MIND THE GAPS
REPORTING ON FAMILIES’ INCOMES DURING THE PANDEMIC
30 October 2020
_____________________________________________________________________________________
This is the last 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.
In this final edition, we look back at the top issues raised in the series over the past six months. Although some
issues have been resolved with quick policy fixes, it is apparent that the vast majority of issues raised are longstanding problems affecting people accessing social security. These issues, still unresolved, are now affecting
people in far greater numbers as more people turn to the social security system to get by.
Our follow-up briefing series, Falling Through the Net, will continue to report on the problems experienced by
people who need support from the social security system as a result of the pandemic. By drawing attention to
these issues and providing real life case studies of people affected, we hope the government will take steps to
resolve these issues as a matter of urgency.

1. People who need financial support are being locked out of the social security system
In our first Mind the Gaps briefing we reported on the different groups that have been excluded from claiming
benefits, including:






couples where one person has lost their job and their partner has their own income or savings;
students who have lost their jobs, but who are not eligible to claim universal credit (UC) because they are
not disabled and do not have children;
those with no recourse to public funds;
EU nationals who do not have a right to reside and therefore cannot claim means-tested benefits;
those who are stuck in the UK or abroad.
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Research has since been published on ‘unsuccessful’ claimants during the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. This
research found that 45 per cent of unsuccessful claimants were ineligible because they/their partner was still
earning too much money, and 24 per cent were ineligible because they/their partner had too much in savings 145,000 people in total.1 Of those claimants who were ineligible because they/their partner was earning too much
money, the vast majority were deemed ineligible because of their partners’ earnings. This is clearly hugely
problematic when considered alongside women’s financial inequality, and the importance of having some form of
independent income – for example, in cases of domestic abuse. The same research found that over half of
unsuccessful claimants reported more severe financial strains including not being able to pay the rent, not being
able to the pay other bills, not being able to afford to eat daily fresh fruit and vegetables, and recently being
hungry and not eating.2
The EWS continues to receive cases regarding people who have been excluded from claiming benefits because
their income or capital has been assessed as too high – either as a result of their own income/capital, or that of
their partner.
A man has had to claim UC following loss of earnings. He has capital because he owns his former matrimonial
home. His ex-wife continues to live there with their 23-year-old and 18-year-old children. The capital will only be
ignored if his ex-wife counts as a lone parent of a qualifying young person. If the 18-year-old has left education and
no longer qualifies for child benefit, his father will not be able to claim UC. He cannot sell the house or charge his
ex-wife rent, and has no income so he doesn’t know how he’ll survive.
A woman started a new business in January 2020 and received a business loan of £16,000 for her start-up costs.
When she claimed UC, the business loan counted as savings and her claim was refused. She has been obliged to use
the loan to cover her living expenses. She does not know how she will be able to pay it back and no longer has the
capital she requires to build her business.
A freelance worker in the film industry lives in a caravan near her parents so she can care for them, and uses their
address for post. She claimed UC when her earnings stopped due to COVID-19. The Department for Work and
Pensions (DWP) decided that her parents’ home counted as her main home, and the value of her caravan counted
as capital, therefore she was not eligible for any UC. She couldn’t claim any contributory benefits without paying
hundreds of pounds to catch up on contributions. She has no income while she challenges the DWP’s decision to
count her main home as capital, when it should have been disregarded.
In addition to being ineligible for benefits because of income/capital, research has found that some unsuccessful
claimants do not receive financial support to which they may be entitled because they experience problems with
the application process.3 This is an issue we covered in Mind the Gaps 1, and we still have concerns that some
claimants (eg, non-English speakers, those with limited or no digital skills, those who lack digital access and people
with additional support needs) may not be able to access the support or services they need to make or manage a
benefit claim.

1

At the Edge of a Safety Net: unsuccessful benefit claims at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic (October 2020) Welfare at a Social Distance.
The 145,000 figure is likely to be an undercount as it is likely that people who believe that they will not be eligible will not make a claim in
the first place.
2 See note 1
3 See note 1
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A man claimed UC in mid-March and attended an appointment at the Jobcentre prior to lockdown. The man’s
internet connection was disconnected due to lack of money. He is a carer for his wife who has cancer, and she
receives personal independence payment (PIP). The man phoned the DWP and was told his claim is progressing. He
phoned a number of times and informed the DWP of his circumstances. At the end of April he was told his claim
had been closed because he didn’t accept the claimant commitment. He explained his internet connection
problems and was told he would get a phone call back. He didn’t get this call until mid-June when the DWP phoned
him and completed a new application with him over the phone. He asked for backdating to the start of his original
claim but was told that it cannot be backdated.
Research has also found that some claimants were ‘unsuccessful’ because of their immigration status.4 The EWS
continues to receive a high number of cases relating to migrants who are experiencing problems claiming benefits
due to complex rules regarding right to reside (in the case of EU nationals),5 or are simply unable to claim because
their immigration status makes them ineligible to claim benefits. We reported on this issue in Mind the Gaps 6,
Mind the Gaps 10, and Mind the Gaps 13, and we continue to receive new case studies on this issue each week.
A Bulgarian national has been in the UK with her two children since December 2019 and worked full time until
March 2020. She visited Bulgaria temporarily and was prevented from returning due to COVID-19 restrictions – she
was only able to return to the UK in July. In her absence, her husband arrived in the UK in May 2020 and has been
working since. On her return to the UK, she went back to work for a month, however she had to stop due to ill
health and lack of childcare. She has claimed UC twice since she stopped working but the DWP states that she does
not satisfy the habitual residence test because she was out of the UK for more than one month. There is no basis
for this in law and the DWP should have considered whether her husband’s work was genuine and effective, and
whether she retained her worker status from the period prior to her illness. She has had no income for three
months, with the exception of her husband’s variable earnings, and is now in rent arrears.
An EEA national lives with his non-EEA partner and two children including a new-born baby. He is self-employed
with pre-settled status and when he gets work this is sufficient to cover the family’s costs, but he has been
struggling to get work since the COVID-19 lockdown. The DWP has said his work is not genuine and effective, so he
is not eligible for UC. He has appealed the decision but in the meantime the family has no income at all and is
dependent on friends, family and foodbanks.
A woman with indefinite leave to remain started maternity leave last year. She went abroad to visit family but
wasn’t able to return due to COVID-19 restrictions. Over the summer, her maternity pay reduced to the statutory
minimum and was not enough to cover her rent. There is nothing in the rules that will permit her to start a UC
claim from abroad, so she will have rent arrears by the time she returns home.

4

See note 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;
•
They are a family member of someone with worker status.
5
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2. Common problems encountered by UC claimants
For those who can get financial support from the social security system, EWS evidence illustrates the various
problems claimants encounter in accessing their entitlement. These are largely problems that existed prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic, and are exacerbated by the current crisis.
Childcare costs
In Mind the Gaps 8 we reported on the issue of parents who have no childcare being told to take unpaid leave.
The EWS continues to receive case studies relating to childcare, particularly the difficulties paying for childcare
when any financial help is only paid in arrears after the full costs have been paid up front. This is an issue that
existed prior to the pandemic and which urgently needs addressing to support parents, and particularly mothers,
to continue to participate in the labour market at a time when many families’ finances have worsened
considerably over recent months.
A lone parent was furloughed from March until May. She was charged for 'virtual childcare' in April and May after
the childcare provider sent activity packs and online materials to keep her children occupied at home. The woman
paid the childcare provider but the costs were not reimbursed by the DWP because childcare had not been provided
and she was not working. She has not been able to pay for her childcare costs since she returned to work in June,
having not been reimbursed for the money she has already paid for the period when she was not working. The
DWP has told her that it cannot reimburse the childcare costs for the period from June onwards until the woman
provides records that the childcare has been paid for.
A woman was furloughed and so no longer received childcare costs in her UC award, as she was not working. She is
now returning to work and needs help with her upfront childcare costs. The Flexible Support Fund can provide
upfront costs for people who are starting a new job, but this is not the case in this instance, so it is unlikely she will
be able to access the fund to help her with these costs.
In Mind the Gaps 13 we reported on the issue of people on low incomes who cannot work at home being required
to self-isolate and being left without financial support. CPAG is concerned that it is not clear if the £500 NHS Test
and Trace Support Payment scheme, which is designed to support those on low incomes, extends to parents who
need to care for a child who is required to self-isolate. Clearer guidance is urgently needed for local authorities,
who are responsible for administering the payment, to clarify this matter.
Debt and deductions
In July, the temporary suspension of debt recovery in UC ended and, since then, many of the problems reported in
Mind the Gaps 9 have resurfaced. Families are experiencing real hardship as a result of deductions in their UC
award. For many this comes at a time when they have faced additional costs (for example, children being at
home) as well as a fall in income as a result of the pandemic.6 The EWS continues to receive case studies regarding
debt and deductions in UC, including cases where claimants have asked the DWP to exercise discretion regarding
recovery rates but these requests have been refused.

6

Poverty in the Pandemic: the impact of Coronavirus on low-income families and children (August 2020) Child Poverty Action Group and
Church of England
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A single claimant was having 40 per cent of her standard allowance deducted for a budgeting advance and a court
fine, which was reduced to 30 per cent in October 2019. She only receives £222.47 a month to live on, just over £50
a week. She can’t afford to live on such a low amount and has to rely on food banks regularly, as well as emergency
gas and electricity credit on her meters. Her adviser helped her to talk to various DWP staff, who all insisted that
the level of deductions could not be reduced because it is DWP policy. One member of staff even claimed that it is
the law that they take the maximum amount. No one will respond to journal messages asking the DWP to exercise
its discretion to deduct amounts between five per cent and 40 per cent.
A single mother who has been a victim of domestic violence had to stop working in March, when lockdown started.
She has a spare bedroom so she is subject to the ‘bedroom tax’, and she has built up rent arrears as well as other
debts. She obtained a Debt Relief Order (DRO) to freeze all her debts, except for a fine. Once the other deductions
from her UC stopped, the deductions for the fine increased to £102.48 a month. The DWP refused to adjust it and
the woman struggled to pay her bills. She was starting to incur more debts immediately despite obtaining a DRO.
Her adviser was obliged to contact the court to have repayments reduced to £20 a month and to ask the court to
cancel the UC deduction.
A single woman has a spare bedroom so she is subject to the ‘bedroom tax’. Her housing element is reduced by 14
per cent and she has to make up the rent out of the rest of her UC award. She also has a rent arrears deduction
which amounts to about £50 a month. She is, therefore, trying to make ends meet on considerably less than the
amount the government has set for a subsistence level of support. She lives in a housing association property and
cannot afford to rent privately, but cannot be moved to a smaller property to avoid the ‘bedroom tax’ until her rent
arrears have been cleared.
The government is reviewing the fairness of their debt recovery practices,7 and this is a timely opportunity to
review the deduction rules and rates in UC. For further case study examples and analysis of the problems relating
to debt and deductions in UC, see CPAG’s response to this review.
Fraud investigations
In Mind the Gaps 7, we reported on the issue of fraud investigations in UC, and how some claimants are being left
without any income at all while the DWP investigates fraudulent UC claims. In many cases, the alleged fraud has
been committed by a third party and the claimant in question is not at fault. However, in these cases benefit
income may be stopped suddenly – for many it takes weeks, if not months, to resolve.
A woman had her tax credits stopped because someone had made a UC claim using her name and address, but not
her national insurance number. As soon as she received a letter from HMRC about her tax credits ending due to a
UC claim, she reported the fraud to them. She had to wait over six weeks for her tax credits to be reinstated, while
HMRC notified the DWP, awaited and chased for DWP acknowledgement, awaited DWP investigation and
confirmation of the UC claim as fraudulent and HMRC undertook the administration necessary to reinstate her tax
credits. At this stage, she was paid her usual entitlement with the missing amount to be paid at a later
(unspecified) date.

7

Fairness in debt management: a call for evidence (June 2020) Cabinet Office
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A couple with two children had their tax credits stopped due to a fraudulent UC claim. They provided a crime
number to the DWP, and their tax credits were reinstated eventually. Their tax credits were then stopped again for
the same reason, and they went through the same process but the DWP were unable to confirm any new UC claim
in their names and HMRC is refusing to reinstate their tax credits without confirmation from the DWP. The DWP
insists that no second claim was made but has not accounted for HMRC receiving two notifications about one
claim.
A woman who is a refugee recently separated from her husband and raises their seven children alone. She was
receiving tax credits and housing benefit when her husband made a joint UC claim which included her and the
children. It appears to have been made in an effort to force her to reconcile with him. Her tax credits were stopped
and she is still waiting for them to be reinstated. Her housing benefit has carried on being paid but now the local
authority alleges that she has been overpaid. She has to try and meet her children’s needs without any income,
while also challenging this decision and chasing the DWP to promptly investigate and confirm the joint UC claim as
fraudulent.
Sanctions and conditionality
In Mind the Gaps 9 we reported on sanctions and conditionality, and how these issues have been affecting
claimants during the pandemic. Conditionality in UC was suspended during the early stages of the pandemic
response. At the beginning of July conditionality was re-introduced, albeit with reassurances from the Secretary of
State for Work and Pensions that conditionality during the pandemic would be ‘light touch’ and sanctions would
be rare.8 The EWS has received fewer case studies on conditionality than usual, which suggests that this light
touch approach is being implemented, however we are monitoring this situation closely. The case studies
submitted to the EWS indicate how problematic conditionality can be in the current context.
A woman had a brain haemorrhage and neurologists advised avoiding stress and taking regular rest. Despite
significant medical evidence that her condition remained unchanged, when she was reassessed the DWP decided
that she was capable of work-related activity. This decision was eventually overturned at appeal. Meanwhile, the
Jobcentre pressured her regarding requirements to satisfy the work-related activity. Unfortunately she had a stroke
which has left her severely unwell and still in hospital.
A musician on UC obtained an audition but his work coach refused to accept that attending the audition would
satisfy any requirements under his claimant commitment. The musician was at risk of sanction when he attended
the audition rather than apply for other jobs. Luckily, he got the job. If he hadn’t, he may have been sanctioned
despite taking active steps to apply and interview for suitable work.
Moving to UC and becoming worse off
In Mind the Gaps 6 and Mind the Gaps 12, we raised the issue of existing benefit claimants transitioning to UC in
error, and becoming worse off as a result. In some cases, this was a result of being advised by the DWP to make a
claim for UC. At the start of the crisis, the standard government advice was to ‘claim UC’ if people had been
financially affected by the pandemic, with little information given about other benefits they may also have been
eligible for, or about how making a claim for UC might affect other benefits they claim. The DWP subsequently
8

See the evidence session given by Rt Hon Dr Thérèse Coffey MP, Secretary of State, Department for Work and Pensions to the Work and
Pensions Committee, 22 July 2020.
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provided further information to prospective claimants including a prompt button to make it clear that claiming UC
could stop their other benefits forever. However, for many this was too late. For claimants of certain legacy
benefits, once a claim for UC is made there is no way back, despite the fact that for many claimants they were
financially worse off as a result. Despite initial assurances by the Secretary of State that she is “actively looking” for
a solution for people who had lost out,9 the DWP has since confirmed that it’s not possible for those people to be
returned to their previous benefits and that they have no plans to compensate them.10 The EWS continues to
receive case studies on this issue.
A single father of two children aged eight and 11 was self-employed but had to stop working when schools closed.
It wasn’t immediately clear what support self-employed people would get and the government advice was to claim
UC until SEISS payments became available. There was no warning at that time that claiming UC would stop his tax
credits award. The father started the UC claim process but did not complete it. It was around this time that a
younger relative was in the last stages of his life, having been diagnosed with a terminal illness. He decided not to
complete the UC claim when he heard more about the SEISS, and didn’t think anything would happen because the
system had told him the UC claim would not be processed if not completed within a certain amount of time.
However, his tax credits were stopped and he was left without any income at all until the SEISS payments were
finally made. The sudden loss of income could not have come at a worse time. The family were grieving the loss of
a child and the father was trying to home school his children as a result of school closures. HMRC refused to
reinstate the tax credits claim even though the UC claim had never been completed and would not be paid.

3. The benefit cap
In Mind the Gaps 2, Mind the Gaps 5, Mind the Gaps 8, and Mind the Gaps 11 we reported on claimants being
affected by the benefit cap. More and more claimants are being affected by the benefit cap as a result of the
pandemic – evidenced by the most recent publication of benefit cap statistics which show the number of
households affected by the cap has nearly doubled.11 Already a severe measure, its effects are particularly harsh
at a time when the primary means of escaping it, earning over £604 a month, is impossible for so many who have
lost earnings as a result of the pandemic. In addition, the grace period, which protects people who are newly
unemployed from being affected by the cap if they have a consistent work history over the previous year and have
earned above a certain earnings threshold, will come to an end for many claimants who became newly
unemployed at the start of the pandemic. 12 This will mean even more households will be affected by the benefit
cap just before Christmas.
A woman and her two children are living in a refuge after leaving their home to escape domestic violence. She is
eligible for help with housing costs on two homes, as she hopes to return to the family home once her ex-partner
has vacated. However, her UC is reduced by the benefit cap so she is likely to accrue rent arrears in the meantime.

9

Covid-19: DWP update (4 May 2020) vol. 675 col. 431, Hansard (House of Commons)
See note 8
11 Benefit cap: number of households capped to May 2020 (August 2020), Department for Work and Pensions
12 The 9-month grace period applies when a claimant has earned the equivalent of 16 hours a week at national living wage (calculated as a
monthly amount) in the previous 12 months.
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A man has lost his job after years of earning at least £711 a month (over the earnings threshold to escape the
benefit cap). His last pay packet was £369.45 and was received shortly before he started his UC claim. His work
history should have made him eligible for the ‘grace period’ enabling him to receive nine months of UC entitlement
without being affected by the cap, but the DWP refused to apply the benefit cap exemption to him because his last
pay packet was below the earnings threshold.
A lone parent with two children is renting privately. Her landlord has recently increased her rent, and her housing
costs element will mean that she is affected by the benefit cap (which has not been increased in line with other
uplifts) and will have a rent shortfall. She is worse off now that she has to find the money to meet the shortfall out
of the rest of her benefits – money which is needed for essential living costs.
A single parent was working 16 hours a week at minimum wage. She has been furloughed but her pay has been
calculated based on the pre-April 2020 minimum wage. Her reduced wages mean she is not over the earnings
threshold and her UC award is reduced by the benefit cap at a time when her income has already reduced.
A couple with three children are struggling to make ends meet. They were forced to move house to protect their
eldest daughter from abuse. Both parents and the eldest daughter have mental health issues but the mother and
father are nonetheless seeking work. Their UC award is reduced by the cap and they lose £300 a month in
entitlement. The council has awarded a discretionary housing payment (DHP) to help them with their council tax,
but refused to help with the rent. The rent is paid straight out of their UC in full, and the council says there is no
rent shortfall. (This is not strictly compliant with DWP guidance on the administration of DHP but appears to be the
approach of numerous local authorities).13 The family can just about pay for food and energy. The parents have
been seeking help with school uniforms and are really anxious that their children are supported to integrate in a
new area, but there is no additional help available.
A lone parent with four children has just £200 a month for living costs because she is benefit-capped and her full
rent is paid directly to the landlord. Her local council refused to award a DHP because they say there is no rent
shortfall. This is not compliant with DWP guidance on the administration of DHP. Even if this family does receive a
DHP, it is a discretionary and time-limited payment and can only alleviate the situation for a short time.

4. Issues affecting ill and disabled claimants
The Mind the Gaps briefings have raised a number of issues affecting ill and disabled claimants during the
pandemic. In Mind the Gaps 4 we highlighted the issue of claimants in receipt of severe disability premium moving
to UC in error, and some claimants of PIP being refused an extension on their benefit award. In Mind the Gaps 7
and Mind the Gaps 13 we raised the issue of ill and disabled claimants losing out financially as a result of delays in
work capability assessments. In Mind the Gaps 8 we reported on the problems claimants are experiencing in
challenging decisions and navigating the appeals process, particularly in relation to work capability assessment
decisions. The EWS continues to receive case studies on these issues.

13

See CPAG’s template judicial review letter entitled JR65 Refusal of DHP - benefit capped client but Managed Payment to Landlord for
further information.
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A woman suffering from anxiety and depression requested a work capability assessment in November 2019, and
submitted her UC50 form14 in December 2019. The DWP failed to arrange a home visit until after she complained
and received a telephone appointment in August 2020. She was awarded the limited capability for work related
activity (LCWRA) element as a result of the assessment but the DWP failed to backdate the entitlement further
than the assessment date.
A man has been submitting sick notes to the DWP since May 2019 but was only referred for a work capability
assessment in January 2020. He still hasn’t received an appointment and the DWP won’t tell him how much longer
he will be waiting.
A woman was awarded PIP for four years in April 2016. Due to her disability she didn’t notice that payments had
ended in April. She does not recall getting any notification that her award was due to end. The DWP announced in
July that people whose fixed term award was due to end between 24 March and 2 October would have their PIP
extended for six months, but in her case this does not appear to have happened.
A man was receiving employment and support allowance (ESA) and doing 14 hours permitted work a week.
Permitted work is the amount of work he can do before his wages start to affect his ESA award. He was furloughed,
and the DWP told him that his furlough pay could not be treated under the permitted work rules as no work had
been carried out, so it would be treated as earnings instead. This meant that his income was too high for him to
continue receiving ESA and his award was suspended. His housing benefit was stopped too.

Conclusion
As outlined above, people are experiencing a number of problems accessing and receiving financial support from
the social security system at a time when it is desperately needed by many. With the furlough scheme drawing to
a close this week and increasing numbers of people turning to the social security system for support, now is the
time to urgently address the gaps outlined in this report to ensure a strong safety net for us all. CPAG will continue
to monitor these issues and report on them in our next briefing series, Falling through the Net, with the first issue
due to be published in December 2020.

14

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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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.

