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This is the ninth in a series of regular briefings, Mind the Gaps, which highlight some of the gaps in support that 
exist for children and families affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. Evidence of these gaps is drawn from our Early 
Warning System (EWS) which collects case studies from frontline practitioners working directly with families on 
the problems they are seeing with the social security system.  

The issues outlined in this briefing are a selection of some of the ‘top issues’ emerging through the EWS. It is 
important to note that these briefings are not designed to capture everything we are seeing; instead the Mind the 
Gaps series will feature different issues in each briefing and return to issues that need urgent attention where 
necessary.   

 
Debt recovery in universal credit  
This week, the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) announced that debt recovery in universal credit (UC) 
will be re-starting. This follows a three-month suspension of DWP benefit-related debt recovery, including housing 
benefit overpayments and social fund loans. Overpayments in UC (or old debt from previous benefits) can leave 
claimants in debt often through no fault of their own, and these debts are automatically clawed back through 
their UC payments which can cause ongoing hardship. The suspension of benefit debt recovery had been a 
welcome step, helping to provide some temporary relief for families who are struggling financially. It is 
disappointing that the DWP has deemed it necessary to re-start benefit debt recovery at a time when many 
claimants are unemployed with little prospect of finding a job in an extremely challenging labour market, and with 
many schools and childcare facilities remaining closed.  

The EWS regularly receives case studies regarding debt recovery in UC, and despite the temporary suspension, has 
a good evidence base illustrating the effects on claimants. Case studies received prior to the pandemic 
demonstrate the hardship that can be caused by debt recovery in UC, which is automatically applied at a high rate 
with the responsibility placed on claimants to contact the DWP to request that this rate is lowered if they are 
experiencing financial difficulty.  
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A client with three young children is receiving £0 UC each month (after housing costs have been paid directly to her 
landlord) due to the high level of deductions. Her £2,733.07 entitlement is reduced by £1,024.83 because of the 
benefit cap, £53.43 for repayment of a budgeting advance, £31.78 for a rent arrears deduction at 10% and £41.91 
for a tax credit overpayment. £1,581.12 is paid directly to the landlord for rent. She cannot escape the benefit cap 
because she can't work enough to earn £520 a month as her youngest child is only three. 

The EWS has continued to receive cases about debt recovery over recent months that show the temporary 
suspension for certain debts didn’t help all claimants.  

A woman was underpaid £300 in her UC payment after the benefit cap was miscalculated because the DWP 
included child benefit for nine children instead of four in the calculation. The DWP accepted that the woman had 
been underpaid but only paid a further £60 into her account, withholding the rest to recover three separate historic 
overpayments. This forced her to cancel a food delivery and turn to a food bank instead. The woman had not been 
notified about the overpayments or informed of her right to appeal, and the overpayments were recovered at a 
time when recovery of overpaid benefits had been stopped temporarily due to Covid-19. Her benefits adviser 
referred to DWP recovery overpayment guidance which states that proper notice should be given, only one 
overpayment should be recovered at a time and that it should not be recovered from the current assessment 
period. However, the DWP insisted that the recalculation of the underpayment simply incorporated adjustments 
that needed to be made. It was ultimately resolved but has caused the family undue hardship in the meantime. 

Other types of debt have continued to be recovered from claimants throughout the pandemic period. This 
includes debts to utility companies and council tax arrears. In cases where claimants are managing multiple debts, 
the temporary suspension of benefit debt recovery has not helped claimants as they have been required to pay 
off more of another outstanding debt to a third party (e.g. a local authority).  

A single mum of one, with mental health issues, didn't benefit at all from the suspension in benefit debt deductions 
because the council tax deduction increased from £15.86 a month to £95 a month instead.  

Some of the debt recovery that exists in UC can be historic debts accrued years ago, for example social fund loans 
which were abolished in 2013.1 There is also a lack of transparency in the system, with claimants reporting that 
they do not know what debts they have, how much they owe and how long it will take to pay back.2 

Sanctions and conditionality  
On 1 July, the temporary suspension of conditionality in UC also came to an end. Despite calls from CPAG and 
other organisations3 to extend the suspension in light of the current crisis, the Secretary of State for Work and 
Pensions made it clear that conditionality would be resuming as job centres began to re-open last week.4 

The EWS has received examples of sanctions being applied without good reason and causing hardship for 
claimants and their families. Claimants who are sanctioned can apply for a hardship payment, however, as the 
next case study illustrates5 these payments do not always prevent claimants falling into crisis, and can saddle 
claimants with ongoing debt.  

                                                            
1 See parliamentary question submitted by Chris Stevens SNP (Feb 2020) which indicates that £5m of social fund loans were being 
recovered via UC (figures are from August 2019). 
2 Computer Says No! stage one: information provision (2019) Child Poverty Action Group 
3 Co-ordinated by Rethink 
4 See parliamentary question submitted by Jonathan Reynolds MP (June 2020) 
5 This case study was received prior to the pandemic (February 2020)  

https://www.theyworkforyou.com/wrans/?id=2020-01-31.10759.h&s=deductions+constituency#g10759.q0
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/Computer%20says%20%27no%21%27%20Stage%20one%20-%20information%20provision.pdf
https://twitter.com/Rethink_/status/1276529005945118722
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2020-06-29/debates/96E905A4-7108-4F01-9654-9173AD957BDB/OralAnswersToQuestions#contribution-3C6B4587-5979-4E66-A2FE-7F4FA955CC41
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A young man was subjected to a sanction in one assessment period. The sanction meant that he would have 
received no UC that month (his housing costs were being paid directly to his landlord to cover his rent), so he asked 
for a hardship payment. With the hardship payment, he had to subsist for the month on around £150. The hardship 
payment has to be paid back and the DWP recover it at the maximum rate by default. His UC was therefore 
reduced by £75 a month for a further two assessment periods. Averaged over the three assessment periods, he had 
less than £40 a week to live on, to cover £20 a week for heating, cooking and electric; £6 a week for water; £4 a 
week Council Tax; and other expenses such as phone (needed for UC claim and job search), TV licence, bus fare, 
clothes, toiletries and of course, food. The DWP has the discretion to recover hardship payments at a lower rate.  

In situations where claimants have tried to challenge a sanction decision, the EWS has examples of this taking 
months, if not years, to resolve.  

A single mum had a Jobcentre appointment on 30 October 2019. Her 4-year-old son was unwell and she 
telephoned to cancel the appointment in the morning, some five hours before the appointment time. She was 
sanctioned for failing to attend even though she gave notice and had a good reason. The same appointment was 
rescheduled for 25 November. She informed the Jobcentre on 24 November that she wouldn’t be able to attend 
because she had an induction for a new cleaning job that day, and went on to work in the same job. Her UC was 
reduced by a sanction, which continued indefinitely because she had not yet complied with the original 
requirement to attend an appointment, even though she was now working. Jobcentre appointments were 
suspended on 19 March and the claimant attended a telephone appointment on 5 May. She had to get help from a 
welfare rights service to get the sanction stopped and to challenge its length. 

A woman with complex needs was found fit for work in 2018, despite her disabilities. As a result, she was subjected 
to work-related requirements such as attending Jobcentre appointments. She failed to attend an appointment in 
summer 2018 and was subjected to sanction, even though she remained very ill. The sanction continued until 
March 2020 when Citizens Advice helped her to challenge the fit for work decision. The DWP said it is too late to 
challenge the sanction decision because it was made over 13 months ago, even though it was still affecting the 
claimant’s benefit payments in March 2020. 

A care worker is afraid that her UC will be sanctioned if she resigns from her job. There have been Covid-related 
deaths at the care home where she works and there still isn't adequate personal protective equipment (PPE). Her 
UC shouldn’t be sanctioned if she has a good reason for ceasing her paid work, but it is unclear whether the DWP 
would consider the lack of PPE a good reason for ceasing employment.  

The DWP has said that they are taking a phased approach to the re-introduction of conditionality, and claimant 
commitments6 will be tailored to the ‘new normal’ taking into account local job markets, and personal 
circumstances in order to prepare claimants for getting back into work.7 For claimants with children, it will be vital 
that childcare responsibilities, and the availability of childcare, are factored into claimant commitments in a way 
that accurately reflects the current context of uncertainty and differences across the four nations (e.g. the phased 
return of schools and childcare facilities). CPAG understands that the DWP will be producing guidance to help 
ensure work coaches are applying conditionality fairly in the current circumstances, and we will monitor the 
effectiveness of this guidance via the EWS in the coming weeks and months.  

 

                                                            
6 A claimant commitment is an agreement that a claimant is required to sign in order to receive universal credit, which sets out their 
obligations, and the consequences of not meeting these obligations.  
7 See parliamentary question from Seema Malhotra MP (June 2020) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-credit-and-your-claimant-commitment-quick-guide/universal-credit-and-your-claimant-commitment#:%7E:text=1.-,Your%20Claimant%20Commitment,to%20accept%20your%20Claimant%20Commitment.&text=The%20Claimant%20Commitment%20is%20your,consequences%20of%20not%20meeting%20them.
https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Commons/2020-06-25/64921/
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

About CPAG 
Child Poverty Action Group works on behalf of the more than one in four children in the UK growing up in poverty. 
It doesn’t have to be like this. We use our understanding of what causes poverty and the impact it has on 
children’s lives to campaign for policies that will prevent and solve poverty – for good. We provide training, advice 
and information to make sure hard-up families get the financial support they need. We also carry out high profile 
legal work to establish and protect families’ rights. 

About the Early Warning System 
Our Early Warning System helps us get a better understanding of how changes to the social security system are 
affecting the lives of children and families. We gather information from advisers about the experience of children 
and families. This intelligence informs much of our policy, research and campaigning work, and also feeds into the 
advice we give frontline advisers.  
 
The Early Warning System in Scotland is supported by the Children, Young People and Families Early Intervention 
Fund, managed on behalf of the Scottish Government by CORRA foundation. The Early Warning System in 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland is made possible by the support of Oak Foundation, Barrow Cadbury Trust 
and The Mitchell Charitable Trust. The Mind the Gaps briefing series is also being supported by the Nuffield 
Foundation, increasing the capacity of the Early Warning System to effectively monitor the impact of Covid-19 on 
children and families, and identify issues with the social security response as they emerge.  

 

Thank you to everyone who has contributed to our Early Warning System – to every adviser who has submitted a 
case and to rightsnet which hosts invaluable benefit forums for advisers. 

 

https://cpag.org.uk/scotland/ews
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-campaigns/early-warning-system
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-campaigns/early-warning-system

