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Abstract

In contemporary UK debate, welfare and disability benefits are officially de-
scribed as safety nets designed to protect vulnerable people while ensuring fis-
cal sustainability. This paper assembles evidence from legislation, tribunal
data, official statistics, and independent research to demonstrate that current
arrangements produce a different outcome: disabled and low-income people
experience higher rates of premature death, chronic illness, and material inse-
curity that are not accidental side-effects but foreseeable consequences of in-
stitutional design. Four interlocking structures are examined: disability assess-
ments that exercise clinical-level power without clinical accountability; digital-
by-default benefit systems that manufacture precarity through sanctions and
surveillance; housing and tax arrangements that protect asset-holders while
framing modest welfare transfers as excessive; and automation policy that
treats displaced workers as problems of control rather than as resources for
collective problem-solving. The paper argues that these structures constitute
what classical social-policy analysis termed “social murder”: the state know-
ingly maintains conditions in which identifiable groups live shorter, harder
lives, while responsibility is diffused across procedures and actors. An alterna-
tive model, a publicly governed research-and-development commons, is pro-
posed, demonstrating that different choices are available. Standard falsification
criteria are applied throughout; claims are limited to what can be independently
verified.
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1. Introduction: The Official Story and the Observed Reality

The United Kingdom presents its welfare system as a safety net. Official language
speaks of “making work pay,” supporting the vulnerable, and ensuring that public
finances remain sustainable. Ministers describe reforms as necessary modernisa-
tion. Assessments are framed as fair, objective, and evidence based. Sanctions are
positioned as reasonable incentives for engagement.

This is the official story.

The observed reality is different.

Across multiple policy domains health-related benefits, employment support,
housing, and taxation a consistent pattern emerges from the data, disabled and
low-income people experience higher rates of premature death, chronic illness,
housing insecurity, and material deprivation. These outcomes are not evenly dis-
tributed across the population. They concentrate in identifiable groups. And they
follow predictably from how institutions are designed and operated.

This paper argues that the gap between official narrative and observed outcome
is not a failure of implementation but a feature of architecture. The system works
as designed. It is designed to discipline, deter, and, in a proportion of cases that
can be estimated from the statistics, to shorten lives.

The term “social murder” originates in Friedrich Engels’ 1845 analysis of in-
dustrial Manchester, where he observed that when society places individuals in
conditions where premature death becomes statistically predictable, and when so-
ciety knows this and maintains those conditions, the resulting deaths are not ac-
cidents, but a form of violence carried out through institutional means. The con-
cept was later developed in public health and social policy analysis to describe
situations where harm is produced not by individual malice but by structural ar-
rangement.

This paper applies that framework to contemporary UK welfare policy. It ex-
amines four linked structures.

Existing analyses of UK social security and austerity have documented elements
of this picture in isolation. Public health research has linked welfare reforms and
income shocks to increased mortality and morbidity; social-policy work has ex-
amined sanctions, stigma, and conditionality; housing and tax analyses have
traced the accumulation of asset-based advantages at the top. What is less devel-
oped in the existing literature is an integrated, mechanism-level account that treats
these domains as parts of a single architecture and asks how they jointly produce
health and mortality gaps for disabled and low-income groups. This paper’s con-
tribution is to assemble legislation, administrative practice, and quantitative indi-
cators across disability assessments, Universal Credit, housing/tax policy, and au-
tomation-era labour changes into one causal map. It does not claim to be exhaus-
tive, but it does claim that when the pieces are read together, a pattern emerges
that cannot be seen from within any single policy silo.

First, disability and health assessments that determine access to life-relevant

support without the legal accountability applied to equivalent clinical decisions.
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Second, digital-by-default benefit administration that creates permanent pre-
carity through sanctions, surveillance, and the threat of sudden income loss.

Third, housing and tax arrangements that protect and amplify wealth for asset-
holders while subjecting low-income households to intensive scrutiny over com-
paratively modest transfers.

Fourth, the early handling of Al-driven labour displacement, which treats “sur-
plus” human time as a problem requiring control rather than a resource for shared
problem-solving.

The paper concludes by proposing an alternative: a publicly governed research-
and-development commons in which displaced, disabled, and underemployed
people could contribute to structured national projects, transforming what is cur-
rently framed as a cost into a recognised public asset.

Throughout, claims are limited to what can be independently verified from
publicly available sources. The goal is not polemic but precision: to describe the

architecture clearly enough that it must be answered, not dismissed.

2. Methods and Approach

This paper draws on UK legislation and official guidance, government statistics,
tribunal and investigation data, and major independent reports on health, pov-
erty, housing, and labour-market change. Claims are framed narrowly and, in
principle, are falsifiable through reference to new or better evidence. Broad asser-
tions that cannot be independently tested are avoided.

The approach is best characterised as a critical narrative synthesis: a method
that assembles and interprets evidence from diverse source types—legislation, ad-
ministrative data, public health research, and qualitative studies—to construct an
integrated account of how multiple policy domains interact to produce observed
outcomes (Popay et al., 2006).

The analysis was developed through an iterative process of documentary re-
view, synthesis, and critical comparison. The author assembled and examined pri-
mary legislation, policy guidance, official statistical releases, tribunal outcomes,
and independent research across welfare, labour, housing, and tax domains. In-
terpretive claims were refined through repeated cross-checking against publicly
available sources, with attention to internal consistency, explanatory adequacy,
and alternative plausible readings of the same material.

Sources were identified through targeted searches of UK government portals
(legislation.gov.uk, GOV.UK statistical releases, House of Commons Library
briefings), major independent research bodies (for example, the Institute for Fis-
cal Studies, Resolution Foundation, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Chartered In-
stitute of Housing), and peer-reviewed journals in public health and social policy.
Inclusion criteria were national UK coverage or clearly stated UK subsamples;
publication since 2010 for statistics and since 2015 for most labour-market and
automation analyses; and transparent methods or official status for quantitative

estimates. Where conflicting estimates existed (for example, in poverty projec-
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tions or labour-market displacement forecasts), the analysis prioritised official or
methodologically transparent series and treated more expansive claims as upper-
bound scenarios rather than baseline facts. References are cited at the point of use
so that readers can trace each key statistic back to a specific document.

Responsibility for all claims, interpretations, and conclusions rests solely with
the author.

While the analysis identifies consistent associations and mechanism chains
supported by publicly available evidence, it does not claim that every adverse out-
come can be singularly attributed to policy design. Individual trajectories vary,
and multiple contributing factors may be present. The argument advanced here is
that the convergence of administrative data, public health research, tribunal find-
ings, and documented case reviews renders the harms described foreseeable at a

systemic level, even if precise attribution in individual cases remains complex.

3. Disability Assessments: Clinical Power without Clinical
Accountability

3.1. The Nature of the Decision

UK disability benefits such as Personal Independence Payment (PIP) and Em-
ployment and Support Allowance (ESA) are formally presented as financial sup-
ports to help with extra costs arising from disability. In practice, however, assess-
ment outcomes determine whether disabled people can afford mobility aids, safe
transport, personal assistance, therapeutic equipment, and other supports that di-
rectly affect their exposure to risk, their capacity to avoid harm, and their ability
to manage long-term conditions.

A decision to refuse or remove PIP mobility component, for example, can de-
termine whether someone with impaired danger awareness can travel safely,
whether someone with a progressive condition can access medical appointments,
or whether someone with severe fatigue can maintain social connections that pro-
tect against isolation and mental health deterioration.

These are decisions with clinical-level consequences. They affect morbidity and
mortality. Yet they are not governed by the professional standards, duty-of-care
frameworks, or legal accountability that apply to clinical decisions made within
the healthcare system.

3.2. The Assessment Process

Assessment for these benefits is largely outsourced to private contractors. The as-
sessors, described as “healthcare professionals,” are typically nurses, physiothera-
pists, or paramedics working to functional descriptors and time-limited protocols
rather than to specialist clinical guidelines for specific conditions.

The assessment model assumes that a generalist, working from a standardised
script, can accurately evaluate complex, fluctuating, and condition-specific needs
within a brief appointment. The model does not require, and often does not per-

mit, deep understanding of how particular conditions manifest, interact, or vary
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over time.

3.3. The Evidence of Systemic Error

Appeal statistics provide a quantitative indication of decision quality at the initial
assessment stage.

In recent years, success rates at tribunal for PIP appeals have consistently ex-
ceeded 70% of cases heard. This means that among the subset of claimants who
navigate the appeals process, which itself requires capacity, support, and persis-
tence that many disabled people cannot sustain, roughly seven in ten initial refus-
als are found to be wrong in law or fact.

Even allowing for selection effects, such figures would be treated as evidence of
unacceptable error rates in most professional adjudication systems. In healthcare,
sustained error or complaint-uphold rates at anything like this scale would trigger
external intervention and mandated remediation. In the disability benefits con-
text, these levels of error are an enduring feature of the regime.

The implication is significant: if 70% of appealed decisions are overturned, and
only a fraction of refused claimants appeal, then the total number of incorrect
initial refusals across the system is likely to be very large. Many people who meet
the legal tests for support are refused and never receive it, either because they lack
the capacity to appeal or because the process itself causes harm that outweighs the
benefit of pursuing the claim.

A reasonable concern is that tribunal statistics might overstate error rates be-
cause only a subset of claimant’s appeal, and those who do, may have stronger
cases or better support. The argument here does not depend on assuming that
70% of all initial decisions are wrong. Rather, the point is that when such a high
proportion of appealed decisions are overturned, in a context where many refused
claimants never reach appeal, the initial assessment regime is demonstrably poorly
calibrated. Even under conservative assumptions where only the strongest cases
are appealed, the combination of high overturn rates and known barriers to appeal
indicates that a non-trivial number of legally eligible claimants are being filtered

out by design at the first decision stage.

3.4. The Accountability Gap

When wrong decisions lead to foreseeable deterioration, crises, or deaths for ex-
ample, where mobility support is removed despite evidence of supervision needs,
or where someone with suicidal ideation is found “fit for work” and subsequently
dies the legal framework treats this as an issue of administrative or policy failure,
not as clinical negligence giving rise to a clear duty of care.

Legally, this configuration sits at the intersection of three different regimes.
First, most benefit decisions are treated as questions of administrative law: whether
the correct regulations and procedures were followed, remediable through man-
datory reconsideration and tribunal appeal. Second, safeguarding duties arise where

agencies know or ought reasonably to know that their actions create serious risks
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to life or health, engaging human-rights obligations such as Article 2 of the Hu-
man Rights Act. Third, clinical negligence relies on a recognised duty of care be-
tween clinician and patient, which is largely absent in outsourced disability assess-
ments despite their clinical consequences. The Equality and Human Rights Com-
mission’s investigation into DWP safeguarding failures explicitly frames benefit-
related deaths as potential breaches of the state’s positive duty to protect life, not
merely as administrative errors. The argument here is not that every adverse de-
cision constitutes clinical negligence in law, but that the current design allows de-
cisions with clinical-level impact to be made within an administrative framework
that is structurally insulated from the full set of safeguards that would apply in
analogous NHS contexts.

The Equality and Human Rights Commission has opened an investigation into
the Department for Work and Pensions’ safeguarding failures in relation to ben-
efit-related deaths (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2024). This investi-
gation follows a pattern of cases in which the link between adverse benefit deci-
sions and subsequent death was documented but not acted upon.

From a structural perspective, this configuration allows the state to exercise
powers equivalent to those of a clinical gatekeeper deciding who receives life-rel-
evant support and who does not, while remaining largely insulated from the legal
and professional accountability that binds clinicians making equivalent decisions
within the NHS.

This is not a gap in the system. It is a feature of the architecture.

In 2017, Jodey Whiting, a forty-two-year-old disabled woman, had her ESA
stopped after missing a Work Capability Assessment appointment. She died by
suicide soon afterwards. The coroner’s inquest found that the decision to stop her
benefits was the trigger for her death.

This is not an isolated incident. The DWP’s own Internal Process Reviews (IPRs),
conducted when a claimant dies, are frequently withheld from coroners and the
public. By maintaining a system that generates fatal outcomes while shielding the
“lessons learned” from legal scrutiny, the state effectively bypasses the Article 2
(Right to Life) obligations of the Human Rights Act. This represents the most
consequential dimension of the accountability gap: a clinical outcome produced
within an administrative framework that does not operate under the same duty-

of-care standards as clinical institutions.

3.5. Mechanism Chain: From Assessment to Harm

The causal chain in disability assessment can be stated explicitly. The initial deci-
sion/action is the removal, refusal, or downgrading of PIP or ESA following a
brief, generalist assessment that misclassifies the claimant’s functional limitations.
Tribunal statistics show that, among those who do manage to appeal, around 70%
of appealed PIP decisions are overturned, indicating a high rate of error at the
initial decision stage (Department for Work and Pensions, 2020; Citizens Advice,

2012). The proximate stressors are sudden income loss, loss of mobility or care
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support, and the administrative burden of challenging the decision. Survey and
qualitative evidence from the Disability Benefits Consortium (2019) and Boardman
(2020) documents increased food insecurity, reduced ability to afford transport or
care, and worsening mental health following adverse decisions. These stressors
translate into clinically relevant risks: missed medical appointments, reduced ad-
herence to treatment, social isolation, and deterioration in depression and anxiety.
Coroners’ findings in cases such as Jodey Whiting’s (Coroner’s Court, 2019), to-
gether with the pattern of DWP Internal Process Reviews referenced by the EHRC
investigation, demonstrate that the end of this chain can be crisis and premature
death in a non-trivial number of cases. Each link in the mechanism is therefore
supported separately by the record: high initial error rates, material and psycho-
logical stressors after refusal, well-established clinical pathways from stress and
deprivation to morbidity, and documented deaths where benefit decisions were

identified as triggers.

4. Universal Credit: The Punitive Regulation of Poverty

4.1. Digital Control

Universal Credit was introduced as a unified working-age benefit with stated aims
of simplifying the system and “making work pay.” Its design, however, embeds an
extensive conditionality and sanctions regime enforced through digital-by-default
administration.

Claimants are required to manage their claims via an online account and jour-
nal. Work-search requirements, appointments, and warnings are communicated
through this system. Failure to respond correctly and on time can result in reduc-
tions or complete suspension of payment.

For many claimants particularly those with cognitive impairments, mental health
conditions, learning disabilities, or limited digital access this system creates a per-
manent state of anxiety. Access to subsistence income becomes contingent on con-
tinuous, correctly timed interaction with a digital platform whose requirements

can change without warning.

4.2. The Scale and Distribution of Sanctions

Official data show that hundreds of thousands of Universal Credit claimants ex-
perience at least one sanction in any given year. The most common reasons are
alleged failures to attend appointments or meet work-search requirements not
fraud, not refusal to work, but procedural non-compliance.

The immediate consequence is reduction or cessation of the standard allow-
ance, sometimes to zero. “Hardship payments” are available only through further
application processes that create additional administrative burden and delay, and
which many claimants do not know about or cannot navigate.

Independent analyses link sanctions to increased food bank use, rent arrears,
mental health deterioration, and in some cases destitution. The threat environ-

ment—the knowledge that any misstep can trigger sudden income loss—produces
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chronic stress even among claimants who are never formally sanctioned.

4.3. Punishment for Unemployment

For many claimants, the requirement to document work-search activity and re-
spond promptly to journal messages, on pain of sanction, is experienced less as
support than as punishment for being unemployed.

This is particularly acute where suitable work is scarce, poorly paid, or clearly
detrimental to health. Claimants with chronic conditions may be required to search
for jobs they cannot perform, attend appointments that exacerbate their symp-
toms, or accept work that will worsen their prognosis, or face sanctions.

The structure has been likened in qualitative research to a form of probation or
electronic tagging, in which low-income individuals must continually demonstrate
compliance to avoid loss of subsistence income. This configuration normalises a
level of behavioural oversight that would be regarded as intolerable if applied to

higher-income groups.

4.4. The Asymmetry of Surveillance

Recent proposals would extend state scrutiny into claimants’ bank accounts in the
name of fraud prevention. This would normalise intensive financial surveillance
of low-income households even as comparable transparency is not required of
legislators, senior officials, or wealthy taxpayers.

The message is structural: being poor or unemployed is treated as an infraction
requiring ongoing monitoring and control, while holding assets or earning high

incomes requires no equivalent demonstration of compliance or justification.

4.5. Automation as the Next Quiet Layer

Universal Credit does not end at the journal entry. It extends outward into a la-
bour market that is quietly shrinking beneath the feet of those it commands to
pursue work. Claimants are instructed to apply relentlessly, but in many of the
sectors they are pushed toward, the jobs themselves are being withdrawn.

Across Al-exposed roles in administration, marketing support, and basic soft-
ware and data tasks, recent labour-market snapshots suggest a sharp contraction
in entry-level opportunities since 2023. Synthesising the World Economic Fo-
rum’s Future of Jobs report with UK-focused projections from DSIT, Universities
UK, and large workforce surveys indicates that junior posts in these segments have
fallen substantially. Graduate job postings declined by 33% in the twelve months
to June 2025 compared to the previous year (The Guardian, 2025), with entry-
level roles now accounting for just 25% of the UK job market, down from 28.9%
(Derecki, 2025). Core technology entry-level positions contracted by 68% between
2019 and 2024 (National Foundation for Educational Research, 2025).

For decades, those junior positions functioned as points of entry into stable em-
ployment. People learned through repetition: copying data, flagging errors, draft-

ing first-pass analysis, absorbing unwritten institutional norms. The tasks were

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2026.143026

474 Open Journal of Social Sciences


https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2026.143026

C. G. Barker

routine, but they were pedagogical. Large language models and other automation
tools now perform precisely this substrate of work: drafting emails and reports,
triaging documents, generating first-pass code and content, maintaining basic an-
alytics and quality control. The work still exists, but it is increasingly allocated to
software rather than to people at the bottom of the hierarchy.

Policy rhetoric responds by invoking “reskilling.” Yet the infrastructure re-
quired to make reskilling effective is misaligned with the speed of technological
change. Government and sector reports indicate that most university and accred-
ited vocational programmes revise curricula on three-to-five-year cycles, while
demand for Al-adjacent and data-intensive skills is shifting year by year. Labour-
market data show a rising share of postings requiring advanced technical or hy-
brid skills, even as traditional entry-level roles contract. The gap between training
supply and job structure is widening, not closing claimants are instructed to “up-
skill” while the finish line continues to move.

Employer surveys reinforce this picture. Recent business-standards and HR re-
search finds that firms are freezing or reducing entry-level hiring to fund automa-
tion and AI deployment (British Chambers of Commerce & Open University,
2024), with UK companies reporting net job losses of 8% linked to Al adoption,
the highest rate among surveyed countries (HR Review, 2026). In isolation, this
may be a rational business decision. In aggregate, it erodes the very entry routes
that welfare conditionality presumes to exist. The labour market begins to demand
prior experience without consistently providing a path to acquire it.

Despite this, Universal Credit conditionality remains unchanged. Claimants are
required to complete up to 35 hours of work search activity per week (Turn2Us,
2024; Citizens Advice, 2024), with work coaches in some cases requesting dozens
of applications weekly, even as a growing proportion of listings are duplicated,
automated, or ghost vacancies” maintained for data-gathering or signalling pur-
poses. Compliance becomes performative rather than substantive.

Sanctions are issued not because work is available and refused, but because the
documentation of effort fails to meet an algorithmic threshold. Letters arrive with
mechanical regularity: “You have not done enough to look for work.” In practice,
the system is measuring persistence in a market that no longer contains sufficient
appropriate opportunities.

The contradiction becomes starker when retraining is considered. The same
department that penalises a claimant for missing a short appointment will often
refuse to support longer, more intensive retraining on the grounds that there is
“no guaranteed employment outcome.” Applied consistently, that standard would
disqualify almost all forms of education. The individual is left in a policy paradox:
punished for failing to access jobs that no longer exist and denied the means to
transition because the future cannot be guaranteed. The vacancy board is pre-
sented as both obligation and solution, even as it empties.

This is not a failure of individual effort or motivation. It is the emergence of

automation as a quiet, unacknowledged layer within welfare conditionality itself.
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Universal Credit continues to operate as if labour demand were stable and human-
scaled, while the underlying economy shifts toward systems that absorb entry-
level work without generating equivalent replacement pathways. The result is a
compliance regime that disciplines people for the consequences of technological
change they neither control nor significantly benefit from. Without explicit recog-
nition of this structural shift, and without alternative participation models such as
the R&D commons proposed later in the paper, automation accelerates the “quiet

culling” rather than relieving it.

4.6. Mechanism Chain: From Conditionality to Health Risk

For Universal Credit, the decision/action is the imposition or threat of sanctions
through digital-by-default conditionality: missed journal entries, perceived non-
compliance with work-search rules, or failure to attend appointments. Official DWP
sanction statistics show that hundreds of thousands of claimants are sanctioned each
year, with the most common reasons relating to procedural non-compliance rather
than proven fraud (Department for Work and Pensions, 2024; Kennedy et al.,
2022). The proximate deprivation and stressors are sudden reductions or suspen-
sions of the standard allowance, delays in hardship payments, and constant uncer-
tainty about income. Citizens Advice and IFS analyses link sanctions to increased
food bank use, rent arrears, and unmanageable debt (Harrison, 2023; Waters,
2023). These conditions map directly onto clinically relevant risks: malnutrition,
inability to heat homes, sleep disturbance, and worsening anxiety and depression.
Public health and social policy literature cited earlier in the paper, as well as the
Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2023) and Resolution Foundation (2023) reports,
show robust associations between such material stressors and increased rates of
physical and mental illness. While individual pathways vary, the aggregate outcome
is a population-level increase in crises, hospital presentations, and mortality risk
among sanctioned and sanction-threatened groups. Again, each stage in the chain
is separately evidenced: the scale and nature of sanctions, the material impacts on
income and housing security, the clinical literature on stress and deprivation, and

the observed clustering of poor health outcomes in sanctioned populations.

5. Housing, Wealth, and Tax: Who the System Protects

5.1. The Transformation of Housing

Over the past several decades, UK housing has shifted from a basic component of
social infrastructure toward a primary vehicle for wealth accumulation.

Median house-price-to-earnings ratios have roughly doubled since the late
1990s. In many parts of England, median house prices now exceed ten times me-
dian earnings far above levels traditionally considered affordable. Home owner-
ship among younger adults has fallen sharply, while outright ownership and mul-
tiple-property holdings have become concentrated among older and higher-in-
come groups.

For low- and middle-income households, this has translated into long-term pri-
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vate renting at high cost, overcrowding, and tenure insecurity, with documented

effects on physical health, mental health, and family stability.

5.2. The Squeeze from Both Ends

The stock of social housing has declined substantially over recent decades. New
supply has not kept pace with need, leaving long waiting lists and few options for
low-income households.

At the same time, high house prices and stringent deposit requirements have
pushed many younger, employed people out of owner-occupation despite income
levels that would previously have supported a mortgage.

The private rented sector now accommodates both groups: those who might
once have relied on social housing and those who would previously have moved
into ownership. This dual demand, combined with constrained supply, makes pri-
vate renting exceptionally lucrative for landlords while leaving tenants exposed to

rising rents and insecurity with no realistic exit.

5.3. The Framing of Fiscal Threat

In public debate, rising welfare spending is presented as a key fiscal threat. Yet
official figures show that pensions account for the largest share of the welfare
budget over £130 billion annually. Disability benefits constitute a much smaller
portion: around £39 billion in 2023-2024, forecast to rise to approximately £58
billion by 2028-2029.

By contrast, HMRC’s own estimate of the annual “tax gap”, the difference be-
tween tax theoretically due and tax actually collected, stands at £46.8 billion, or
5.3% of total liabilities. Independent analysts argue this figure likely understates
losses linked to complex avoidance and the very wealthy.

HMRC’s “wealthy individuals” team recovered £2.5 billion from a single large
case processed over 2022-2024, a sum larger than the department’s entire annual
tax gap estimate for wealthy individuals (National Audit Office, 2025: p. 29), rais-
ing questions about the completeness of official figures (HM Revenue & Customs,
2025).

5.4. The Architecture of Protection

These patterns suggest that fiscal discourse focuses disproportionately on com-
paratively modest, highly scrutinised transfers to low-income and disabled people,
while devoting less attention to larger, more structurally embedded advantages
accruing to asset-holders.

Housing policy has locked younger and poorer households into expensive, in-
secure tenure. Tax and inheritance rules entrench housing wealth at the top. Wel-
fare policy frames support for those most exposed to this configuration as a fiscal
problem. Tax-compliance policy tolerates an officially acknowledged revenue
shortfall of similar magnitude to the entire disability benefits budget.

The system protects those who already hold assets while narrowing the life
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chances of those without them.

5.5. Mechanism Chain: From Housing Policy to Shortened Lives

In housing and tax, the relevant decisions/actions are long-term policy choices
that have reduced social housing stock, incentivised property as an investment
vehicle, and maintained tax and inheritance rules that favour existing asset-hold-
ers. The proximate stressors for low- and middle-income households are over-
crowding, insecure private renting, high rent-to-income ratios, and lack of realistic
routes into stable tenure. The UK Housing Review, Resolution Foundation, and JRF
poverty reports all document the resulting patterns: rising housing-cost burdens,
increased arrears and evictions, and persistent housing insecurity for those with-
out assets (Stephens et al., 2023; Chaudhuri et al., 2023; Joseph Rowntree Foun-
dation, 2023; Resolution Foundation, 2023). Public health research consistently
links poor housing conditions and insecurity to respiratory illness, cardiovascular
risk, mental ill health, and developmental impacts on children. These are clinically
relevant risks operating through well-established mechanisms: damp and cold, in-
stability and stress, and the inability to plan or invest in long-term wellbeing. At
the population level, these pathways produce higher rates of chronic illness and
premature mortality in those locked into insecure, high-cost renting, while housing
wealth and favourable tax treatment protect and extend life chances for asset-hold-
ers. The chain from policy architecture to unequal health outcomes is therefore

not speculative but supported by convergent economic, housing, and health data.

6. Automation and “Surplus” Labour: The Wasted Transition
6.1. The Coming Displacement

Analyses of artificial intelligence and automation suggest that between one and
eight million existing UK jobs could ultimately be affected, with routine cognitive
and administrative roles at greatest risk.

Government and industry strategies emphasise productivity gains and the cre-
ation of new roles. But even optimistic scenarios acknowledge a transition period
in which unemployment rises and large numbers of workers face displacement or

enforced job changes.

6.2. The Absent Plan

Existing policy responses focus on high-level skills initiatives and sector-specific
roadmaps rather than on a comprehensive national plan for how people rendered
redundant by automation will secure income, purpose, and a meaningful role in
collective life.

This absence leaves a stark question: what are millions of “no longer needed”
workers expected to do?

Current arrangements implicitly assume that displaced individuals will cycle
through retraining schemes, lower-paid work, or more demanding conditional

benefits. There is little structured consideration of how their skills and attention
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might be redeployed to address long-standing social, environmental, and scien-

tific problems.

6.3. The Precedent: Distributed and Public Problem-Solving

There is substantial precedent for large-scale, publicly coordinated problem-solv-
ing that operates outside conventional employment structures. Distributed com-
puting projects such as SETI@home and Folding@home have demonstrated that
complex analytical tasks can be decomposed and addressed by large populations
contributing small units of time and attention (Anderson et al., 2002). Citizen sci-
ence platforms now routinely involve non-specialists in data classification, envi-
ronmental monitoring, and medical research support (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, 2025).

Within the UK, analogous models already exist in embryonic form. Public re-
search councils fund collaborative research infrastructure. The NHS relies exten-
sively on audit, data review, and protocol development undertaken outside direct
clinical delivery. Local authorities commission analytical and evaluative work
from external partners when internal capacity is constrained. None of these activ-
ities require full-time employment contracts for every contributor, yet they gen-
erate public value.

These examples demonstrate that the problem is not feasibility, but institutional
imagination. The infrastructure for coordinated, distributed contribution already
exists; what is missing is a framework that recognises participation itself as socially

productive work rather than as a residual condition to be managed.

6.4. A Publicly Governed R&D Commons

A publicly governed research-and-development commons would formalise and
extend these existing practices. Rather than treating displaced, disabled, or under-
employed people as passive recipients of support, it would provide structured path-
ways for contribution to nationally defined projects in areas such as public health,
climate resilience, infrastructure planning, data governance, and social research.

The model would operate as follows.

First, the state would maintain shared digital infrastructure: secure platforms,
datasets, analytical tools, and task frameworks. These would be administered
through existing public bodies or arm’s-length institutions, analogous to research
councils or national laboratories, rather than through welfare agencies.

Second, participation would be voluntary, modular, and capacity-adjusted. Indi-
viduals would contribute time and attention according to their abilities and circum-
stances, without punitive conditionality. Contributions might include data valida-
tion, qualitative coding, simulation testing, documentation, or exploratory analysis
tasks that benefit from human judgement even when assisted by automation.

Third, public bodies, universities, and private firms would be able to submit
defined research or development problems to the commons. In return for access

to collective analytical capacity, participating organisations would contribute fi-

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2026.143026

479 Open Journal of Social Sciences


https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2026.143026

C. G. Barker

nancially, offsetting operational costs. This creates a partial funding loop rather
than a pure expenditure model.

Fourth, participation would be recognised within the welfare system as legiti-
mate economic and civic contribution. This would allow individuals currently
classified as unemployed or inactive to maintain income security while engaging
in work with visible public value, without the fiction of mandatory job-search in
sectors that no longer offer entry routes.

Critically, this is not a replacement for paid employment, nor a form of work-
fare. It is a transitional structure that acknowledges a simple reality: automation
is eroding entry-level labour demand faster than labour markets and education
systems can adapt. In this context, insisting that displaced individuals repeatedly
demonstrate “employability” through sanctions and conditionality is both ineffi-
cient and harmful.

To be evaluable on accountability as well as ambition, the R&D commons would
require explicit governance and safeguards. Oversight would need to sit with a pub-
licly accountable body for example, a consortium of research councils and devolved
administrations rather than with welfare agencies or private contractors. Partici-
pants would have clear rights to consent, exit, and data protection, with tasks
screened for suitability and risk. Default rules on intellectual property and licensing
would allocate credit and value transparently: outputs arising from the commons
would be treated as public goods by default, with any commercial use requiring rev-
enue-sharing back into the system. Crucially, participation could not be tied to sanc-
tions or conditionality: the legal framework would need to prohibit the use of the
commons as a workfare scheme, with independent monitoring to enforce this
boundary. These safeguards are not optional embellishments; they are what dis-
tinguish a participatory research infrastructure from a new mechanism of control.

By contrast, an R&D common treats human capacity as a public asset during
periods of economic transition. It shortens the distance between exclusion and
contribution, reduces the psychological harm associated with enforced inactivity,
and creates outputs that can inform policy, innovation, and public service deliv-
ery.

That no such structure features prominently in current UK automation or skills
strategies reflects a policy orientation focused on control and cost containment
rather than on harnessing collective capacity. This absence is not a matter of tech-
nical difficulty. It is a consequence of how displaced people are framed: as risks to

be managed rather than as participants in shared problem-solving.

6.5. Mechanism Chain: From Automation Policy to Managed
Exclusion

In the automation domain, the key decisions/actions are twofold: the rapid de-
ployment of Al and automation in entry-level roles, and the choice to retain a
conditional, sanctions-based welfare regime that assumes ample suitable work is

available. Labour-market projections from DSIT, the World Economic Forum,
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Universities UK and ADP Research show significant erosion of routine cognitive
and administrative roles and a contraction in advertised entry-level opportunities
(Bosworth & Cardenas-Rubio, 2026; World Economic Forum, 2023; Universities
UK, 2023; ADP Research Institute, 2024). The proximate stressors are repeated
unsuccessful applications in a shrinking vacancy field, exposure to automated re-
jections, and the requirement to perform performative job search under threat of
sanction. These conditions align closely with the learned-helplessness dynamics de-
scribed in psychological literature: people are required to exert effort in environ-
ments where effort no longer reliably affects outcomes. The clinically relevant risks
are deterioration in mental health, increased rates of depression and anxiety, and
disengagement from both labour market and civic participation. ONS and POST
reports on trust and democratic engagement show declining confidence in institu-
tions precisely among those most exposed to economic insecurity (Kolpinskaya &
Bennett, 2024; Office for National Statistics, 2024). Without alternative structures
such as the proposed R&D commons, the aggregate outcome is a cohort of “sur-
plus” workers managed through conditionality and quiet exclusion, with elevated

risks of long-term illness and premature exit from both work and public life.

7. Normative and Democratic Implications

The persistence of the structures described in this paper relies fundamentally on
the attrition of the subject. Structural harm is most effective when those it targets
are too exhausted, too isolated, or too medically fragile to mount a sustained chal-
lenge. In this sense, the “quiet culling” is maintained not just by policy, but by the
strategic depletion of the claimant’s time and energy. However, the assumption of
inevitable passivity is increasingly challenged by decentralised, grassroots move-
ments that refuse this state of exhaustion.

Groups like Disabled People Against Cuts (DPAC) and the Right to Food cam-
paign have pioneered a form of resistance that scholars term “counter-mapping.”
If the state uses data to categorize, sanction, and disappear individuals, these
movements use the collective gathering of lived-experience data to expose the very
system failures the state attempts to hide. They transform “administrative vio-
lence”, which is usually experienced as a private crisis into a public, evidentiary
scandal. By documenting the “death by a thousand cuts” through peer-led re-
search and forensic analysis of DWP internal reviews, these groups reclaim the
narrative of “efficiency” and reframe it as a narrative of systemic neglect. This
transition from individual attrition to collective agency represents a critical shift
in the power dynamic: the subject is no longer merely a “case file” to be managed,
but a witness to institutional harm whose testimony is backed by the weight of

community-verified data.

7.1. Electoral Participation as a Mechanism of Democratic
Reassertion

Electoral participation is traditionally framed as a positive “choice” between com-
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peting manifestos. However, for those subject to the “quiet culling,” the act of vot-
ing is more accurately understood as a tool of structural refusal. Under the UK’s
first-past-the-post (FPTP) system, millions of citizens feel effectively disenfran-
chised, particularly those in “safe seats” or marginalised demographics whose
needs are rarely central to mainstream political strategy. Yet, the act of casting a
ballot remains one of the few institutional mechanisms left for the “surplus” pop-
ulation to force themselves back into the state’s statistical record.

In a system designed to “quietly” manage the decline of the vulnerable, silence
is interpreted by the state as consent or, at the very least, as an absence of resistance
that allows the current welfare consensus to persist. When a claimant in a state of
precarity votes particularly for minor parties or through tactical coordination,
they are not necessarily endorsing a perfect solution. Instead, they are withdraw-
ing their “silent consent.” They are signalling that the current trajectory is not
accepted as inevitable. This is a form of quantified dissent; it turns a private, hid-
den struggle for survival into a public, counted grievance that cannot be so easily

ignored by the parliamentary arithmetic.

7.2. Registering Opposition in a Post-Democratic Landscape

Registering opposition in the contemporary UK landscape requires navigating an
environment where policy often feels insulated from public sentiment. In this con-
text, the vote serves a dual purpose. First, it acts as a disruptive signal to the major
political parties. When a significant portion of the “economically inactive” or “dis-
abled” electorate begins to move as a block, it alters the risk calculation of political
strategists. Even a vote for a party with no chance of forming a government serves
a forensic purpose: it enters the data. It creates a visible “poverty of representa-
tion” that the media and pollsters must eventually account for. Discontent is
transformed into a public, counted grievance that cannot be so easily ignored by
the cold logic of parliamentary arithmetic.

Second, the vote acts as a psychological bulwark against the “learned helpless-
ness” described earlier in this paper. To vote is to assert that one still possesses a
degree of civic sovereignty, even when the administrative system attempts to strip
that sovereignty away through sanctions and surveillance. Discontent expressed
through abstention is a gift to the status quo; it disappears into the void of “voter
apathy,” a term that conveniently blames the victim for their own exclusion. Con-
versely, discontent recorded as a vote is an act of presence. It is a declaration that
the person behind the National Insurance number still exists, still demands ac-
countability, and still refuses to be excluded without formal record. In a landscape
where the state uses administrative design to shorten lives, the act of voting be-

comes a stubborn, institutional assertion of the right to be heard.

7.3. Algorithmic Mediation and Democratic Visibility

The issue of automation, discussed in Section 4.5, is not merely a labour market

problemy; it is a crisis of democratic visibility. As the state increasingly relies on
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algorithmic decision-making to manage “surplus” populations, the human being
at the end of the policy is effectively “disappeared” from the room where the re-
design is happening. Exclusion does not always arrive as a loud denial; it often
arrives as a silent update to an interface, a change in a screening algorithm, or a
shift in “cultural fit” metrics that no human ever sees.

This dynamic contributes to what earlier sections have described as a process
of administrative attrition. By removing the human interlocutor the caseworker
who might feel empathy, or the clerk who might spot an error, the state ensures
that the responsibility for harm is diffused into the code itself. When a claimant is
told by a screen that they “have not done enough,” there is no one to argue with.
Automated systems operate outside duty-of-care frameworks. This creates a pop-
ulation that is acutely aware of systemic change but structurally prevented from
shaping it. It is a condition of high information but minimal effective agency, a

state that represents a significant risk to social cohesion.

7.4. Awareness, No Voice: The Psychology of Managed Exclusion

What distinguishes the current moment is not ignorance but forced awareness
without corresponding agency. Contemporary graduates and workers are not
sheltered from economic reality; they are immersed in it. They witness headlines
announcing millions of Al-created roles while graduate-level postings contract by
approximately thirteen percent (ADP Research Institute, 2024). This dissonance
is not abstract; it is experienced daily, viscerally, and without recourse.

Being able to see the machinery reshaping one’s future without the capacity to
influence it produces a strain aligned with learned helplessness. As Martin Selig-
man’s foundational research demonstrated, when subjects are exposed to re-
peated negative stimuli without an available escape route, they eventually cease
attempting to avoid harm—not as a character flaw, but as an adaptive response to
structural constraint. Transposed to the present, the ritual of tailoring CVs for
automated rejections is often unexplained and final, leading to a rational infer-
ence: effort no longer correlates with outcomes. Participation continues, but belief
erodes.

This condition is not merely discouraging; it is epistemically destabilising. In-
dividuals are told that success depends on effort and self-investment, while re-
peatedly encountering outcomes that do not correlate with those variables. Over
time, the rational inference is not that one must try harder, but that trying harder
no longer changes the result. Compounding this is an asymmetry of visibility:
while applicants receive automated rejections, senior executives publicly celebrate
“efficiency gains” on professional social media. For those excluded, the contrast is
stark. The future is not abstract; it is actively selecting who may enter and who

will remain outside.

8. Conclusion: The Choice That Remains

The evidence assembled in this paper supports a specific conclusion: the harms
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experienced by disabled and low-income people in the UK are not accidents of
implementation but outcomes of institutional design. Disability assessments ex-
ercise clinical-level power without clinical accountability; benefit administration
manufactures precarity through digital surveillance; housing policy protects wealth
while framing support for the poor as a fiscal threat.

These structures interlock to produce a configuration in which identifiable groups
live shorter, harder lives. This is what classical social-policy analysis termed social
murder.

The harms are structural, the deaths are statistical, and the responsibility is dif-
fused across procedures, contractors, and policy documents such that no individ-
ual actor needs to acknowledge the result.

The central question is whether this outcome is inevitable. It is not. Different
assessment models with clinical accountability, benefit systems without punitive
conditionality, and tax enforcement that recovers the billions lost annually to
avoidance are all entirely possible. The R&D Commons proposed here is one such
alternative: a model in which people displaced by economic change contribute to
collective problem-solving rather than cycling through retraining schemes and

conditional benefits.
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