
 

 

NATURAL MIGRATION IN UNIVERSAL CREDIT 

Claiming universal credit when circumstances 

change (and sometimes when they don't) 

March 2019 



 

  Child Poverty Action Group 
   30 Micawber Street 
  London N1 7TB 
Charity registered in England and Wales (registration number 294841)  
and in Scotland (registration number SC039339)  www.cpag.org.uk 

NATURAL MIGRATION IN UNIVERSAL CREDIT 

Claiming universal credit when circumstances change (and sometimes when 
they don't) 

March 2019 

Copyright Child Poverty Action Group 

 



Natural migration in universal credit: Claiming universal credit when circumstances change (and sometimes when they 
don't) 

 
 
 
 

1 

Contents 

1. Overview of natural migration and the issues ........................................................................................................................... 2 

What is natural migration? ................................................................................................................................................................. 2 

How many people are affected? ........................................................................................................................................................ 2 

Key concerns about natural migration .............................................................................................................................................. 2 

2. People left in hardship when they claim UC due to poor UC administration .......................................................................... 4 

3. Difficulties claiming UC and inadequate DWP support ............................................................................................................. 5 

4. People losing out due to minimal backdating provision in UC .................................................................................................. 6 

5. People who are held on remand losing out ............................................................................................................................... 6 

6. Confusion over changes of circumstances and incorrect advice .............................................................................................. 7 

7. People becoming worse off with no access to transitional protection .................................................................................... 8 

a. People who move on to UC without undergoing any change of circumstances ..................................................................... 9 

b. Groups who are made systematically worse off due to the loss of specific elements or premiums ...................................... 9 

c. People moving on to UC following bereavement and the loss of their partner ....................................................................10 

d. People who move on to UC when they move house...............................................................................................................11 

8. Recommendations .....................................................................................................................................................................11 

 



Natural migration in universal credit: Claiming universal credit when circumstances change (and sometimes when they 
don't) 

 
 
 
 

2 

1. Overview of natural migration and the issues 

What is natural migration?  

Natural migration is the movement of people on to universal credit (UC) from other benefits when their 
circumstances change in a way which would normally create eligibility for a new claim for one of the benefits 
being replaced by UC, but instead creates eligibility for UC. 

A lot of focus recently has been on plans for the ‘managed migration’– that is how existing benefit claimants will 
be told to move from their existing benefits in a planned fashion on to universal credit (UC), starting with a pilot 
this year and in full from summer 2020. In the meantime, however, thousands of people every month are moving 
across to universal credit through natural migration because they make a new claim for UC. 

Since December 2018, all jobcentres are offering UC ‘full service’ so all new claims for any benefit will be directed 
to UC, with the exception of claims for contributory benefits and for people receiving the Severe Disability 
Premium (SDP) in their ESA. Following a court case centred on the loss of this premium in UC, this group will not 
naturally migrate and will only move on to UC through managed migration when they can qualify for transitional 
protection. 

How many people are affected? 

Over 1.5 million households are now on UC and this is expected to double in 2019. In the long run only around 2 
million of the eventual 7 million are expected to join through managed migration, i.e. more will move through 
natural migration than managed migration. Any delays to managed migration will mean that even more move 
through natural migration. 

Key concerns about natural migration 

First, natural migration is not a simple process in which people are moved smoothly from legacy benefits to UC. It 
relies on claimants choosing to claim UC, and subsequently complying with a claim process which can be 
complicated, as well as dealing with any DWP delays, errors and inflexibilities which may arise in relation to their 
claim. While for some this may be straightforward, this is not always the case. 

Cases from our Early Warning System1 indicate that this process can be unmanageable at a time when claimants 
are already coping with major life changes such as births, deaths, separations, moving house, becoming ill or 
starting work. Yet by its nature, these are usually the moments when natural migration happens. The change is 
particularly cumbersome for people who lack internet access or computer literacy, or who otherwise rely on 
support services. 

CPAG’s Early Warning System has received numerous case studies of people becoming significantly worse off in 
the move to UC due to poor administration and/or inflexible rules in UC, as well as a high level of confusion over 
which changes of circumstances confer eligibility for UC, causing claimants to be wrongly advised to claim UC and 
seeing other benefits wrongly terminated. 

                                                           
1 The Early Warning System gathers information and case studies about the impact of social security reform on children and families across 
the UK. It informs much of our policy, research and campaigns work on universal credit, and also feeds into the advice we give frontline 
staff through our training, publications and advice service. It is kindly funded by Oak Foundation and Barrow Cadbury Trust.  
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It is worth noting that many of the improvements to UC called for by the National Audit Office and the Work and 
Pensions Select Committee, as well as by CPAG and numerous other charities, have not yet been achieved. 
Significant administrative problems are still being encountered, the level of support for claimants remains 
inadequate, and there has been little progress toward resolving structural problems such as rigid monthly 
assessment periods or the failure of automated data sharing between UC and legacy benefits. The DWP’s latest 
claimant experience survey revealed that UC has the lowest satisfaction level of any DWP benefit.2  Yet the 
number of claimants is due to double this year, with no requirement for the DWP to make improvements as a pre-
condition for scaling up. 

Secondly, people moving across through natural migration are not eligible for any transitional protection if they 
are entitled to less money on UC, and therefore can become worse off overnight when they claim UC. Several 
groups become systematically worse off on UC due to the loss of particular elements/premiums, and people in 
certain vulnerable and difficult circumstances, such as bereavement, have no protection against immediate losses. 
In contrast, people who move through managed migration will receive transitional protection if their UC award 
would be lower than their legacy benefit award.  

Given all these concerns, it is our view that natural migration ought to be suspended completely. Existing benefit 
claimants should only be moved across once significant improvements have been made to UC administration, 
structures and service levels, and once a safe managed migration process has been established (which guarantees 
no-one’s legacy benefits will be terminated until they have successfully claimed UC) through which everyone can 
be migrated allowing them to benefit from transitional protection. 

This briefing examines problems being caused by current natural migration arrangements, and makes 
recommendations for how to address them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 DWP (2019) Claimant service and experience survey 2017-2018. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dwp-claimant-service-and-
experience-survey-2017-to-2018 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dwp-claimant-service-and-experience-survey-2017-to-2018
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dwp-claimant-service-and-experience-survey-2017-to-2018
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2. People left in hardship when they claim UC due to poor UC administration 

We have encountered several cases of people being immediately pushed into significant financial difficulty when 
they move on to UC, because of poor administration.  

Issues include: 

 The failure to include key elements in people’s awards; 

 Elements being wrongly removed; and 

 Errors with the Real-Time Information (RTI) feed.  
 
The profound impact of these problems is best illustrated through the following case studies. It is important to 
remember that these people had already experienced the five week wait for their first payment. Also note that in 
several cases the errors were only rectified with the support of independent advisers – something which many UC 
claimants are not able to access.  

Case studies: Failure to pay elements for children or disability, or arbitrary removal of elements 

A lone parent started a universal credit claim when one of her two part-time jobs ended. When she received her 
first UC payment, it was £294 less than it should have been because her 12 year old daughter had not been taken 
into account. She was struggling to make ends meet in the weeks prior to her first UC payment and remained in 
severe hardship even once it was paid. It was only when an adviser helped her that she received a same day 
payment for all the underpaid UC. 

An ESA claimant in the Support Group started a claim for universal credit. There wasn’t a gap between claims so 
their UC should have included a Limited Capability for Work Related Activity element from the start of the claim. 
The LCWRA element was only included after a benefits adviser helped them to complain. This meant that the 
claimant was £328 per month worse off when they started their UC claim, due to a DWP error. 

Another ESA claimant in the Support Group had terminal cancer. He moved in with his partner and they started a 
new claim for universal credit. The LCWRA element wasn’t included in their claim for several months and was only 
included after they sought advice about managing with such limited income. A benefits adviser identified the 
missing element and helped them to get it included. 

A UC claimant who was receiving the Limited Capability for Work element on moving to UC had it removed even 
though there had been no new decision about their fitness for work. When the claimant queried it, she was told 
that it was taken off her “to prevent overpayments”. This makes no sense because she would have remained 
entitled to the element until any future Fit for Work decision was made. 
 

CPAG has repeatedly raised concerns with the DWP that information on limited capability for work or work-
related activity is not always continued from ESA to UC when a claimant migrates. By law claimants should not 
have to supply this information again or undergo further assessments, and should receive additional elements and 
appropriate conditionality from the start of their UC claim. Officials told us that when an ESA claimant claims UC, a 
form is sent to the ESA team to be completed and sent back to UC, which is supposed to include this information. 
However this process is not automated and despite the department’s promise to ‘spotlight’ the issue internally it 
is clear that this process remains imperfect, leaving claimants in difficulty. 



Natural migration in universal credit: Claiming universal credit when circumstances change (and sometimes when they 
don't) 

 
 
 
 

5 

Another area of concern is problems with the RTI feed. The DWP seems reluctant to use its powers to adjust UC 
awards until its resolution procedure with HMRC has been completed (a period of months during which claimants 
can be left in severe hardship), even where claimants provide evidence showing that the RTI feed is wrong and 
that they are being profoundly underpaid by UC, leaving them in hardship. 

Case studies: RTI errors causing severe hardship and destitution 

A man started a universal credit claim after his last job ended. When his first UC payment was due, he didn’t 
receive anything. It transpired that UC believed he was still working, and also that he was receiving £800 per 
month instead of £118 per month. It appears that HMRC had received incorrect reports from the man’s previous 
employer. He had submitted his payslips, P45 and bank statements but the DWP refused to adjust his UC until 
they had resolved the discrepancy with HMRC. In the meantime, the claimant had no income at all. He had no 
money for rent and was reliant on foodbanks to sustain himself. 

A working couple with 3 children lost out on £560 per month of universal credit entitlement because the DWP 
thought their earnings were at least £1,000 per month more than they were. They had submitted payslips and 
bank statements but again the DWP would not correct their UC until the internal “RTI dispute” process had been 
completed, which is taking around 3 months on average. The family were in severe hardship. Rent arrears 
accrued, putting their accommodation at risk. Other debts also accrued as well, as the couple were struggling to 
meet the cost of household bills. They were forced to visit foodbanks as a matter of course. The couple were 
increasingly distressed and anxious, particularly as they were struggling to meet their children’s basic needs. The 
family would have been better off if they were not working at all.  

A lone parent working part-time had not received any UC because her earnings were reported at £2,077 per 
month when she was only receiving £109 per month. She had submitted payslips and bank statements but her UC 
award remained unchanged. She was unable to pay rent or meet the costs of heating or food for herself and her 
child. She had sent her son to live with his grandmother so that he was fed and kept warm, but she couldn’t afford 
his bus fares to and from school (in a rural area). Her mental health suffered and her GP prescribed her anti-
anxiety medication as direct result of the UC problems. She rents privately so she and her son were at substantial 
risk of homelessness.  
 

These are just some of the administrative problems people may face when they try to claim UC. Other problems 
with UC administration are identified in other Early Warning System reports and we have not repeated them all 
here.3  

3. Difficulties claiming UC and inadequate DWP support  

Support for people struggling to claim universal credit is inadequate for the existing number of claimants, with 
access to home visiting and telephone support patchy at best. People with learning disabilities, the very sick, 
people who are socially isolated and those with no digital access or computer literacy, are particularly likely to 

                                                           
3 See for example CPAG (2018) Early Warning System – report on top universal credit issues. http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/top-
universal-credit-issues-revealed 

http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/top-universal-credit-issues-revealed
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/top-universal-credit-issues-revealed
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struggle. A DWP survey of universal credit recipients found that 30% found the process of claiming online either 
‘very difficult’ or ‘fairly difficult’, and 43% said they needed more support setting up their claim.4   

Case studies: difficulties making claims and lack of support 

A single mother with learning disabilities and no computer access received no universal credit for four months 
because of difficulties arranging a home visit.  

A terminally ill man could not make a universal credit claim because his medication caused confusion. His family 
tried to claim on his behalf, but universal credit officers refused to take their calls or offer support. Only after the 
intervention of a support worker did they send a representative to visit him and finalise the claim.  

A woman living in a rural area put in a claim for universal credit and was given an identity verification interview a 
two-hour train ride away. She could not afford the cost of a ticket, but would only be reimbursed if she could get 
there. She asked to have the interview rearranged or carried out over the phone but this was refused.  
 

4. People losing out due to minimal backdating provision in UC 

Difficulties faced by claimants who struggle to claim UC – who may experience long delays getting their claim into 
payment – are exacerbated by the very limited availability of backdating, which is restricted to a month in UC 
compared with three months in legacy benefits. 

Case study: strict backdating rules 

A claimant living on a caravan site in a remote rural location, with no internet access, had to claim UC. He suffered 
from lung cancer and pneumonia which severely limited his mobility and he struggled to attend hospital and GP 
appointments. He was only able to start a UC claim when his benefits adviser visited him at home, and then only 
because the adviser was able to use mobile data on their phone to start the UC claim online. It took a long time to 
schedule the visit from his benefits adviser because the service is overstretched and because the date had to be 
rearranged when the claimant’s health was too poor to cope with the process. This claimant’s UC will only be 
backdated for one month, whereas on legacy benefits, his claims could have been backdated for three months.   
 

5. People who are held on remand losing out 

If people are held on remand, even for a few days, or sentenced by a court, this will end their entitlement to 
legacy benefits so that on their release they can only claim UC. Because there is a break between the legacy 
benefit claim and the claim for UC, the limited capability for work element that people were receiving in ESA will 
not be automatically be included in their UC award due to the lack of linking rules. People have to start again and 
have a new work capability assessment. We see many people who lose their Severe Disability Premium (SDP) in 
these circumstances. Even just a couple of days on remand can leave people far worse off on release.  

                                                           
4 DWP (2018) Universal Credit Full Service Survey 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/714842/universal-credit-full-service-
claimant-survey.pdf   

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/714842/universal-credit-full-service-claimant-survey.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/714842/universal-credit-full-service-claimant-survey.pdf
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Case study: ESA claimant losing out after being held on remand 

An ESA claimant was receiving income-related ESA until he was held on remand for a week. ESA stopped and he 
had to claim UC on his release. There are no linking rules between ESA and UC so the client had to submit fit 
notes, wait for another work capability assessment and if awarded, cannot be paid the limited capability for work-
related activity element for the first 13 weeks of his claim.  
 

6. Confusion over changes of circumstances and incorrect advice 

Our Early Warning System has also revealed a great deal of confusion and wrong advice (from both the DWP and 
local authorities) about the circumstances in which people may continue to claim legacy benefits. A person 
becomes eligible for claiming UC when they would previously have started a new claim for a legacy benefit. Any 
legacy benefits that remain in payment should continue to be paid unless and until a valid new claim for UC is 
started, and ought not to stop before this date.   

However, both DWP and local authority staff often seem to advise that a new UC claim is appropriate whenever 
there is any change of circumstances, and, in some instances, legacy benefits are being stopped prematurely. 
People then have to deal with the process of making a UC claim and a five-week wait for their first payment, and, 
if they become worse off, have missed out on the possibility of transitional protection. 

People being told to claim UC in error include: 

 People who move house within a local authority (this is a particularly common circumstance); 

 People moving into temporary accommodation (who are entitled to claim housing benefit and retain their 
other legacy benefits); 

 People on ESA with no change in circumstances (some ESA claimants have been invited to the jobcentre for 
‘review’ and then told claim UC); 

 People claiming ESA who become a carer (this information should just be added to their ESA claim); and 

 People seeking to claim contributory (rather than income-based) JSA or ESA or who change address while 
receiving these benefits (who may incorrectly be told that these benefits no longer exist and that they have to 
claim UC).  
 

Once people have claimed UC they cannot return to legacy benefits and they are not offered any compensation if 
they have become worse off following this wrong advice. 

Case studies: people wrongly told to claim UC 

A woman receiving ESA and housing benefit was incorrectly advised to claim UC when she moved house within 
the same local authority in late 2018. She was £100 worse off on UC. 

A man receiving legacy benefits was wrongly advised by his local authority that he had to claim UC when he 
moved into temporary accommodation, when he ought to have remained on legacy benefits and claimed housing 
benefit for his housing costs. 
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A JSA claimant moving into temporary accommodation was wrongly advised by Jobcentre Plus to end his JSA claim 
and make a claim for UC when he should have been allowed to continue claiming JSA and make a claim for 
housing benefit for his housing costs. 

A man claiming income-related ESA became a carer. His ESA claim should have continued and been increased due 
to the addition of a carer premium. Instead, the DWP stopped his ESA claim and told him to claim UC instead. He 
immediately became worse off than he would have been on ESA, because he could only receive either the work-
related activity element or the carer element of UC, not both. 

A jobcentre has been asking numerous income-based ESA claimants in for review and advising them they need to 
claim universal credit, even though their current ESA claims are continuous. Vulnerable claimants have been 
caused undue stress and confusion, and some have reported suicidal thoughts. 

A homeless man living a tent and claiming contributory Jobseeker’s Allowance moved his tent from Salford to 
Bridpoint. He did not need to make a new claim for any legacy benefits and the change in address did not affect 
his legal entitlement to Jobseeker’s Allowance. Contributory JSA is a separate benefit to UC. However his 
jobcentre refused to change his ‘care of’ address and advised him that his JSA claim would close and he would 
need to start a UC claim.  
 

The DWP must issue urgent guidance and training to its staff and to local authorities clarifying the circumstances 
in which people are no longer eligible for legacy benefits and, therefore, have the option of natural migration to 
UC. These should not be referred to as ‘triggering’ a UC claim and it should be made clear that (a) claimants have a 
choice as to whether to claim UC or continue to claim legacy benefits and ought to be fully informed of the 
implications of both, (b) legacy benefits are not to be terminated until a person claims UC, and (c) contributory JSA 
and ESA remain separate benefits which are not replaced by UC.  

7. People becoming worse off with no access to transitional protection 

Despite the recently announced increase in work allowances, the majority of people will be entitled to less money 
on UC than on legacy benefits, according to analysis by the Resolution Foundation.5  

The DWP’s argument for not offering any transitional protection to natural migrants is that people have moved on 
to UC because of a change of circumstances so their award ought to be completely recalculated. It is possible to 
see the logic for this argument where people have formed a completely new family structure or moved into work, 
perhaps. 

However there are four broad situations where this seems hard to justify: 

a. People who move on to UC without undergoing any change of circumstances, solely because of a DWP 
mistake (incorrect work capability assessment). 

b. Groups who are made systematically worse off due to the loss of specific elements or premiums in UC, 
regardless of other circumstances. 

c. People moving on to UC following bereavement and the loss of their partner.  

                                                           
5 Finch, D. and Gardiner, L. (2018) Back in credit? Universal Credit after Budget 2018. Resolution Foundation. 
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/back-in-credit-universal-credit-after-budget-2018/ 

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/back-in-credit-universal-credit-after-budget-2018/
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d. People who move on to UC when they move house, with other circumstances remaining unchanged. 

We now discuss each of these in turn. 

a. People who move on to UC without undergoing any change of circumstances 

Our Early Warning System has seen many cases of people being told by the DWP to claim UC when they were 
found fit for work in a work capability assessment, meaning their ESA was stopped, who subsequently successfully 
appealed this decision but were then unable to return to ESA even if they had become worse off when they 
moved to UC. These people have had no change of circumstances, only an incorrect DWP decision, but may have 
become significantly worse off and had no transitional protection. 

People in this situation are often not told that there is an alternative to claiming UC: if they can manage on their 
other income during the relatively short period while they are applying for a mandatory reconsideration, they can 
then claim appeal-rate ESA while awaiting their appeal. If they then win their appeal they can remain on ESA. For 
people who would be worse off on UC this may be a better option, allowing them to move to UC later through 
managed migration when they will receive transitional protection.  

Claimants should have the opportunity to make an informed decision. However it is our experience that the DWP 
routinely tells people in this situation that they have no option but to claim universal credit. 

One Scottish Jobcentre has adopted the practice of suggesting that all ESA claimants who fail a work capability 
assessment contact the local CAB for advice before claiming UC, explaining that they may be better off as a result 
if they do so. This is a good start in terms of recognising the issue, and came about after a meeting between the 
CAB, local authority and jobcentre. However it is still concerning that DWP staff are not themselves able to explain 
the different options to claimants (perhaps because UC staff are not trained in ESA rules).  

Case study 

A man who had been found fit for work asked the jobcentre to help him claim ESA pending appeal. They said they 
would help, but then he received a text asking him to a UC appointment and it transpired that the jobcentre staff 
had started a UC claim for him. 
 

b. Groups who are made systematically worse off due to the loss of specific elements or 
premiums 

People receiving the Severe Disability Premium lose this premium in UC. This has finally been recognised and this 
group will no longer move through natural migration to ensure that they can all benefit from transitional 
protection. However there is no equivalent protection for other groups who lose out systematically.  

These include: 

 Around 100,000 moderately disabled children who become nearly £30 worse off per week on UC due to the 
lower disabled child premium. 
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 Parents under 25, who receive around £65 less per month for a single parent or £100 less for a couple. In the 
legacy system people under-25 were entitled to the over-25 rate of benefit if they had children; in UC this is 
no longer the case. 

 Young people (under 25) with limited capability for work, who receive around £65 less per month. In the 
legacy system under-25s were entitled to the over-25 rate if they had limited capability for work; in UC this is 
no longer the case. 

 People who are both disabled and a carer. In UC only one element can be awarded for either of these 
situations, while in legacy benefits people are eligible for both a disability-related top-up and a carer top-up. 
For example a claimant with limited capability for work (worth £126) and receiving the carer premium (worth 
£156) in ESA would be £126 worse off on UC as they would receive only the carer element.  

 Disabled people doing permitted work as a trial or a step toward longer-term employment, whose income 
from work will reduce their UC (the work allowance is equivalent to around 6 hours a week at the minimum 
wage), whereas in ESA they could work 16 hours a week without seeing their income reduced.  

 The absence of an equivalent to the disabled workers element means that some disabled workers will be 
worse off on UC than they would be on WTC, or may not be entitled to any UC at all.   
 

Case studies: People who have moved to UC and become worse off 

A disabled couple and their disabled child are due to become £180 per week worse off on UC than they were on 
legacy benefits due to the lack of disability premiums and restrictions on carers’ premiums in UC.  

A disabled woman who has been receiving ESA for 6 years recently started work for 25 hours a week (this is as 
much as she can manage). Under the old system she would have been able to claim Working Tax Credit as a 
disabled worker, but she had been told that she is not entitled to any UC and is struggling financially.  
 

People in all these categories could be identified and should be offered transitional protection for the elements 
they stand to lose, even if they move across through natural migration. Alternatively, they could be offered a 
better-off calculation and a choice of whether to move to UC or stay on legacy benefits until such time as they can 
migrate through managed migration (as SDP recipients are no longer able to naturally migrate).   

c. People moving on to UC following bereavement and the loss of their partner  

Changes of circumstances in which people may claim UC include changing from claiming as a couple to claiming as 
a single person, meaning that people whose partners die may be unable to continue receiving legacy benefits and 
claim UC instead (for example people who had joint ESA claims or, from May 2019, mixed-age couples claiming 
pension credit where the older partner dies).  

In the legacy system, housing benefit was protected for 12 months after a bereavement, recognising that people 
need a period of stability in which to grieve and adjust to their new circumstances before they can be expected to 
move house or manage additional costs. For example, couples where one partner required overnight care or a 
separate bedroom because of ill-health or disability are exempt from the bedroom tax, and in the event of this 
partner’s death the surviving person would not have the bedroom tax applied for a year.   

In UC, however, such protection is limited to 3 months if the bereavement happens when someone is already on 
UC, and there is no protection of housing costs if a new claim for UC is made after the bereavement. This means 
that the surviving member of a couple could immediately have to claim UC and have the bedroom tax applied.  
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If the older partner in a mixed-age couple claiming pension credit dies, the working-age partner will be unable to 
continue receiving pension credit and will have to claim UC instead. This change could leave them thousands of 
pounds a year worse off.  

In our view people who have lost their partner should continue to be eligible for legacy benefits for a grace period 
of at least three months so that they do not have to cope with making a UC claim in the aftermath of a 
bereavement. They should receive transitional protection of their housing element when they move across (for a 
minimum of 12 months following their partner’s death, bringing the rules into line with the legacy system).  

d. People who move on to UC when they move house 

People who move from one local authority to another will not be able to open a new housing benefit claim with 
the new authority and will, instead, have to claim UC in order to receive help with housing costs. If there is no 
other change in circumstances – if the family structure, working pattern and their health situation remains the 
same – it does not seem reasonable that their entire award has to be recalculated with no opportunity for 
transitional protection simply because their rent amount has changed.  

There is already provision in managed migration for a transitional protection element to be calculated excluding 
the housing costs element of UC, for people who migrate to UC but continue to receive housing benefit because 
they are in supported or temporary accommodation. A similar approach could be taken to offer transitional 
protection for the rest of a family’s claim amount – while allowing their housing element to adjust to their new 
rent level – if they have moved to UC solely because of a house move and become worse off in the process. 

8. Recommendations 

Given all the problems outlined above, natural migration should be paused while important fixes are made to the 
UC system as a whole including: 

 The DWP must resolve recurring administration problems, including the transfer of information about 
people’s eligibility for certain key elements in universal credit from their legacy benefit claim. Until the 
systems are in place that ensure accurate administration of universal credit, it is not fit for purpose. 

 With the decline in availability of independent advice, and because UC is a new and digital system, it is 
vital that people have support to make a claim. The DWP should invest much more in support for claimants 
including help with the ongoing management of claims for the digitally excluded, and in independent expert 
advice provision. 

Should natural migration proceed we recommend the following changes to practice and policy, to protect 
claimants from hardship: 

 Legacy benefits must not be prematurely terminated before a person claims UC; according to law it is the 
UC claim – not the change of circumstances – which triggers the termination of legacy benefits. 

 The DWP must issue urgent guidance and training to its staff and to local authorities clarifying the 
circumstances in which people are no longer eligible for legacy benefits and, therefore, have the option of 
natural migration to UC. Once people have claimed UC they cannot return to legacy benefits and they are 
not offered any compensation if they have become worse off following any wrong advice. Claimants need 
to know when they have a choice as to whether to claim UC or continue to claim legacy benefits so that 
they can make an informed decision. This includes those who have been found fit for work who wish to 
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challenge their ESA decision. For example one jobcentre advises anyone in this situation to consult the 
CAB before claiming UC.  

 Backdating rules ought to be made more generous to ensure that people who have difficulties making a 
claim or understanding the new system do not lose out on the support they need. A more generous 
approach to backdating would be appropriate given the magnitude of the change from legacy benefits to 
UC. 

 People in particular vulnerable circumstances who are at risk of losing out suddenly in the move to UC or 
facing an income gap during the transition, should be protected from losses in the transition and/or 
permitted to continue claiming legacy benefits until such time as they can transfer through managed 
migration and access transitional protection. For example people who have lost their partner should 
continue to be eligible for legacy benefits for a grace period of at least three months so that they do not 
have to cope with making a UC claim in the aftermath of a bereavement. They should receive transitional 
protection of their housing element when they move across (for a minimum of 12 months following their 
partner’s death, bringing the rules into line with the legacy system).  

 People who stand to lose out financially in the move to UC should be offered transitional protection for the 
elements they stand to lose, (for example children with certain disabilities who will become nearly £30 
worse off a week on UC due to the lower disabled child premium) even if they move across through 
natural migration.  

 A transitional protection element should be calculated for people who migrate to UC when moving house, 
covering elements other than the housing element, to ensure they do not lose out.  

 

 

 

 
 

  



 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


