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This is the thirteenth 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 briefing series will feature different issues each time and return to issues that need urgent attention where 
necessary. 

 

Migrants are continuing to experience difficulties accessing the social security system at a 
time when it is difficult for many to find work 
 

In previous Mind the Gaps briefings, we have reported on the difficulties many EU nationals experience when 
trying to access support from the social security system. The EWS continues to receive a high volume of cases 
concerning EU nationals. Recurring themes include: 

 EU nationals who are unable to establish a right to reside1 that will entitle them to means-tested benefits; 

 Unemployed EU nationals receiving universal credit (UC) who are at risk of losing their right to 
reside/entitlement to UC unless they can demonstrate that they have a genuine prospect of work – this is 
increasingly difficult in the current employment market; and 

 EU nationals who have been incorrectly refused benefits that they should be entitled to.  

                                                           
1 It can be very difficult for EU nationals who have not yet obtained settled status under the EU Settlement Scheme to meet the right to 
reside test unless they meet one of the following requirements: 

• they are currently working; 
• having been workers they retain worker status because they are recently unemployed and have registered at the Jobcentre, or 

are temporarily unable to work due to illness; or 
• they are a family member of someone with worker status.  
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An EU national who is a lone parent has been receiving UC and statutory maternity pay, but now that her baby is 
ten months old she has been told to attend a genuine prospect of work interview. If she cannot demonstrate a 
genuine prospect of work, she will lose her entitlement to UC and child benefit. 
 
An EU national worked in the UK for 17 years, then received employment and support allowance (ESA) and 
personal independence payment (PIP) for nine years, thus establishing a permanent right to reside. When she 
separated from her husband, she requested the severe disability premium be included in her ESA so she could make 
a claim for housing benefit. This process was beset by problems, leading to the woman accruing rent arrears, so 
she eventually made a claim for UC. Her UC claim was incorrectly refused on the grounds that she does not have a 
right to reside.  
 

Ill and disabled claimants are missing out on financial support because of delays in work 
capability assessments 
 

Another issue highlighted in previous Mind the Gaps briefings is the delay in work capability assessments, which is 
causing claimants to miss out on benefits that they may be entitled to. In March, the Department for Work and 
Pensions (DWP) suspended all face-to-face assessments for disability benefits, including the work capability 
assessment for ESA and UC. Some telephone and paper-based assessments have been taking place instead, 
however case studies submitted to the EWS indicate that many claimants have experienced significant delays in 
accessing an assessment. For some claimants this has resulted in them missing out on much needed financial 
support from the social security system.  
 
A woman who has been claiming UC has a cancer diagnosis and is undergoing treatment. Her adviser asked on her 
journal for a UC502 to be sent out so that the limited capability for work-related activity can be added to her 
award. This would require the doctor to complete the back page to confirm she is on treatment. A DWP official has 
replied to say the form will not be issued until “everything is back up and running.” In this case this response seems 
particularly unhelpful as the process is straightforward, it is clear that she is entitled due to the fact she is receiving 
treatment for cancer, and she does not need to undertake a medical assessment.  
 
An adviser reports several clients have not received decisions about capability for work. One client with limited 
capability for work asked to be re-assessed because his condition has deteriorated, however the DWP refused to 
issue a UC50. Another client who claimed UC recently was told to save up his medical certificates until things get 
back to normal.  
 
In the case of contributory ESA, entitlement is limited to 365 days unless a claimant is found to have limited 
capability for work-related activity. The lack of assessments during COVID-19 means that claimants are reaching 
the end of their 365 days of entitlement without having their capability for work assessed. As a result, their 
contributory ESA entitlement will stop without them being able to access further financial support to which they 
may be entitled.   
 
A client’s contributory ESA is about to end due to the time limit, however the client is struggling to get a work 
capability assessment in order to assess their eligibility for other benefits due to the coronavirus.  
 

                                                           
2 A UC50 form is a work capability questionnaire that UC claimants are required to fill out in advance of a work capability assessment. 
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Survivors of domestic violence are experiencing difficulties accessing support from the social 
security system  
 

In recent months, the EWS has seen an increase in the number of cases that concern women who have 
experienced domestic violence. Calls to domestic violence services have soared during lockdown3 and many 
survivors need access to financial support from the social security system – both when they are with their abuser 
(for example, child benefit can be an important source of financial independence) and after fleeing an abusive 
relationship. Cases submitted to the EWS demonstrate some of the difficulties women experience when trying to 
navigate the social security system, particularly after separating when they need to establish themselves 
independently.  
 
A woman’s husband left the family home following domestic violence. She claimed UC but the DWP refused to 
include a housing costs element towards her rent because she was not named on the tenancy agreement.  
 
A pregnant woman is living with her partner. There have been incidents of domestic violence in the past and there 
is some concern about her partner’s control over her. She is looking at options for having an income that is 
independent of him, which would place her in a stronger position to leave, should she decide to. She cannot claim 
UC without declaring she is single and alerting him. In any case, she is an EEA national and may have problems 
proving eligibility for UC due to her immigration status.  
 
 A woman’s leave to remain under the destitution for domestic violence concession4 remains in place while her visa 
renewal application is being considered by the Home Office. The DWP has nonetheless decided that she is subject 
to a no recourse to public funds condition and refused her application for UC. She has no income at all until the 
DWP reverse their decision.  
 
An adviser raised concerns about the wording of the questions in the UC claim process, which relate to exceptions 
to the two-child limit. The questions focus on non-consensual conception and make no mention of conception 
arising during a relationship that was abusive or involved coercive control. The result is that claimants who do not 
consider that they were raped, or do not want to allege rape, but were nonetheless obliged to have a child with 
their abusive partner, are not accessing the entitlement for their third (or subsequent) child.  
 

People who have lost their jobs are being denied access to the benefit system in some cases 
 

Last week, in response to the scale of the economic crisis, the government announced a package of measures to 
help secure people’s livelihoods as the furlough scheme draws to a close on 31 October. While these measures 
are welcome, it is clear that they will not reach everyone who has been financially affected by the crisis, and more 
and more people will be turning to the social security system for support – in some cases for the first time. The 
EWS has started to receive case studies regarding people who have lost employment or been made redundant 
and are trying to access support from the social security system, however certain eligibility rules mean some 
people are not entitled to any benefits, or they are only able to access limited financial support.  
 

                                                           
3 Domestic violence calls up by 80% in June amidst warnings that surge will continue in Autumn (July 2020) The Telegraph 
4 The domestic violence destitution concession allows people with no recourse to public funds to access public funds if they are fleeing 
domestic violence.  

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/07/23/domestic-violence-helpline-calls-80-june-amid-warnings-surge/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/application-for-benefits-for-visa-holder-domestic-violence
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In some cases, the capital limit in UC5 is likely to prevent some people who have lost their jobs from accessing any 
financial support at all from the social security system. 
 
A woman who has just been made redundant lives with her children and rents privately. Her ex-husband continues 
to reside in the property which they own together. The value of her share in the property could affect her UC even 
though she cannot sell it and has no income from it.  
 
A woman lives with her husband and child and they rent privately. She has been threatened with redundancy and is 
worried about how to financially support herself if her work stops. She may not be eligible for UC as the couple own 
a property, which is rented out, but most of this income is used to pay the mortgage on the property. They cannot 
afford to survive purely on the net income from the rent, nor would they be able to sell the property at this time.  
 
In other cases, a potential claimants’ nationality or immigration status, and the complex rules that surround 
benefit entitlement for those from abroad, can make it difficult for claimants to work out what financial support 
they may be able to claim.  
 
A British man lives with his partner and two children in a property that they own (with a mortgage). His partner 
and one of the children have no recourse to public funds. Both parents have lost their jobs due to the lockdown and 
don’t know what they can claim. They have received contradictory advice about their eligibility for contributory 
jobseeker’s allowance and UC.  
 
A Dutch woman worked as a housekeeper for a year before she lost her job when lockdown started. She has 
claimed UC but is worried that she is only counted as a ‘retained worker’6 for 6 months. She doesn’t know what will 
happen when her retained worker status expires and what, if any, financial support she will be entitled to.  
 
Other new claimants are being exposed to some of the unfairness that exists within the social security system, 
depending on claimants’ individual circumstances and when different policies and reforms were implemented.  
 
A 20 year-old disabled man has just lost his job. If he had not been employed and had been claiming benefits 
previously, he would have qualified for the severe disability premium.7 As he has been employed, he will have to 
claim UC without any disability premium, and be worse off compared to someone in the same situation who has 
never worked.  
 

People who are required to self-isolate are being left without financial support  
 

The government has acknowledged that the requirement to self-isolate for up to 14 days will affect many people’s 
finances, particularly those who are unable to work from home. At the start of the pandemic, the government 
made changes to statutory sick pay (SSP) to ensure that it can be paid from the first day of sickness absence 
(previously there was a 3 day waiting period), and more recently the Westminster government announced the 
introduction of an NHS Test and Trace Support Payment scheme8 for low-income workers who are required to 

                                                           
5 £16,000 of savings or more is the capital limit in UC – resulting in no entitlement. Savings from £6,000 – £16,000 will reduce the amount 
of UC a claimant receives.  
6 EEA nationals with worker status can access benefits in the same way as a UK citizen. The rules permit them to retain this status if their 
work ends temporarily due to illness or involuntarily.   
7 The severe disability premium is an additional amount that is added to some means-tested benefits to help with the cost of disability.  
8 New package to support and enforce isolation (Sept 2020) Prime Minister’s Office, 10 Downing St 

https://www.turn2us.org.uk/Benefit-guides/Severe-Disability-Premium/What-is-a-Severe-Disability-Premium
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-package-to-support-and-enforce-self-isolation
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self-isolate in England, and are unable to work at home. These steps are welcome, however many people on a low 
income will fall outside of these schemes, for example because they do not qualify for SSP (which relies on being 
employed, and earning above a certain threshold), or in the case of the Test and Trace Support Payment, they are 
not claiming a qualifying benefit. It is also unclear if people will be able to make a claim for the support payment 
more than once, as it is described as a one off payment.9 This is a particular concern for families with children, as 
parents face the increased likelihood of having to self-isolate with their children if there is a COVID-19 outbreak at 
school, as well as self-isolation that may be necessary due to outbreaks at work or in other social interactions. The 
EWS is starting to receive case studies on this issue.  
 
A woman who is self-employed had to take 5 days off work while she waited for the results of a COVID-19 test and 
wanted to know if there were any benefits or support she could claim due to the loss of income. She can't claim SSP 
as she is self-employed and the possibility of being awarded ESA for a short period of time is unlikely. 
 
It is clear from the events of recent weeks that the requirement to self-isolate will remain for the foreseeable 
future, with substantial fines now in place for non compliance. The EWS will continue to monitor and report on 
the situation regarding low-income workers and their access to financial support if required to self-isolate.  
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

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. 

                                                           
9 See new legal requirements for self-isolation which describes the payment as one off. (Sept 2020) Public Health England  

https://cpag.org.uk/scotland/ews
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-campaigns/early-warning-system
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-campaigns/early-warning-system
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance/stay-at-home-guidance-for-households-with-possible-coronavirus-covid-19-infection

