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Implementing
universal credit 

The implementation of universal credit has been

beset with problems. Here, Ros White considers the

effect on claimants of the delays to the universal

credit roll-out and the government’s failure to fully

address the complexities involved.

The delays in developing the digital platform for
universal credit and the very limited nature of
the claims accepted under the ‘live service’
have meant that the pace of the roll-out has
been extremely slow and in stark contrast to the
original forecasts, with the latest DWP figures
showing that there were just 700,000 universal
credit claimants at 14 December 2017.4

Then, in November 2017, the DWP confirmed5

that the ‘live service’ would cease for new
claims from January 2018 (meaning that, at
present, claims for universal credit cannot be
made in approximately two-thirds of job cen-
tres) and the roll-out of the ‘full service’ would
be extended to December 2018. It would start
to transfer (in a process known as ‘managed
migration’) existing benefit claimants to univer-
sal credit in 2019 – a process due to be com-
pleted by 2022. 

Behind the scenes, information on the imple-
mentation of universal credit has been extreme-
ly hard to come by and so it is impossible to
know the exact reasons for the repeated exten-
sions to the timetable.6 However, it is hard not to
conclude that the main problem has been a fail-
ure to recognise, and adapt to, the extreme
complexity inherent in replacing six means-test-
ed working-age benefits with one new benefit. 

The effect on claimants
The difficulties caused by having two universal
credit systems operating at the same time, the
problems for DWP staff, the IT required to deal
with the enormous complexity of administering
both living expenses and housing costs to a wide
range of claimants, and the lack of an effective
interface with existing benefits, have caused
extensive problems for claimants. The following
recurring themes have emerged from cases
supplied to CPAG’s Early Warning System by
advisers across the UK.7

Problems transferring from employment
and support allowance 
Individuals who have been assessed as having
limited capability for work or limited capability
for work-related activity, and who therefore have
additional elements included in their employ-
ment and support allowance award (the main
benefit for people unable to work because of ill
health or disability), should automatically have
the relevant element included in their universal
credit award and be given the appropriate work-
related conditionality requirements when they
transfer to the new benefit. However, advisers
report numerous examples of cases where ele-
ments are not being included automatically and
individuals told that they will have to be

Delays 
It is worth remembering that the initial timetable
for universal credit implementation, set out by
the then Work and Pensions Secretary Iain
Duncan Smith in November 2011,1 was that one
million people would be claiming the new bene-
fit by April 2011 and that there would be 12 mil-
lion claimants by the end of 2017, when its
roll-out would be complete. However, following
well-documented problems and delays with the
development of the universal credit digital plat-
form and the ‘reset’ of the new benefit in 2013,2

the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP)
decided on a ‘twin-track’ approach: a ‘live serv-
ice’ (for very simple claims and administered
manually) was rolled out nationally for new
claims, while the ‘full service’ digital system was
developed and rolled out gradually for all new
claims from 2016.3
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reassessed first. This could also mean they are
inappropriately required to look for work. 

For example:

• A claimant with learning difficulties and men-
tal health problems had been underpaid uni-
versal credit for five months. She was
previously claiming income-related employ-
ment and support allowance, but when she
had to start claiming help with her housing
costs this triggered a move to universal credit.
She should have had the limited capability
for work-related activity element included in
her universal credit automatically, but this
had not been done and she was told that she
would have to undergo another work capa-
bility assessment.

• A Citizen’s Advice office contacted us to say
that a number of clients who had been on
employment and support allowance and in
receipt of the limited capability for work or
limited capability for work-related activity
component were moved to universal credit
following a change of circumstances and
were awarded the new benefit without the
correct elements while they were waiting for
a work capability assessment.

A letter in November 2017 from Universal Credit
Director General Neil Couling to the National
Association of Welfare Rights Advisers states
that this problem had been resolved from June
2017, with a system in place to check people’s
employment and support allowance award
details.8 However, CPAG has seen a number of
cases arising since then where the relevant ele-
ments have not been awarded. There is a strong
argument that the universal credit IT system
should be adjusted so that it automatically links
to a prior employment and support allowance
claim and automatically awards any compo-
nents applied in that claim.

Problems relating to the frequency of wage
payments
An example of where the DWP’s wish to keep
things simple has had an adverse effect is the 
universal credit policy of assessing income 
as received in each monthly universal credit
assessment period rather than over the period
for which the income is paid.

For example:

• A working single mother is paid several days
early if her normal pay date (the 15th of the
month) falls on a weekend or a bank holiday.
As her assessment period runs from the 14th

to the 13th of the month, she regularly
receives two wage payments in one universal
credit assessment period. As a result, she
often receives no universal credit for a par-
ticular assessment period and full entitle-
ment in the subsequent month. She finds
budgeting difficult and gets less universal
credit than she would do if she were paid on
the same day each month, as only one work
allowance (the amount claimants can earn
before universal credit starts to be with-
drawn) is used when calculating her entitle-
ment in each assessment period.

• A single parent of three children was regularly
assessed as receiving wages twice in an
assessment period because she is paid on
the last Friday of the month. During assess-
ment periods when she was not paid wages,
she was subject to the benefit cap (designed
for people who are out of work or earning
less than a certain amount each month). She
lost out again in assessment periods in
which she was paid twice, as only one work
allowance was applied in each assessment
period. 

In a very positive step, the DWP has committed
to looking at cases where the benefit cap is
being applied solely because of the frequency
of wage payments and to ensuring that this
does not happen in future. However, the wider
problem of mismatched pay frequencies and
assessment periods remains, and claimants
who receive two pay packets in one assess-
ment period and none in the next will still lose
out because the work allowance is not doubled
for the month in which they are paid twice. 

Claimants transferring to universal credit
following an appeal against an employment
and support allowance decision can end up
losing out
CPAG’s Early Warning System has received
many examples of claimants being told they
must claim universal credit rather than employ-
ment and support allowance while appealing a
decision that they are capable of work.
However, there are some circumstances in
which this can be disadvantageous, notably
where a claimant goes on to win her/his appeal
but then loses out on the severe disability pre-
mium (an extra payment for people with severe
disabilities which is not available in universal
credit), which would have been reinstated had
s/he continued on employment and support
allowance. If someone claims universal credit
during the appeal process, s/he cannot then
return to employment and support allowance,
even if the appeal is successful. 

The main problem

has been a failure to
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ment following the client’s death, but it erro-
neously did not contain the element for the
first three months. 

• A welfare rights worker based in a hospital
contacted us to say that claims for universal
credit for terminally ill patients are regularly
taking more than one month to process, in
stark contrast to the position under the old
means-tested benefits, where such claims
are prioritised and awarded swiftly. 

The failure of the DWP to deal with universal
credit claims from terminally ill patients speedi-
ly and effectively is a further example of where
the new system appears to struggle with com-
plexity. It is distressing that good practice under
the previous system does not appear to have
been carried over to universal credit.

Conclusion
The reforms to universal credit announced in
the 2017 autumn Budget, including the abolition
of the seven-day waiting period at the begin-
ning of a claim and the availability of 100 per
cent advance payments from January 2018, are
a welcome sign that the DWP is prepared to
address problems within the new system.10

However, the cases reported to CPAG’s Early
Warning System show that there is still a great
deal of work to do to ensure that universal cred-
it is equipped to deal with the inevitable com-
plexities arising from merging six existing
benefits, each with its own detailed rules, into
one new benefit, and that the policy aim of sim-
plification is not achieved at the expense of
claimants.  ■

Ros White is former Head of Advice and Rights at CPAG
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For example:

• A man in receipt of the severe disability pre-
mium in his employment and support
allowance was advised to claim universal
credit rather than have his employment and
support allowance reinstated while he
appealed a decision about the work capabil-
ity assessment. He went on to win the
appeal, but employment and support
allowance was only paid up until the claim for
universal credit and he lost the severe dis-
ability premium from that date.

This is an example of where the delay to the roll-
out of universal credit has been disadvanta-
geous to claimants. Had the original timetable
been adhered to, claimants in this situation
would, by now, have been transferred to univer-
sal credit under the ‘managed migration’
process and would have benefited from transi-
tional provisions which protect the level of an
existing award on transfer but which do not
extend to claimants who move onto universal
credit after a change of circumstances.9

There is a strong argument that the DWP should
transitionally protect the awards of claimants
who move to universal credit following a nega-
tive employment and support allowance deci-
sion which is subsequently overturned on
appeal. There are many more people in this sit-
uation than was envisaged when the policy was
devised in 2012 (because of the delays in the
roll-out), and it is manifestly unfair that a
claimant should lose benefit income as a con-
sequence of a DWP decision which is subse-
quently shown to be wrong.

Terminally ill claimants
Claimants who confirm that they are terminally
ill by submitting Form DS1500 (which is com-
pleted by doctors) should have the limited
capability for work-related activity element
automatically included in their universal credit
award. However, case studies highlight that this
is not working as it should and people are fac-
ing excessive delays in having their claims
processed and the relevant element included. 

For example: 

• A terminally ill client claimed universal credit
and submitted Form DS1500, confirming
their terminal illness at the same time. This
should have led to their being automatically
entitled to the limited capability for work-
related activity element. However, the client
died three months later, without any element
having been paid. The family received a pay-




