV 17 5 12 1 14 2 6 11
High CV 53 25 28 3 41 9 22 31

Note: ‘Low CV' is under 10 per cent; ‘medium CV’ between 10 and 20 per cent; and ‘high CV' is over 20 per cent (as in Table 5.1).
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Several features stand out from this:

Lone parents and tenants are more
prone than others to have particularly
high variability of net pay (with a CV
of over 20 per cent).

Where families have other market
income (such as investment income,
child support payments or children’s
earnings) it is almost always very
variable by comparison with the
other items.

State benefit receipts are more
polarised, with 37 of the cases having
low variability in them, but 47 cases
having high variability. This bipolar
distribution affects each of the sub-
categories shown.

More than half of the cases have high
variability in their tax credit receipts,”
and this again applies within each of
the categories, notably regardless of
the number of earners. However, a
significant proportion of those with
one earner at the start of the year do
receive tax credits with low variability.

Once again, of course, it may be that it is
the contribution of each component to
income variability as a whole that matters
most for families in planning their lives,
rather than variability of that item itself.”
Table 6.3 shows the mean coefficient of
variation for income under five definitions
by initial characteristics. What is most
striking here is that it is the generally
more disadvantaged groups — lone

parents and tenants — where the effect of
adding in benefits and tax credits is
greatest in reducing income variability. For
instance, net market income for lone
parents and tenants (with a substantial
overlap, of course) has CVs of 31 and 29
per cent respectively. These are reduced
to 22 and 21 per cent allowing for
benefits, or to 24 and 23 per cent if tax
credits are allowed for. If both are
included, the CVs are reduced to 19 and
18 per cent. This is not enough to reduce
their income variability to that of the
more advantaged categories, but it does
remove most of the gap. Benefits do,
however, reduce the variability for one-
earner families to the same level as for
two-earner families.

Table 6.3 Type of family (initial characteristics) by variability of income under different definitions

(average coefficient of variation)

All Lone Couples One Two Oowners Tenants
parents earner earners
Net pay 22.6 29.8 17.6 21.6 18.9 15.0 28.2
Net market income 23.1 30.8 17.8 221 19.5 15.4 28.8
Net income including benefits 18.3 21.7 16.0 17.8 17.7 14.0 21.4
Net income including tax credits ~ 19.0 235 15.9 18.2 171 13.9 22.7
Total income 16.3 18.3 14.9 16.0 16.0 13.1 18.7

Note: 90 cases with positive net pay only. Results for cases starting with no earner not shown as only two such cases have positive net

pay later in the year.

6.2 Variability of income
components and events
during the year

What one would expect is that those
showing the most variability in particular
kinds of income would be those affected
by particular kinds of event during the
year. Table 6.4 shows how the numbers
of cases with variability in particular

components falling in different ranges of
variability relate to whether they are
affected by particular kinds of event
during the year (as defined in Section 4
above). These patterns are perhaps
unsurprising given what we have seen so
far: those with identifiable changes
affecting components of income are
particularly likely to have high variability
in that item.

However, it should be noted that such
changes are not a necessary condition
for high variability — for instance, 16 of
the 44 cases without any of these
identified changes over the year none
the less have high variability in their net
pay, and 23 of them have high variability
in their tax credits (despite the exclusion
of cases where there was a clear break in
tax credit arrangements after the first
three periods of the year).

“!If each case’s period with the furthest outlier of tax credit receipts is excluded, the number of cases with a CV of over 20 per cent for tax credit receipts in the twelve

periods falls to 38 cases.

42 . . . . . . . .
Although this is not necessarily the case, for instance, if particular income sources are ear-marked for particular uses, or if one member of a couple receives a particular
income source and total incomes are not shared equally between a couple.
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Table 6.4 Variability of income components by events during the year (number of cases)

Demographic Labour Benefit Tax None All
change market change credit of these
change change

Net pay
Low CV 4 1 1 3 19 26
Medium CV - 9 2 9 22
High CV 7 18 5 16 42
Other market Income
Low CV - - - - 1 1
Medium CV - - - - 1 1
High CV 10 17 5 6 22 56
State benefits
Low CV 3 11 - 2 21 37
Medium CV 1 2 1 4 8
High CV 9 14 11 9 20 47
Tax credits
Low CV 2 4 2 - 14 21
Medium CV 4 6 3 - 7 17
High CV 7 17 7 12 23 53

Note: 'Low CV' is under 10 per cent; ‘medium CV’ between 10 and 20 per cent; and 'high CV' is over 20 per cent (as in Table 5.1).

Again, perhaps more significantly, the
results allow us to see whether changes
to particular income components such as
benefits and tax credits reduce part of
the variability associated with labour
market and demographic change in
particular. Table 6.5 shows the average
coefficient of variation for income under
the five definitions by events during the
year. These results are striking. First, it
can be seen that the average variability
of income for those unaffected by any of
the identified changes is much the same,

whatever income definition is used.
Indeed, the CV of total net income is
virtually the same as that of net pay for
these cases. It is in the other cases,
whose circumstances change during the
year, that benefits in particular have a
stabilising effect, as do tax credits, albeit
to a smaller extent. Looking at the third
column of the table, adding in either
state benefits or tax credits has a
particularly large stabilising effect for
cases with ‘labour market change’ in the
year. The impact of state transfers is very

much as might be hoped therefore —
offsetting much of the income variability
in market income that arises from labour
market shocks.

Returning to the discussion at the start
of Section 5, such figures also provide
further reassurance about the overall
quality of the data: we do not appear to
be presenting patterns of variability that
occur from random reporting errors, but
rather patterns that are linked to people’s
circumstances and changes in them.

Table 6.5 Variability of income under different definitions by events during the year

(average coefficient of variation)

All Demographic Labour Benefit Tax None of
change market change credit these
change change
Net pay 22.6 22.6 374 50.5 27.0 14.6
Net market income 23.1 21.6 37.2 49.5 27.7 15.8
Net income including benefits 18.3 16.2 254 28.0 21.3 14.5
Net income including tax credits 19.0 17.0 27.7 30.6 27.9 15.1
Total income 16.3 16.7 21.8 20.5 21.9 14.3

Note: 90 cases with positive net pay only.
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6.3 The effect of the new tax
credit system

While these findings are encouraging in
certain respects, it might seem surprising
that tax credits do not have more of a
stabilising effect on income during the
year than they do — and indeed, in nearly
a third of the cases income is more
variable after allowing them than before.
This is particularly given that the
amounts involved are quite large — an
average of £4,600 per family in the
sample — and that the structure of tax
credits is designed to give most help to
those with lower incomes, with
entitlement to tax credits often rising
when a family reports a fall in income. If
one looks at the variation of total income
between cases (as in Table 5.2), the
coefficient of variation falls from 47 per
cent for net market income, to 37 per
cent including benefits, and to 27 per
cent for total income including tax
credits as well. In other words, adding in
tax credits has a comparable effect to
adding in social security benefits in
reducing the inequality of income
between the cases in our sample.
However, as we have seen, tax credits
make a smaller contribution to stabilising
income across the year.

Part of this reflects the way in which tax
credits are designed, by comparison with

social security benefits. Some social
security benefits, such as Income
Support, have very sharp rates of
reduction as income rises: their intention
is precisely to fill in gaps when families
have no or very low market incomes.”
Tax credits by contrast have lower rates
of withdrawal as income rises in order to
reduce their disincentive effect (and the
first £2,500" of income increase was
ignored in any reassessment in 2003-04).
They may therefore vary less across the
year as market incomes rise and fall, and
so have less of a ‘stabilising’ effect than
benefits for each pound of fiscal cost.”
In addition, of course, as highlighted in
the introduction, the time period over
which they are calculated, and payments
adjusted to give the correct total, is the
whole year (or even beyond it), rather
than a particular week.

It is also possible that the finding could
reflect the particular circumstances of the
year we examine, when the ‘new tax
credits’ were being introduced for the
first time, replacing — for these families,
at least — the old Working Families Tax
Credit system. As has been documented
elsewhere, and is evident from inspection
of our cases, it took some time for tax
credits under the new system to settle
down. For many of our families there
was a pattern involving low or no receipt

of tax credits in the first few weeks,
followed by a larger than normal lump-
sum receipt, before a more regular
pattern was established. The variability
induced by this may not be typical of
that which could be expected in later
years. On the other hand, as discussed
above, there are factors that may go the
other way, as during later years people
will be affected by within-year
adjustment of tax credits to recover
‘over-payments’ (or make up for ‘under-
payments’) in the previous year, which
was not a feature of 2003-04.

Table 6.6 therefore examines what
happens to variability of both tax credits
themselves and of income before and
after they are included depending on
whether the first three or last three
periods (12 weeks) are included in the
analysis. It shows the coefficients of
variation of income and this component
over two alternative groups of ten
periods, as opposed to the full thirteen
period analysis given above. The table
also shows what happens if the length
of analysis covered is reduced to the last
eight periods, excluding the first twenty
weeks of the year (as this takes us
beyond the period when higher than
normal tax credits were being received
by the sample as a whole, as indicated
by Figure 3.8 above).

Table 6.6 Average coefficient of variation depending on length of analysis

Thirteen periods P1 to P10 P4 to P13 P1 to P8 P6 to P13
Net income including benefits 19 19 16 18 14
Tax credits 39 39 31 39 21
Total income 16 16 14 16 12

Note: 93 cases.

“In the case of Income Support and means-tested Joseeker’s Allowance, benefits are withdrawn pound for pound over a small disregard.
“To be increased to £25,000 from April 2006.

ASEquaHy, though, the way in which the tax credit taper is moderated means that adjustments for changes in income from previous years (or for past over- or under-
payments) means that such within- year adjustments are less destabilising than they would be with a sharper taper.
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It can be seen from the table that tax
credits and net income including benefits
are both somewhat less variable over the
later ten periods than over the first ten
periods. However, there is no increase in
the stabilising effect of tax credits when
the first three periods are excluded. As
can be seen from the more detailed
breakdown in Table 6.7, the effect of
looking only at the last ten periods is to
remove some of the cases with very high
variation in tax credits that are seen if

the whole year, or just the first ten
periods are analysed, but many remain.
Indeed, there is no larger reduction in
the number of highly variable cases as
the income definition widens to include
tax credits in the later ten periods than
over the earlier ten periods.

It is only when all of the first twenty
weeks are excluded, and the focus is on
the last eight periods that tax credits
become much more stable, with a

variability just over half that of that
during the first eight periods. As Table
6.7 shows, the number of cases with a
low CV for tax credit receipts (over this
shorter period) rises to half of the cases
recording them. However, the overall
effect of adding in tax credits in reducing
the variability of total net income shown
in Table 6.6 is no greater in the last eight
than the first eight periods, reducing it
by 2 percentage points in each case.

Table 6.7 Variability of tax credits and income with and without them depending on length

of analysis (number of cases)

Thirteen periods P1 to P10 P4 to P13 P1 to P8 P6 to P13
Net income including benefits
Low CV 27 33 36 37 50
Medium CV 28 26 29 25 20
High CV 38 34 28 31 23
Tax credits
Low CV 21 24 31 24 44
Medium CV 17 15 30 14 16
High CV 53 52 39 53 29
Total income
Low CV 25 28 41 29 58
Medium CV 37 38 31 35 17
High CV 31 27 21 29 18

Note: 93 cases. 'Low CV" is under 10 per cent; ‘medium CV' between 10 and 20 per cent; and ‘high CV' is over 20 per cent (as in Table 5.1).

Putting all this together, removing the
first three periods when the new tax
credits were first being introduced from
the analysis does not increase the extent
to which tax credits reduced income
variability in 2003-04: considerable
variability in tax credits remained through
the rest of the year. However, if the focus
is narrowed to the last 32 weeks of the
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year, tax credit receipts did become
somewhat more stable. In the next
section, we examine the administrative
records which we were able to link to
our data to look at why such variations
occurred. The reasons include: families
reporting changes in circumstances
during the year, such as jobs starting or
ending; income for 2003-04 newly

reported during the year (leading to
adjusted entitlements from those
originally calculated using 2001-02
income); and, according to a few of our
respondents, problems in the way in
which payments of their tax credits were
administered during the year.



Summary

= Net pay is more variable than total net
income, especially for lone parents and
tenants, and, of course, for those
stopping and starting jobs.

Other market income is highly variable,
both because of small amounts of one-
off income items, but also because of
irregularity in larger receipts, for
instance, of child support payments.

Benefit incomes are on average more
variable than net pay, but have a
mixed pattern: some cases have stable
receipts, for instance of Child Benefit,
but others have highly variable receipts
of other kinds (such as from
Jobseeker’s Allowance).

Tax credit receipts are also more
variable than pay on average, and
have a mix of stable and more variable
payment patterns.

The greater variability of these items
than pay does not necessarily mean,
however, that they have a destabilising
effect on total incomes, as their
variations can offset those in net pay.
Adding in other market income does
increase variability compared to net pay,
but adding in either social security
benefits or tax credits reduces variability.

© Itis for the more disadvantaged

groups — lone parents and tenants —
that adding in benefits and tax credits
has the greatest stabilising effect.

For those without an identified change
in circumstances in the year, adding in
benefits and tax credits has only a
limited effect in reducing income
variability. By contrast, for those cases
with an identified labour market
change, benefits have a large
stabilising effect, as do tax credits to a
somewhat smaller extent.

Tax credits reduce inequality between
the incomes of the 93 cases by as
much as benefits do. However,
although their value for the cases in
the sample is twice as large as that of
benefits, adding in tax credits has a
smaller effect on reducing variability of
their incomes across the year.

Part of the reason for this is the less
sharp means-testing of tax credits than
some benefits. Another part of it
reflects the way tax credits are
designed, with their calculation based
on income across the year as a whole
and adjustments during the year to try
to ensure the correct total is paid by
the end of it, rather than reflecting
income in a particular week.

© Part of the variability of tax credits

might have resulted from problems
associated with the introduction of the
new tax credit system in the first few
weeks of 2003-04. However,
considerable variability in tax credit
receipts remained even after the first
12 weeks. It is only after the first

20 weeks of the year that tax credit
receipts became somewhat more
stable. They had no greater a
stabilising effect on income as a whole
in the last eight or ten periods of the
year than in the first part of the year.
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7 Comparisons with administrative records

One of the advantages of our dataset is
that at the start of the survey, nearly all of
the families gave permission for their
records to be linked — anonymously — by
the researchers to HMRC's records of their
tax credit claims. HMRC were then able to
supply us with such records for 86 of the
93 cases for which we have complete
income data for the year. In one case, the
lone parent who repartnered during the
year, it was not possible to use the record,
as we only had information for one of the
partners (the main respondent to our
survey). The results below are therefore
based on a maximum of 85 cases,
although information of some kinds is
only available for a smaller number.

The interviewers used to recruit the
families all had experience of surveys such
as the Family Resources Survey, and so
familiarity with the kinds of financial
arrangements relevant for the research
and confidence in asking for such details
from respondents. Respondents were also
encouraged to refer to documents such as
pay-slips where possible, so the data
collected should be of high quality.
However, the administrative records allow
us to check on its validity in three ways:

First, we can compare the total gross
incomes (as defined for tax credit
purposes) reported to the study week-
by-week during the year with the
amounts reported to HMRC for

families’ tax credit assessments after
the end of the year.

Second, we can compare tax credit
receipts reported by the families during
the year with entitlements calculated by
HMRC at different points throughout it.
For reasons discussed below, these
amounts would not necessarily be
expected to be identical, but in most
cases they would be expected to be
fairly close.

Third, we can examine the patterns of
changing tax credit entitlements
calculated during the year to see
whether they would be expected to
lead to some the variations in receipts

reported by the families in the sample.
These patterns also allow us to see
whether the sample case are
particularly unusual in the way they
were affected by the tax credit system
in 2003-04.

The structure of the records available to
us is that at each date when HMRC
assessed or reassessed the claim, they
contain an updated view (‘award version’)
of circumstances during successive parts
(‘time-slices’) of the year during which
they remained constant. Thus a first
assessment might be made on the basis
that circumstances would be unchanged
over the year, but by the final assessment
there could be several time-slices — for
instance because of changing
employment, number of children (or loss
of entitlement to ‘baby tax credit’ on a
first birthday), etc. Each award version
also contains the latest assessments of
total gross income (for tax credit
purposes) and tax credit entitlement for
the year as a whole. These records do not
tell us exactly how much was being paid
week-by-week either as direct payments
of tax credits or indirectly through
employers, although we can usually (and
reassuringly in terms of the quality of our
data) tie together the dates at which
reassessments were made with
subsequent changes in receipts reported
by our respondents. We can, however,
compare total tax credit receipts for the
year and total income reported to us with
the administrative records of total income
and entitlement for the year at different
assessment dates. We concentrate below
on three such dates for each case:

The initial assessment made at or just
before the start of the year, using this
to compare HMRC’s initial assessments
of income (based on reported income
in 2001-02) and tax credit entitlements
with later ones.

The last assessment of income and tax
credit entitlement made within 2003-
04. We use these both to look at
changes in assessments made within

the year (as these can lead to changes
in the flows of payments) and to
compare receipts of tax credits reported
to the survey with the last within-year
assessment of entitlement for the year
made by HMRC.

The final assessment made after the
end of the year® (usually on the basis
of the claimant’s tax credit assessment
form) of income reported to the HMRC
for the year, which we can compare
with the total of income reported
week-by-week to us. For some of our
cases there had been no further
assessment after the end of the year,
perhaps because there had been no tax
credit assessment form returned, so we
are only able to do this for 68 cases.
Where there are such records we can
also calculate the post-year adjustment
(correcting for under- or over-payments)
of tax credit entitlement for 2003-04
resulting from the change in assessed
income (and other circumstances)
between the last in-year assessment
and the final assessment. This would
result in a payment of arrears or
recovery of over-payments from tax
credits due in 2004-05. We can also
look at the differences between initial
income and tax credit entitlement
assessments and those finally made
after the end of the year.

7.1 Incomes reported to the
study and to HMRC

First, by matching the survey and
administrative data, we can compare our
records of total gross income for the year
as a whole with those collected by the
Inland Revenue through tax returns after
the end of the year. For the 63 cases
where we can do this, the results are
shown in Figure 7.1. In principle, the
amounts involved should be very close.
Discrepancies would result from either
differences in people’s accuracy — or
willingness — in reporting their incomes
either to the study or to HMRC. Of
course, people might have items of

46Up until March 2005.
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income which they failed to report either
to the survey or in their tax return, so we
cannot use the results to reach a
definitive conclusion on their honesty.
There may also be differences between

Figure 7.1: Reported gross income and final 2003-04 assessment (£)
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The gross incomes reported by our cases
through the year are remarkably close
to HMRC's final assessment for the year,
with most of the cases lying very close
to the leading diagonal of the diagram.
Indeed, three-fifths (40) out of 61 cases™
reported gross incomes during the year
to us that were within 5 per cent
HMRC's final assessment, and four-fifths
(49) were within 10 per cent of it.

The mean absolute difference was less
than 6 per cent.

In only two cases was there a discrepancy
of more than £2,000 between the two
assessments. In one of these cases the
gross income reported to us was nearly
£22,000, compared to only £18,000 in the
assessment after the end of the year. It
may be that our calculation of gross

the two amounts reflecting the precise
timing of income receipts at the start
and end of the tax year. Note that the
incomes involved here differ from those
which we have used in earlier analysis.
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The income relevant for tax credit
purposes is gross income (before
deduction of income tax and NICs), and
excludes most social security benefits and
the income of children.”

25,000 30,000

Total gross income reported to survey
Note: 63 cases where assessments made after end of tax year.

income has not allowed for some
deduction allowable in such assessments.
Alternatively it is notable that in this case
significantly higher than normal pay was
reported in the Christmas period, and it
may be that this was omitted in error
when the tax credit assessment form was
later completed. The other case with a
discrepancy of over £2,000 was one
where a larger amount was reported at
the end of the year to HMRC than during
the year to the study. This may indicate
that the incomes reported to us were
incomplete in this case. But looking at the
figure as a whole, this does not appear to
be a widespread problem at all.

There are reasons why one might expect
income collected week-by-week to be
either more or less accurate than income

reported at the end of the year. More
attention might be given to the single
exercise at the end of the year than to the
fortnightly reports during the year, and
people might use their end of year P60
certificates from employers, leading to the
annual report being more accurate. On the
other hand, income collected at the end of
the year might omit items which had been
forgotten — or not recorded — earlier in the
year. Interestingly, our results show no
bias one way or another — the average
income reported to the survey was just
£28 above that reported to HMRC, with
30 cases reporting more to the survey,
and 32 reporting more in their tax credit
assessment forms. Of course, the families
participating in the study were rather
unusual in that they had been recording

“In terms of reported incomes, we use the total of gross earnings by the respondent and any partner (after pension contributions), and additional income from sources
such as investments and property (above a £300 threshold). In principle, contribution-based JSA and some forms of Incapacity Benefit should also be included in gross
income. However, other kinds of JSA and IB are not included, and we cannot tell from the database which kind is involved. This only affects five of the cases, and where
it does, it appears from the administrative records that the form of JSA or IB received was not part of gross income for tax credit purposes. We therefore excluded all
social security receipts from the gross income reported here. Gross income for tax credit purposes also includes the value of company cars, health insurance and vouchers
given by employers. Although the income diaries had an entry for ‘other pay and allowances’, respondents were not prompted for such items. It is possible — although

perhaps unlikely for this group — that this could cause a difference in the gross incomes reported in a few cases.

48 . .
Excluding 2 cases with zero or very low assessments.

57



their incomes week-by-week across the
year, and they may even have used the
notes they made before filling in the
income diaries when they completed
their tax credit forms at the end of the
year. None the less, the results are very
reassuring, both for the quality of the
data which the survey collected week by
week throughout the year (but also for
the quality of recall data for a whole year
collected at the end of it).

7.2 Tax credit awards and
reported receipts

We do not have information on the
week-by-week flows of payments by
HMRC to our cases, but we do have
information on the awards for the year
as a whole on which the flows are
based. We can therefore compare the
tax credit receipts reported by our cases
during the whole of 2003-04, with their
entitlements as calculated by HMRC in
the last assessment made before the end
of the tax year 2003-04. We use this

Figure 7.2: Reported tax credits and last 2003-04 assessment (£)
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Note: 85 cases.

If all reported tax credit receipts during
the year were exactly equal to HMRC's
calculation of entitlement, all the points in
Figure 7.2 would again lie on the 45
degree line. As can be seen, the great
majority of them are very close to that
line. In nearly half (39) of the cases, the
reported receipt is within 5 per cent of the
last award within the year, and in two-
thirds (56) it is within 10 per cent. In two-
thirds (55) of the cases, the reported
receipts are within £500 of the last award.
That there is a small amount of variation
for many cases and a larger amount for
others is due to several factors:
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At the start of the year many families
report receiving amounts which appear
to be their final receipts of WFTC
relating to the previous six months,
and not to the new tax credits.

When a new assessment is made
during the year which results in a
newly calculated entitlement for the
year as a whole which is lower than
before, HMRC adjusts payments for
the rest of the year downwards to try
to ensure that the amount paid out by
the end of the year is correct.
However, if the amount already paid

version of the assessment as this will
usually be the closest to what would
normally have been paid out in tax credits
during the course of the year — any later
assessments would only affect payments
after the year we study, even though they
relate to it. This comparison, the results of
which can be seen for the 85 cases where
we can do this in Figure 7.2, again gives
us reassuring information on the quality
of the data collected, and therefore on
the variations over time reported by our
respondents, at least so far as this
component of income is concerned.

10,000 12,000 14,000

Total tax credits receipts reported to the study

out exceeds the new award, reducing
tax credits to zero until the end of the
year will not be enough to eliminate
the overpayment. This explains, for
instance, the case shown with a receipt
of £3,000, but a last award in the year
of only £1,000. In other cases, a
change in award was made close to the
end of the tax year, too late to make a
difference to any of the payments
made within the year.



At least one of our respondents reported
in their final follow-up interviews that
there had been problems with the actual
payments of the credits to which they
were entitled. This explains, for instance,
the case with a last award of over
£5,000, but receipts of less than £1,000.

Other unknown factors, including,
of course, reporting errors by our
respondents. Only in three of the
remaining cases is there a large
(more than £1,500) unexplained
shortfall of reported receipts
compared with their last awards.
In these cases the explanation may
be reporting errors that we were
unable to correct using information
from the follow-up interviews.*

Overall, the picture suggests that nearly all
our respondents reported tax credit receipts
which reflected their calculated awards
well. Under-reporting may be somewhat
more likely than over-reporting, but the

amounts involved are not large for all but a
small minority of our cases. Taken together
with the results for gross incomes (mainly
earnings) in Section 7.1, and allowing for
what we would expect for Child Benefit,
the components of income where we can
make a check of this kind account for nine-
tenths of the sample’s total, and there is no
evidence of substantial discrepancies.” As a
corollary, the patterns of variation in
incomes over the year that we described
earlier in the report do not appear to be
due in any large degree to reporting errors.

7.3 Tax credit changes during
the year

The previous section suggested that tax
credit receipts varied for our cases during
the year, and that this did not result simply
from a delay in initial payments, followed
by a catch-up payment. The administrative
data allow us to see why this might have
occurred by comparing HMRC's

assessments for our cases for the year made
at different stages. First, for all of those for
which we have administrative data, we can
see how many times calculated tax credit
entitlement changed from the start of
2003-04 to its end (this may be less than
the number of reassessments, of course, as
entitlement wouldn’t necessarily change
each time).” The breakdown is given in
Table 7.1. More than half of the cases for
which we have records had a change in
their assessed award during the year. Where
there were changes, this happened twice
on average. In eight of our cases changes
were made four or more times in the
course of the year, one of them eight times.
Although changes in assessments do not
necessarily mean a change in payments,
they often will, and it is perhaps therefore
hardly surprising that we found the degree
of variability in tax credit receipts that we
described in Section 6.

Table 7.1 Number of reassessments where amount of tax credit award changed within

2003-04 tax year

Number of reassessments

Number of cases

None

1

2

3

4 or more

Total

38
25
10
4
8

85

The first column of Table 7.2 shows the
cumulative impact of changes through
the year on awards. Nearly half had the
same award in force at the end of the
year as at its start (40 cases, in fact,
rather than the 38 shown in Table 7.1, as

in two cases a first change during the
year was later reversed). But for the
others quite large changes had been
made. 19 cases had their award raised,
by an average of £1,600, five of them by
more than £2,000. On the other hand,

26 cases had reduced awards, by an
average of £1,700, seven of them cut by
more than £2,000. Again, such changes
explain much of the variation in receipts
during the year described in Section 6.

“In one case, no follow-up interview was completed. In another, the follow-up interview suggested that gaps in recorded income towards the end of the year should be
corrected, but gave no information about some earlier gaps. In the third case, the weekly income records contained no record of Child Tax Credit receipt, even though

the interviews said that the family was receiving it. However, we had no way of establishing the correct amount.

*There may be a shortfall averaging up to £90 in reported Child Benefit receipts (see Section 3).

*The figures shown also exclude further reassessments recorded as happening on the same day, as it is assumed that this would not result in more than one change in

the award.
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Table 7.2 Range of differences between initial and later tax credit awards,

2003-04 (number of cases)

Range of tax
credit change

Change from initial
to last award
applying within

last award

Change from

within year to

Overall change
from initial to final
post-year award

year final post-year
Award reductions
Over £3,000 5 1 5
£2,001-3,000 2 1 4
£1,001-2,000 8 1 5
£201-1,000 7 16 15
Up to £200 4 15 6
No change 40 22 18
Award increases
Up to £200 2 4 1
£201-1,000 5 5 7
£1,001-2,000 7 0 3
£2,001-3,000 3 1 4
Over £3,000 2 1 -
Total 85 67 68

We can also compare the last award
applying within the year with the final
assessment (up to March 2005, at least)
made after the year end. This can be done
for 67 cases, and the results are shown in
the second column of Table 7.2. While for
41 of the cases there was either no further
change in award, or one of less than
£200, for 26 of them there was a change
in the award — and hence a probable need
for lump sum payments or reductions in
payments in later years to correct for
under- or over-payments — by more than
£200. Three of the cases had their awards
for 2003-04 cut by more than £1,000
after the end of the year, and two had
awards increased by more than £1,000.

These changes did not, of course, have
any effect on the flow of payments
recorded in our survey within 2003-04,
but they do indicate the kind of further
variations which would have affected their
tax credit payments in the following year.
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This allows us to see whether the cases in
our sample are particularly unusual by
comparison with the generality of tax
credit cases of this kind, and so whether
their experiences are potentially atypical. In
its comparison of actual tax credit
payments in 2003-04 with its final
assessments of entitlement made after the
year-end, HMRC shows that one third (33
per cent) of all recipients were over-paid
during the year. In 11 per cent of all cases,
the overpayment was by more than
£1,000 (HMRC, 2005b, tables 1 and 3). At
the same time, 12 per cent of all cases
were under-paid, with 3 per cent of all
cases underpaid by more than £1,000.
This suggests that our cases were not
particularly unusual: nearly a third (19) of
the 67 cases shown in the second column
of Table 7.2 had their award reduced by
more than £200 after the year-end, which
might be expected to be associated with
an ‘over-payment’. Three of the 67 cases
had their assessments reduced by more

than £1,000 after the year-end, which
might be expected to lead to an over-
payment of this scale. In addition, the final
column of the table shows that by the
time of the final assessment 14 out of

68 cases had an award which had been
reduced by more than £1,000 from its
original level. Some of the additional

11 cases included here might also have
received an over-payment of this size, as

it might not be possible for such a large
change — if made late in the year — to have
been be corrected by reducing payments
for the rest of the year.

Many of these reassessments occurred
because there was a large difference
between income as assessed when initially
calculating tax credit entitlement, usually
based on income reported for 2001-02,
and the amounts later reported for 2003-
04. Again, the administrative data allow us
to see whether the cases analysed in this
report are particularly unusual, and



whether the reported pattern of changing
tax credit receipts was plausible. Figure 7.3
shows, for the 68 cases where we can do
this, HMRC’s final assessment of income in
2003-04 (made up to March 2005) by

comparison with the assessment originally

made at the start of 2001-02.” On
average, income finally assessed for 2003-
04 was £2,700 higher than the original
assessment based on 2001-02 income. For
many of our cases there was a significant
difference between the two assessments,

Figure 7.3: Initial and final income assessments, 2003-04 (£)
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Note: 68 cases with final income assessments made after the year-end.

These differences explain much of the
reason why tax credit assessments
changed for so many of the cases. If
income had fallen, or if it had risen by
more than £2,500, tax credit entitlement
and payments could be adjusted as a
result (they could also be adjusted if
other circumstances had changed). It is
immediately apparent that as well as
many of the cases having falls in income,
many had increases well above the
£2,500 threshold (originally set at this
level because it was thought this would
minimise the proportion of recipients

who might have their entitlement cut).
Nor is it a simple matter of all incomes
rising in proportion between the two
years. There is clearly a great deal of
variation around the rising average.

The range of variation between
assessments made at different times can
be seen in more detail in Table 7.3.
Looking at reassessments within the year,
11 cases had an assessed income
decline, 6 of them by more than £2,500.
At the same time 23 cases had an
income increase, 17 of them by more
than £2,500. 14 of the cases had a

20,000

although there was also a group of cases
(lying near the leading diagonal) whose
incomes changed relatively little between
the two years.

25,000 30,000

Initial income assessment (2001-02 incomes)

change of more than £5,000. Thus we
would expect that in a third (28) of the
cases for which we have administrative
data, tax credit entitlement would have
been changed during the year simply as
a result of income reassessment, in some
cases by a considerable amount. Even
where such reassessments were made,
the final assessment could still be
substantially different — as the second
column shows, 7 of the 32 cases we can
examine in this way had a further
change, up or down, by more than
£2,500.

*!In one case we have corrected what appears to be a clear data error in the final administrative record for income, where previously recorded income appears to have
been divided by ten, and where our own survey reports suggest that the higher figure was correct. However, in the analysis in Table 7.2 we have left unchanged the
increase in tax credit entitlement after the end of the year apparently generated by this error.
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Table 7.3 Range of differences between initial and later income assessments, 2003-04 (number of cases)

Range of income

Change from initial

Change from

Overall change

change to last assessment last assessment from initial to final

within year within year to post-year assessment
final post-year

Income falls

Over £5000 4 1 3

£2501-5000 2 1 1

£501-2500 4 1 7

Up to £500 1 3 3

No change 5 3 1

Income rises

Up to £500 1 8 4

£501-2500 5 10 20

£2501-5000 7 2 14

£5001-7500 4 3 7

Over £7500 6 0 8

Total 39 32 68

The last column shows the ranges of
variation between initial and final post-
year assessment illustrated in Figure 7.3,
covering both cases where there had
been no reassessment within the year,
and for those with a further change
reassessment following the tax credit
assessment form returned after the end
of the year. In only eight out of the 68
cases for which we can make this
comparison was the income finally
assessed for 2003-04 within £500 of the
2001-02 income originally used to make
initial assessments of entitlement to the
new tax credits. In 33 cases there had
been a change of more than £2,500 —

a considerable amount by comparison
with the average income originally
assessed for these cases of £10,100.

This scale of variation is again not out of
line with the experience of tax credit
recipients as a whole. Of the 2.6 million
tax credit recipients in 2003-04 with
2001-02 incomes below £20,000 (from
whom our cases are largely drawn, as
can be seen from Figure 7.3), 38 per
cent had a rise in income by 2003-04
(where this is known) large enough to
take them into a higher income band.
Eleven per cent had a fall large enough
to take them into a lower income band.”

This kind of information illustrates

the acute dilemma facing those
administering the tax credit system.

On the one hand it shows the extent

to which circumstances do vary from
year-to-year, and hence for some people
the advantage of public transfers
reacting to their changed circumstances.
On the other, it shows the very large
adjustments which have had to be made
to tax credit payments both within the
year to try to get the amount paid out
during the year correct, and after it to
correct for under- and over-payments.

*HMRC (2005b), table 6. The relevant income bands are £5,000 wide.
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Summary

We were able to match the incomes
of 85 of our cases with administrative
data on tax credits and income
assessments supplied (on an
anonymous basis) by HMRC.

Using these we can compare the total
gross incomes reported during the
year to the survey with those reported
to HMRC after the end of the year.
This is very reassuring in terms of the
reliability of the survey. First, there was
no apparent bias one way or another
in the different kinds of report, with a
difference in the average gross income
reported for the year of only £28. The
mean absolute difference was less
than 6 per cent. Only in two cases was
there a discrepancy of more than
£2,000, one of which may reflect
unusually high income receipts over
Christmas period that were omitted in
error in the tax credit assessment form
returned to HMRC. In the other case,
less was reported to the survey than to
the HMRC, which may indicate a
reporting lapse to our study.

We can also compare the tax credit
receipts reported to the study and the
final assessment of entitlement made
by HMRC within the year. These
amounts would not necessarily be
expected to be the same, but in half

of the cases that we can compare, the
difference was less than 5 per cent,
and in two-thirds of them it was less
than 10 per cent. Many of the
differences can be explained by final
receipts of WFTC at the start of the
year, or by late revisions of tax credit
awards that could not be corrected
within the year. Only four cases had a
discrepancy of more than £1,500, one
of these explained by reported
difficulties in payment administration.

The administrative records also show
the extent to which both income and
tax credit assessments changed both
during and after the financial year.

As a result of income reassessments or
other reported changes in
circumstances, tax credit awards
changed during the year for more
than half of the cases. For those
where the award did change, it did so
an average of twice. One case had
eight changes in the amount of tax
credit award during the year. In twelve
cases the revision of tax credit
entitlement during the year was by
more than £2,000, which explains
some of the variability in tax credit
receipts described in earlier sections.

Looking at the 68 cases with
assessments made after the end of the
year, in 14 cases the final assessment

of tax credit entitlement was more
than £1,000 lower than that originally
awarded; in seven cases it was more
than £1,000 higher. These changes
might be expected to be associated
with a pattern of over- and under-
payments by the end of the year
which was consistent with the
experience of tax credit recipients as

a whole in 2003-04.

In 68 cases we can compare the final
assessment of income made after the
year with that made at the start of
2003-04. In 33 of these, the
difference was more than £2,500 —
a substantial amount by comparison
with the initial average gross income
assessment of £10,000. However,
these changes were in line with the
experience of tax credit recipients as
a whole with such income levels.

Such changes illustrate the acute
dilemma facing those administering
the tax credit system. For some people
there is a clear advantage if public
transfers react to their rapidly
changing circumstances. However, the
scale of change also implies that very
large adjustments can be needed to
tax credit payments within the year to
try to get the amount paid out during
the year correct, and after it to correct
for under- and over-payments.
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8 Respondents’ view of income variability

The final type of data we can analyse in
this report comes from the views of the
respondents given in face-to-face follow-
up interviews. Most of the data come
from the interviews carried out after the
end of the survey year, and after
preliminary examination of the records
collected.” 83 of these interviews were
carried out, 82 of them relating to the
93 cases analysed in earlier sections. As
well as checking on respondents’
circumstances and following up queries
on the weekly income data, these
interviews explored views on various
aspects of their income. In this section
we look at whether they thought various
income items were predictable or not;
whether they could predict income and

outgoings; and related aspects of
budgeting. Where appropriate we relate
the views to the analysis given in earlier
sections on the variability of the income
reported to us.

First, Table 8.1 gives a summary of the
respondents’ views (in June 2004) of the
timing and amount of different income
items they had received since September
2003 (listing items where five or more of
the respondents reported receiving
them). Very few of the respondents
found the frequency with which various
payments came unpredictable: this
response was given for only 12 items in
total between all 82 respondents, three
of these referring perhaps unsurprisingly
to gifts. Given the regular time patterns

of income receipt for most items
reported to the survey, this is
unsurprising. What is more surprising,
however, in the light of the variability of
income reported to the survey is the
pattern in the last two columns for
amounts received. Between all 82
respondents, only 25 income items were
reported as having ‘not the same
amount’, as opposed to being
‘approximately the same amount’. These
included the pay of five respondents and
of seven of their partners, eight tax
credit items, and Housing Benefit for one
case. Again, unsurprisingly three of the
five recipients of gifts reported the
amounts involved as variable.

Table 8.1 Respondents’ views of particular income items (number of cases)

Numbers Of those receiving:
receiving Frequency of payment Amount received
item Predictable Unpredictable Approximately Not the same
same

Respondent’s pay from main job 58 55 1 50 5
Partner’s pay from main job 38 34 4 31 7
Child Tax Credit 79 77 2 75 4
Working Tax Credit 64 61 - 56 4
Child Support 8 7 1 6 1
Child Benefit 78 77 - 76 -
Housing Benefit 14 13 1 13 1
Disability Living Allowance 6 6 - 6 -
Gifts 8 5 3 5 3

Base: 82 follow-up interviews after end of year. CTC, WTC and Child Benefit results combine items received by respondent and by partner.

Respondents were asked in particular
about the variability of their tax credit
receipts, and the predictability of
intervals between payments. 72
respondents reported that they received
a regular amount, 2 that it was ‘'mainly
regular with a period of irregularity’, and
5 that they changed from time to time.
Nearly all of them (75) reported that they
arrived at predictable intervals, and the
rest (4) that they were ‘mainly
predictable’. None reported the intervals
between payments as unpredictable.
However, nine of the 82 reported that

they had experienced tax credits or social
security payments stopping without
them knowing in advance that this
would happen.

Respondents were also asked whether,
in the previous month they could have
been able to predict their total
household income in that month to
within £50, and if not, whether this was
a problem for them. When asked in the
face-to-face survey part of the way
through the year, which took place in
December, they were asked about the

previous month (November). When
asked in the final follow-up survey, in
June 2004, by mistake the question had
not been adjusted and still referred to
November, leading to some confusion in
the responses, with several commenting
that they could not think that number of
months ahead. Table 8.2 below therefore
presents the responses from the face-to-
face survey during, rather than after the
end of, the year. This has the advantage
that we can relate the responses to the
variability of income during the year,
2003-04, surrounding this interview.

**For reasons explained below, the data on the predictability of total income comes from the interviews carried out during the year (in December 2003).
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Table 8.2 Predictability of total income in previous month by variability of total income in 2003-04

Number of cases:

Average CV (%)

All Low CV Medium CV High CV

Predictable (within £50) 75 24 29 22 15
Unpredictable 15 1 8 6 21
of which:

A very serious problem 3 - 1 2 20
A serious problem 2 1 1 - 13
A bit of a problem 5 - 3 2 19
Not a problem at all 5 - 3 2 24

Base: 90 mid-year follow-up interviews and weekly income data.
Note: 'Low CV' is under 10 per cent; ‘medium CV' between 10 and 20 per cent; and 'high CV' is over 20 per cent.

Again, at first sight these results may
seem surprising in the light of the
findings of the rest of the report. Only
15 of the 90 respondents to the mid-
year survey for whom we also have
complete income data reported that they
could not have predicted their income
the previous month to within £50. Of
course, this was asking for a prediction
relating to the same month — in effect,
asking whether the amount received by
the end of the month came as a surprise
—so this is perhaps a rather strict test,
referring only to expectations for one
month and after it had started. None the
less the number is not very high.
Furthermore, when asked whether this
unpredictability was a problem for them,
only ten did so, the remaining five saying
it was ‘not a problem at all".

As the table shows, those with greater
measured variability in their income were
more likely to report it as unpredictable.
The coefficient of variation of total income
over the 13 four-week periods averaged
21 per cent for the cases reporting
unpredictability, compared to 15 per cent
for those saying income that month had
been predictable. All but three of the 15
‘unpredictable’ cases has CVs above the
average for the sample as a whole, and
only one had a CV below 10 per cent.
There is by no means a direct relationship,
however. Many — indeed, most — of those
reporting what were measured as very
variable incomes over the year as a whole
had not found income unpredictable the
month before the interview.

Looking at other characteristics of those
reporting that their income had not been
predictable, there is little to identify them
as a particular group: they are a mix of
owner-occupiers and tenants, of couples
and lone parents, and of those who had
and did not have particular changes in
circumstances during the year. Their total
incomes come from across the range of
incomes for the sample cases as a whole,
with a slightly higher average (£18,600)
than that for the whole sample
(£17,200). Nor is there any particular
difference between those reporting that
unpredictability was a problem from
those saying it was not. The only
noticeable difference between those
reporting unpredictability and the sample
cases as a whole, is that they all have
two or more children: none of the 26
cases with one child said that they could
not have predicted their income the
previous month.

Some clues as to why what appears to
be very variable income across the year
as a whole does not lead to large
numbers reporting a problem of
unpredictable income for a particular
month comes from the more detailed
comments respondents gave on why
they gave this response. First, some of
those who said that income was
unpredictable, but that this was not a
problem gave rather stoical responses:

"You've still got to get food and
pay the bills, so it's no good
getting in a state about it'.

‘If not enough comes in, | cut
back. It cannot be a problem if
not enough comes in - there’s
nothing you can do about it,
you just have to manage it.’

Another of these respondents, a couple
with two children and income for the year
of less than £14,000 said that, 'l know we
shall have enough, but don‘t know the
exact figure’. Another, who said it was ‘a
bit of a problem’ said that, "You've got to
do what you do. You just cope.’

Where variability was said to be a
problem, the reasons given included:
unreliable maintenance payments; a
WTC payment which had been reduced
to only £3.51 the previous month; the
fact that a partner had ten shift changes
in the previous 18 months so salary
varied between £200 and £500 per
week; and being able to cope the month
a £200 bonus came in but not in others.
For another case, the issue was more
general — ‘it's not easy to manage these
days’, and for another, It's just a job
trying to keep track of everything.
Nothing else.’
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Several of the respondents referred to
what was actually variability in their
outgoings, rather than their income:

‘For the basic everyday living we
make sure we are covered, but
find it difficult to budget for
unforeseen circumstances. We
are unable to budget for any
pleasure activities — holidays,
day trips out and car
maintenance problems.’

‘Due to birthdays and Christmas
expenses.’

‘I find the car a real worry. It's
getting to the age where it
needs work on and | haven’t got
extra income to maintain it -
but | need it for my job.’

‘It's difficult because it's close to
son'’s birthday and Christmas —
extra expenses.’

However, only one respondent gave
details of a severe problem. At the
December interview she had said, ‘I
know what is going in and what's going
out. December extras are budgeted on
overdraft and paid off through January,
February and March.” But by June 2004
this plan appeared to have gone wrong
and she was very upset, saying that she
was ‘getting to the point where | shall
give up work as a result. | have told the
tax people exactly what I'm earning and
spoken on the phone but they still cant
seem to understand what | tell them.’
The respondent reported receiving
multiple different tax credit awards.”

A further clue that the issue here is
budgeting and what happens when it
goes wrong comes from the comments
of those saying that their income had
been predictable the previous month. For
some of them, it was simply that they
knew ahead what income would be that
month. Others said that it was only a
problem when something like the
washing machine went wrong:

‘If any domestic appliance were
to break down or my car (which
| need for work), | would be in
real trouble.’

Many talked about only spending within
their means, and not counting on extra
amounts. For instance, if ‘a boat came
in’ (literally), one respondent’s partner
would get overtime, but that was not
taken into account when spending.
Several others reported detailed
calculation of their finances. One used
Excel spreadsheets and did accounts
daily. Others recorded in a diary — some
daily — what went in and out. One
respondent said that the income tracking
survey itself had helped budgeting.

It is the detailed and short-term nature
of this group’s budgeting that may
explain how they cope with incomes that
often vary from month to month. First,
Table 8.3 shows that nearly all of them
regard themselves as careful managers.
When asked about how they managed
their income and spending, only six
described themselves as disorganised, as
opposed to 76 who saw themselves as
“fairly” or ‘very organised'.

Table 8.3 Respondents’ views
of own budgeting and
money management

Number of cases

Very organised 25
Fairly organised 51
Fairly disorganised 5
Very disorganised 1

Base: 82 follow-up interviews after end
of year.

They were also asked about how far
ahead they usually planned ‘when
thinking about your basic expenses
(food, bills, rent etc)’. What is striking
about Table 8.4 is just how short a time-
scale most of the respondents said they
planned. Only two did so more than a
month ahead, just under a half planned
month-by-month, and more than a third
planned their basic spending a week or
less ahead. Seven said that they did not
plan at all.

Table 8.4 Planning ahead for
basic expenses

Number of cases

2-3 days 8
About a week 21
About 2 weeks 6
About a month 37
More than a month 2
Other

Don't plan at all 7

Base: 82 follow-up interviews after end
of year.

**And indeed, the administrative records show that the award had already changed four times within the year by March 2004, despite the couple’s income being ‘stable’
according to our classification. The changes in award appear to result from a new assessment of prospective income for 2003-04 made in August 2003, together with
several changes in the assessment of which weeks during the year there would be eligible childcare costs.
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This combination of careful but short-
term planning helps explain how families
of this kind cope with what can be large
fluctuations in their incomes from
month-to-month. As in some of the
quotations above, many say that they
try to live within their means, looking

at income receipts over a fairly short
period. Problems occur when there are
unexpected extra expenses, and there

is no margin to cover them. As Table 8.5
shows, half of the respondents reported
that in the previous six months they had
just enough with nothing left over for
savings, and a quarter that their
outgoings had exceeded their incomes.
Fewer than a fifth had managed
comfortably with enough left over

for savings.”

Table 8.5 Respondents’ views
comparing outgoings and
income over past six months

Number of cases

Comfortably with enough 14
left over for savings
Just enough with nothing 47
left over for savings
Outgoings exceed income 21

Base: 82 follow-up interviews after end
of year.

In other words, income variability from
month-to-month is something these
families simply have to cope with by
tailoring spending patterns to match it.

Unexpected spending demands therefore
often loom larger than income variability
itself when asked whether unpredictable
income is a problem. As a corollary,
when trying to understand the overall
distribution of income, at least for this
group with low to moderate incomes, it
is the incomes they receive over a short
period, such as a month or the four-
week periods as analysed above that
may matter for what they can spend,
rather than income averaged out over a
longer period, such as the whole year.”

Summary

As well as checking details of
circumstances and income receipts,
face-to-face interviews in December
2003 and June 2004 asked
respondents about their own
experiences of income variability.

Few respondents reported irregular
timing of income items in June 2004.
Rather more reported that the amounts
of particular items were variable, but
still only reported this for 25 income
items across 82 respondents.

When asked in December 2003
whether they could have predicted in
November the amount of total income
they would receive that month to
within £50, only 15 out of 90
respondents said that they could not
have done so. Only ten of these said
that this was a problem for them.

The 15 cases reporting unpredictable
income in November 2003 did tend to
have more variable income across the
year as a whole than the average for
the sample as a whole. However,
many with highly variable income
across the year did not report
unpredictable income for that month.

In commenting on their reasons for
responses, many said that they just
had to cope with whatever income
turned out to be. Some did point to
variability in items such as pay or child
support, but others talked about the
problems caused by unpredictable
spending items.

Respondents appeared to be coping
through careful budgeting — nearly all
of them described themselves as
“fairly’ or ‘very’ organised in managing
their finances, sometimes on a daily
basis. In planning ahead for basic
expenses hardly any did so more than
a month ahead, and a third planned a
week or less ahead.

It appears that this group manages by
tailoring spending to match variable
incomes, often with little margin for
error. By implication, incomes
measured over relatively short periods,
such as a month or four weeks, may
matter considerably for their living
standards at that time, rather than
income averaged over longer periods,
such as a year.

Sslnterestingly, those likely to say that they had managed comfortably over the previous six months (first half of 2004) were as likely to have had below- as above-average

incomes for our sample cases in 2003-04.

*In later work we hope to explore responses to the face-to-face interviews to examine how the families report that they cope with shortfalls in their budgets, such as

through borrowing or delaying payments of bills.
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9 Conclusions

Setting out to uncover the patterns of
variation followed by family incomes
over a complete year was an ambitious
and difficult exercise, but one which
turned out to be successful. This report
discusses the incomes received in
thirteen successive four-week periods
by 93 families in the financial year
2003-04 (substantially more than our
original target of 60 complete annual
records). Before considering the findings
it is important to be clear about the
limitations and strengths of the

data collected:

Although we analyse 4,800 weeks of
income data, they come from only 93
families, drawn from a particular
segment of the population. This
sample is, of course, not large enough
to draw precise conclusions about the
relative importance of different income
patterns across the population as a
whole. However, the data do reveal
the way in which these income
patterns can be very variable (for low-
to middle-income families with
children) in a way that has not been
visible before. They are strongly
suggestive that there is more short-
term income variability for this kind of
family than might previously have
been expected.

With an exercise as intensive as this, it
is possible that lapses in reporting can
create artificial changes in income
between periods. We explain in the
report how we attempted to avoid
this. A comparison between the total
gross incomes and tax credit receipts
reported through the year match
administrative data supplied by HMRC
very well. While the findings here may
partly reflect lapses in reporting of
particular data items in a few cases,
the matching exercise suggests that
the pattern of income variation
observed is for the most part a
genuine one. Similarly, the differences
we describe between families in
different circumstances and affected
by particular events in the year
suggest that these patterns are not
the result of random reporting error.
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Nor does the degree of variation we
measure appear to be driven by the
most unusual periods of income for
each family.

The results of the exercise could be
biased if particular types of family had
been more likely to drop out during
the year than others. The number
completing full weekly income records
across the whole year was only just
over half of those who initially agreed
to take part (albeit a lower rate of
attrition than we originally expected).
There is, however, little evidence of
bias in the types of family that
completed the course by comparison
with those originally approached, in
terms either of their characteristics or
of their income variability in the first
part of the year.

The sample was from families of

a particular kind: those that had
previously received Working Families
Tax Credit, so all had children, and
nearly all still had at least one earner
at the start of 2003-04, but with
relatively low incomes. There were
rather fewer lone parents, rather more
two-earner couples, and rather more
with relatively high incomes amongst
the final sample than amongst former
WEFTC recipients as a whole, weighting
the sample a little towards the groups
tending to have lower variability in
their incomes than others. Their total
incomes for the year put them in a
range of low- to middle-incomes from
roughly the second to the sixth tenth
of the overall household income
distribution. The ranges of their
incomes and tax credit entitlements in
2003-04 were typical of families with
children receiving the new tax credits
in excess of the ‘family element’ of
Child Tax Credit.

In later work, there are several aspects of

the data collected that we intend to

analyse in greater depth than has been
possible so far. Those include: the impact
of a focus on ‘usual’ income over the
most recent period of receipt for a
particular item, rather than receipts in a

fixed period; the potential effect of a
more aggressive approach to imputing
income (using more information from
the income diaries where available and
from the administrative data) in periods
when it might normally have been
expected, but where we had no positive
confirmation that the record should be
corrected; and addition of income from
Housing and Council Tax Benefits.

The findings here suggest that this
approach to collecting data can be
successful, despite its great challenges,
and that the results of such an exercise
can be surprising. There may be other
groups of particular interest for whom

it would be worthwhile carrying out a
similar survey. For instance, the patterns of
incomes for those who had no earner at
the start of 2003-04 (despite their earlier
WEFTC receipt) were particularly interesting
and variable, but we had few cases of this
kind to examine. Understanding the
income patterns of a larger group that
experienced movement into work and

off out-of-work benefits might also be
illuminating.

In this report we have focussed on three
questions in particular. First, how
representative is income over a relatively
short period of that received over the
whole year? The short answer is that it is
not necessarily very representative. Only
40 per cent of the 1,200 observations of
four-weekly income across the sample
were within a range of plus or minus 5
per cent of the family’s annual average,
and only 61 per cent were within plus or
minus 10 per cent of it. When incomes
are compared between the sample cases,
income inequality is lower if receipts are
aggregated over a 12-week period than
over a four-week period (although there
is no further reduction in inequality
widening the window to a year).

This finding may have implications for
the interpretation of income distribution
statistics drawn from household surveys:
some families’ circumstances will, for
instance, look more favourable if
aggregated over a whole year, rather
than just over a few weeks. However,



there are two caveats to this. First, such
household surveys generally ask about
‘usual’” income receipts of different kinds
over the most recent period they were
paid in, and this adjustment may remove
some of the variability we report
(although we suspect only a minority of
it, and it is not entirely clear how people
with very erratic incomes respond when
asked for their ‘usual’ income). Second,
the results of face-to-face interviews with
the families during and after the end of
the exercise suggest that they cope with
income variability by careful budgeting
over periods that are seldom longer than
a month, with little margin for error. In
this case, their incomes over the shorter
periods may have more significance to
them than those over a whole year.

Second, we examined patterns of
income mobility at a finer grain level
than had been done before. Those
patterns involve considerably greater
volatility of income within the year (for
this particular kind of working family)
than many might have expected. A prior
expectation might have been that at
least a significant minority would receive
incomes that varied little across the year,
or perhaps had a single step up or down
in income. However, this was not what
we found. For instance, only seven of the
93 cases had incomes in the 13 periods
that varied within a range of plus or
minus 10 per cent of the case’s annual
average. A quarter of the families had at
least four periods with incomes outside a
range of 85 to 115 per cent of their
annual average. Generally speaking,
those families with the greatest volatility
of income were those with lower
incomes (total net incomes for the year
below £15,000). A higher proportion of
lone parents and tenants also had more
variable income. However, high degrees
of variation affected some cases from all
of the family types we looked at. Some
of the families had patterns of income
receipt that were very variable indeed.

The patterns of income variation within
the year that we observe may also have
implications for the measurement of
income mobility over longer periods.
Where comparisons are, for instance,
between what are effectively snap-shots
of income a year or so apart, part of the
change measured may reflect what are
actually the effects of shorter-term
variations — ‘wobble’ — during the year,
rather than a longer term change in
circumstances (although a part of this
effect may again be removed where
surveys collect data on ‘normal’ incomes).

Not all the ‘variability" measured in the
way we do was undesirable: for a small
number of the families, it represented a
significant improvement in their
circumstances over the year. For the
great majority, however, the variation
was not around any clear trend. It was
therefore interesting to investigate the
extent to which state transfers smoothed
the families’ net incomes by comparison
with those they obtained from the
market. Here we found that — as one
would expect — both social security
benefits and tax credits reduced
inequality between the total net incomes
of the 93 cases, and did so to the same
degree. However, while both social
security benefits and tax credits reduced
the variability of individual families’
incomes within the year, benefits did so
to greater extent than tax credits, even
though the amounts of benefits involved
were less than half the amount on
average than that of tax credits. In nearly
a third of cases income was more
variable after including tax credits than
before doing so. Social security benefits
had a large effect in offsetting the
variations in income associated with
changes in the families’ labour market
position over the year. Tax credits
contributed to this as well, but to a
somewhat smaller extent. These
differences reflect the design of the two
kinds of transfer. Some social security
benefits are based on circumstances over

short periods with benefits adjusted
immediately, and pound for pound. Tax
credits are generally intended to reflect
the position over the year as a whole,
with their payments adjusted to achieve
this for the year as a whole, not in any
particular week or month.

The year we examined was 2003-04,

the first year of the ‘new tax credits’, and
there were particular problems associated
with their payment over the first few
weeks of the new system. While, as
former WFTC recipients, the families
generally had tax credit assessments made
before or at the start of the year, many of
our families had low or even zero receipts
of tax credits in the first one or two
months of the year, followed by a catch-
up payment. Tax credit receipts did
become more stable after the first twenty
weeks of the year, but even then they
were not constant. The administrative
records confirm that the tax credit
assessments of half of the families were
revised during the year, often several
times (and often changed again when a
final assessment was made after the end
of the year). Some of these changes
reflected the special circumstances of
2003-04, when initial awards were based
on income two years before, leading to
potentially larger than normal adjustments
when actual incomes were reported. On
the other hand, tax credit payments in
2003-04 were not affected by what can
be the large adjustments correcting for
under- or over-payments in the previous
year that will occur in subsequent years.

The degree of variation in income both
within the year and between years found
for many of the families in the sample
illustrate a dilemma facing those
administering systems such as tax credits.
Such systems can be run on a ‘rough
justice’ basis of fixing payments for a
while on the basis of past income, as in
the former WFTC, or as in equivalent
systems in countries such as Canada.
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Alternatively payments can be adjusted
to reflect current incomes, as is done for
social security benefits over short periods
(such as a week) or for the new tax
credits over a year (with adjustments
within the year that attempt to end up
with correct payments for the year as a
whole). The findings here cut both ways.
On the one hand, the degree of variation
we show occurring within the year
suggests that families’ circumstances can
change very rapidly, and that the justice
involved in basing tax credits on past
incomes would indeed be rough, and
payments might not match up to their
current circumstances. On the other
hand, this degree of variation in incomes
makes administration of a system
intended to adjust for it during the year
very difficult.
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The recently announced reforms to the
tax credit system from April 2006 are
intended to limit sudden downward
adjustments of the kind affecting some
families that were part of this survey,
while preserving the ability to make
adjustments that respond to
deteriorating circumstances.

It might be argued that it is achieving
the correct position over the year as
whole by its end that matters — which is
what the new tax credit and older PAYE
systems are designed to do — rather than
income smoothing within the year.
However, our interviews suggest that
families with incomes at these levels
budget on a much shorter-term basis
than over the whole of a tax year — over
a month or less — so such adjustments
may come too late for them.

Given the generosity of the new tax
credit system, making up more than a
quarter of the sample families’ total net
incomes, the ways in which credits are
paid obviously have major effects on their
income flows through the year, and their
design has to be carefully considered and
monitored in the light of findings of the
kind reported here.
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