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Welfare benefits and wellbeing in 

older age 

 In recent years, calls to remove universal welfare benefits 

for older people such as the Winter Fuel Allowance have 

been growing louder. Targeting the available resources 

according to need has increasingly been advocated. 

 Older people were interviewed about their experiences of 

benefits in relation to  their wellbeing. 

 Universal entitlement can create favourable conditions for 

wellbeing and the public health. It can facilitate access to 

material resources, make people feel valued and 

recognised, and strengthen the social fabric 
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There is a need for a better understanding of how 

benefit entitlement can impact on older people’s 

wellbeing and on the public health 

Key issues 

 Older people are entitled to different universal benefits, such as a 

Fuel Allowance and free bus travel. 

 Perceptions prevail that many of them do not need these benefits. 

There are concerns about affordability and fairness. Calls for 

targeting those in greatest need through replacing universal with 

conditional entitlement have been growing louder. 

 Policy decisions need to be informed by a better understanding of 

the ways in which benefits, and nature of entitlement, can impact 

on wellbeing in older age and on the public health. 

 

What we did 

NIHR SPHR researchers carried out detailed interviews with 29 

participants aged 60+ from diverse backgrounds in London, 

Cambridge and Sheffield. 

Participants were asked about their activities and priorities in their 

lives, and their views and experiences of welfare benefits. 

Particular attention was paid to the role of benefits in relation to 

social connectedness as a key factor for health and wellbeing. 

What next?  

The study was exploratory.    

Its findings provide a basis for 

further research to inform policy 

decisions on the future of benefits 

for older people. 
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“The Fuel Allowance, . . . it 
gives me a nice feeling to think 

that I’m being looked after, it 
just makes me feel part of it all. 

If they took it off me I think it’s 
divisive”  

Study participant 

Findings and implications 
Welfare benefits, and nature of entitlement, impact on wellbeing and the 

public health through complex pathways: 

 Material: Universal entitlement facilitates access to determinants of 

health (e.g. free travel as means of remaining active and connected) 

 Psychosocial: Universality can foster a sense of belonging and recog-

nition of one’s value as conditions for wellbeing 

 Structural: Conditional entitlement is often divisive, while universality 

can be linked to inclusiveness and social cohesion 
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