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Only bold ideas can bridge the 

generation gap 
Rachel Sylvester 

Labour and the Tories need to stop playing games and come up with 

radical policies that are fair to young and old 

Society, said Edmund Burke, “is a contract between those who are living, those 

who are dead and those who are to be born”. But in divided Britain the unwritten 

agreement between young and old, past and future, the living and the dead, is close 

to breaking point. The generational split over Brexit (about three quarters of young 

people voted Remain, while almost two thirds of older voters backed Leave) is just 

the cultural manifestation of an economic fracture. The principle on which the 

welfare state depends — that the generations support one another from the cradle 

to the grave — is cracking and none of the political parties are doing enough about 

a problem that risks undermining faith in democracy. 

It is in this context that the final report of the Intergenerational Commission, set up 

by the Resolution Foundation think tank, will be published today. Chaired by Lord 

Willetts, the former Conservative cabinet minister, and backed by the 

Confederation of British Industry, the Trades Union Congress and the Institute for 

Fiscal Studies, it concludes that the social contract between young and old is 

“under threat” and many people no longer believe that the country is delivering on 

its obligations to different generations. 
 

Public support for the welfare state is based on everybody feeling that they get a 

fair deal but austerity has impacted disproportionately on the young. Spending on 

working-age adults and children is set to be nearly 15 per cent lower in 2022-23 

than it was in 2010-11, while state support for pensioners will have increased. 
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Once tax cuts, as well as benefit reductions, are taken into account, families in their 

twenties and thirties will see their annual household incomes fall by an average of 

£475 by the end of this parliament at the same time as over-65s see their incomes 

lifted by £35 a year. 

Wealth is also becoming increasingly unfairly distributed between young and old. 

Millennials (those born between 1981 and 2000) are only half as likely to own 

their home by the age of 30 as baby boomers (those born between 1946 and 1965) 

and four times more likely to rent privately, with all the cost and insecurity that 

entails. Their disposable incomes at 30 are no higher than the generation before 

them at that age, despite the economy growing by 14 per cent over the last 15 

years. In 2001, 25 to 34-year-olds were consuming the same amount as those 

approaching retirement but they are now spending 15 per cent less. 

Older people are in trouble too because the health and social care system will not 

be able to cope with a rapidly ageing population. According to the report, public 

spending on health, care and social security will have to rise by almost £24 billion 

a year over the next decade and £63 billion by 2040 just to maintain existing 

provision. If people are going to continue getting the help they have come to 

expect from the state, money will need to be found from somewhere. 

 

The commission recommends a raft of radical solutions that challenge the 

ideological assumptions on both left and right; this is a long-term problem needing 

policies that will outlive any one government. It proposes a £2.3 billion NHS levy, 

with the money raised by applying national insurance contributions to the earnings 

of working pensioners, and taxing the pension income of wealthy older people. 

Council tax should be replaced with a more progressive property tax, it says, with 

higher rates for the most expensive homes to pay for the rising costs of social care. 

Stamp duty should be halved to get the housing market moving and inheritance tax 

abolished. A new “lifetime receipts tax”, targeting individual recipients of bequests 



rather than the estate as a whole, would be used to fund a £10,000 “citizen’s 

inheritance”, which would be paid to all 25-year-olds and could be used to put 

down the deposit on a house, set up a business or pay for education and training. 

There is something for everyone to hate in the package, but that’s a good thing 

because it will be impossible to prevent this demographic time bomb exploding 

without bypassing the traditional partisan prejudices. Tories will resist the idea of a 

state handout of assets to the young, Labour will dislike the proposal to scrap 

inheritance tax, but the parties are stuck in orthodoxies that seem increasingly out 

of date. The Conservative Party has presided over what Theresa May might call the 

“burning injustice” of growing intergenerational unfairness, by protecting its older 

voters through policies like the pension triple lock, while failing to build enough 

homes. Jeremy Corbyn has pandered to his youthful fans by promising to scrap 

tuition fees, which benefits wealthy graduates over poorer people who do not go to 

university, while doing nothing to tackle the real inequality between young and 

old. 

With politics ever more polarised, the Conservatives are in danger of turning into 

the party of the old, and Labour becoming the party of the young. Yet voters of all 

ages understand there’s a balance to be struck between the generations because 

they see the consequences of not doing so in their own families. As Lord Willetts 

says, improving fairness between the generations “bridges conventional ideological 

lines. Whether they are left-wing or right-wing, religious or atheist, Remain or 

Leave, parents care about their kids.” 

Britain has done it before. The state pension was introduced at the beginning of the 

20th century in response to the growing number of people living beyond retirement 

age, while a housebuilding boom after the Second World War created homes for 

the baby boomers to be raised in. A boost in numbers going to university in the 

1990s raised educational standards for the next generation. Now though politicians 

are too nervous and distracted by Brexit to think big. The Tories botched an 



attempt at reform during the election campaign — with their so-called dementia 

tax — because the prime minister’s aides were too arrogant to ask advice and so 

came up with a system that left too much risk on individuals. 

The looming crisis of trust between young and old is becoming too urgent to 

ignore. Radical reform is needed — and if the politicians do not like the 

transformative policies proposed by the Intergenerational Commission they must 

find some of their own that match the scale of the ambition. There will be losers as 

well as winners but that is because extra money is needed to deal with 

demographic change. It is time for politicians of all parties to be brave in tackling 

the generation gap. This is too important for political games. 

 


