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This is the eleventh 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.

Rising numbers of families are being affected by the benefit cap
Today, the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) has published the most recent set of statistics on the
number of households affected by the benefit cap. As evidence submitted to the EWS demonstrates,1 the number
of households affected by the cap has risen significantly as a result of Covid-19. The number of households
affected by the benefit cap (up to May 2020) has almost doubled when compared to the previous quarter –
154,000 households are now affected by the benefit cap compared to 79,000 in February 2020. Of the total
number of households affected, the vast majority are families with children (87 per cent) with single parent
families disproportionately affected (62 per cent). It is worth noting that the actual figure is likely to be higher as
many more households will have lost employment between May-July, however the most recent set of statistics
only cover the period up to May 2020.
The benefit cap limits the financial support available to households who are not working or not considered to be
working sufficient hours, to £20,000 a year outside of London or £23,000 a year in London. Because of their higher
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costs, families with children are more likely to be affected by the cap, with single parents disproportionately
affected. There are two ways to escape the benefit cap: working more,2 or moving into cheaper housing.
These options are more difficult in the context of the Coronavirus pandemic. Work opportunities are limited as
unemployment rates rise dramatically, and research has shown that low-paid workers are some of the worst
affected.3 Families with children are likely to have reduced options for childcare with many childcare facilities
remaining closed. The lack of childcare is having a disproportionate impact on women – some of whom are lone
parents and are therefore more likely to be affected by the benefit cap. For families who have suddenly lost
employment, moving into cheaper accommodation may be challenging in a competitive rental market. Even
without the challenges that Covid-19 presents, it is often difficult for social housing tenants to move into cheaper
accommodation as there may not be cheaper housing options available in their area.4
It is not just families who have lost employment who will be newly affected by the cap. Because the benefit cap
sets a maximum amount that a household can receive from the social security system, regardless of need,
perversely the positive steps taken by the government to uprate certain benefits to help low-income families who
have been affected by the pandemic will result in more families being affected by the cap. There are three main
ways that families may become subject to the cap as a consequence of the Coronavirus:
1. The increases to universal credit (UC) standard allowance and local housing allowance (LHA) rates: uprating
the UC standard allowance by £20 a week and increasing LHA rates to the 30th percentile will mean that
families who were already on benefits and were close to the level of being capped will be newly affected
by the cap as a result of these increases. This means that these households will not receive the full
increase in benefits, despite the fact that they face the same financial pressures as other families.
2. Families who were previously on benefits but are now not deemed to be working or earning enough:
families who were previously claiming benefits but were working a sufficient number of hours / earning
enough to reach the threshold at which they are exempt from the cap (16 hours a week in most cases)
may find themselves newly capped if they have lost a job or their hours have dropped. Some of these
workers will be protected by the ‘grace period’ which means claimants will not be capped for the first nine
months if they are newly unemployed, however this relies on a consistent work history over the past year
which many existing claimants may not have.
3. Families claiming benefits for the first time: 2.7 million households have claimed UC since the beginning of
March.5 In the absence of better data about who these new claimants are, it is difficult to know how many
of these households will be affected by the benefit cap. Some households will be temporarily exempt
because of the grace period, although analysis has shown that of the households that do not qualify for
the grace period, the majority could be hit by the cap.6
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To escape the cap in legacy benefits, claimants need to work 16 hours a week at national minimum wage (NMW) (16 hours for single
parents, combined 24 hours for couples with children, and 30 hours for single people with no children). To escape the cap in universal
credit, claimants have to receive wages in each assessment period that are the monthly equivalent of 16 hours a week at NMW, currently
£604 a month.
3 Risky Business: economic impact of coronavirus on different workers, Resolution Foundation (2020)
4 For example, in Scotland 70 per cent of claimants affected by the benefit cap have council or housing association tenancies (figures are
from May 2019).
5 DWP, Universal Credit declarations and advances: management Information (June 2020)
6 For example, a couple with two children will be affected by the cap in 82 per cent of England. See J Pennington, The benefit cap is
undermining the government’s response to coronavirus, Shelter (May 2020)
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The EWS has received a number of cases regarding families who have been newly affected by the cap, and are
experiencing financial hardship with few options for remedying their situation. As the case studies in this briefing
highlight, single parents (the vast majority of whom are women) are disproportionately affected by the policy as
they only have one income and are therefore more likely to rely on support from the social security system. It is
particularly worrying that many of the benefit cap case studies submitted to the EWS concern women and
children who have experienced domestic violence.
A single mum with four children separated from her partner as a result of domestic violence. Her youngest child is
just 10 months old. Before lockdown she was working and receiving child maintenance from her ex-partner. When
lockdown started, her work stopped, and as her ex-partner’s work stopped too, so did the child maintenance
payments. Her family and her children are worse off due to the pandemic but there has been no additional financial
support – the recent UC uplifts will not benefit her as she is affected by the cap.
One mother left her husband as he was abusive. She has been furloughed from her job and her earnings are now
below the threshold to exempt her from the benefit cap. She is now in severe financial distress due to the cap.
As outlined above, workers who have a consistent work history over the previous 12 months will qualify for the
grace period and won’t be subject to the cap for an initial period of nine months, or until their earnings increase to
meet the earnings threshold, whichever is earliest. When questioned about the impact of the benefit cap on
families/households the government has stated on numerous occasions that it anticipates a small number of
households will be newly affected by the cap as a result of Covid-19, as the vast majority of working households
who have lost employment or hours will be covered by the grace period.7 However, this is a fundamental
misunderstanding of the nature of many low-paid jobs.
In UC, the nine-month grace period applies when a claimant has earned the equivalent of 16 hours a week at the
‘national living wage’ (calculated as a monthly amount) in each of the previous 12 months. Low-paid jobs are often
inconsistent in hours, for example because people are employed on zero-hour contracts, and parents (lone
parents in particular) are more likely to work inconsistent hours due to childcare responsibilities, for example by
working in a term time only job.
The EWS has received a number of case studies regarding low-paid workers who claim UC and have been
furloughed, meaning their earnings have dropped below the required minimum earnings needed to escape the
cap, and unless they have a consistent work history they are not covered by the grace period.
A single parent of three children is ineligible for the grace period as she was only working for 10 months before
lockdown started. She has been furloughed since March 2020, and is receiving 80 per cent of her wages. At a time
when her UC award would be expected to increase in line with her reduced earnings – and when she would
otherwise receive the recent uplift for all UC claimants – her entitlement to UC decreased by over £600 a month.
Her UC is only £1,700 a month. She is struggling to pay her rent of £1,500 a month and now that rent arrears are
accruing, the family may be at risk of eviction in the future. If she had been working for 12 months before she was
furloughed, she would qualify for the grace period and be £760 a month better off.

7

See parliamentary question HL4637 submitted by Baroness Lister of Burtersett (May 2020)

Mind the gaps – reporting on families’ incomes during the pandemic

4

A single parent of four children works in an apprenticeship scheme as a teaching assistant. As an apprentice, she
earned £3.90 an hour and worked 40 hours a week. She was furloughed in March and is now subject to the benefit
cap because her earnings were too low to escape the cap. She was already struggling to make ends meet on such a
low wage, and now the benefit cap is reducing her income even more she doesn’t know what she will do.
The EWS has also received case studies where it appears the DWP has wrongly applied the benefit cap to
claimants who should be covered by the grace period.
A widow with five children claimed bereavement support payment and UC after her husband’s death in April 2020.
Her UC award was capped even though her husband’s earnings were over the threshold for years before he
stopped working in March 2020. Her benefits adviser is helping her to challenge the DWP to ensure it complies with
the rules that say if a claimant was a member of a couple during the preceding 12 months, the earnings of their
partner count towards the grace period exemption.
A lone parent was working 16 hours a week when she left her job, due to the domestic violence she was
experiencing. She claimed UC and was capped even though she qualified for the grace period. The DWP was
applying the grace period from the start of her UC claim, not from the date her work ceased (or earnings
decreased).
A man earned over the earnings threshold to escape the cap for 12 months before his hours were reduced in
March. He claimed UC on 12 March and received his first reduced wage on 18 March. The DWP has applied the
benefit cap because he was not earning over the threshold immediately prior to his UC claim. His adviser must
assist him to challenge the DWP to ensure the grace period is correctly applied and he receives his full entitlement
at a time when he is struggling to make ends meet.
In a previous Mind the Gaps briefing we raised the issue of ill and disabled claimants losing out due to delays in
work capability assessments as a result of Covid-19. Some of these case studies involved claimants who were
being wrongly subject to the benefit cap while they were waiting for an assessment that would result in them
being awarded an ‘exempting benefit’ – which would prevent them from being affected by the cap – for example
claimants who are awaiting, receiving, or recovering from cancer treatment. The EWS continues to receive case
studies concerning claimants who are being subject to the cap for long periods while they wait for exempting
benefits to be correctly applied to their claim.
A lone parent of three children is moving out of a refuge into a private tenancy. One of the children is disabled and
she will be exempt from the cap once her child’s disability living allowance has been awarded. In the meantime, she
must make a fresh start after experiencing domestic violence with £960 less each month as a result of being
affected by the cap. She is relying on a discretionary housing payment to meet her rent shortfall but this is only a
temporary measure. If the discretionary funds were not available, she would be struggling to pay the rent even
before moving to her new tenancy.
The government has been asked to provide information on the number of households affected by the benefit cap
as a result of the Coronavirus pandemic. However, Ministers have responded by saying that to collect this
information would incur disproportionate costs.8 Today’s statistics are the first indication of the scale of financial
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harm that will be caused to families as a result of a toxic combination of unprecedented economic damage as a
result of Covid-19, and a punitive policy such as the benefit cap.
Even prior to the pandemic, there is strong evidence to show the financial hardship that is caused to families as a
result of the benefit cap.9 Now the number of families affected is far higher – and we can expect this number to
grow. The benefit cap is also undermining the government’s own efforts to help low-income families at this time,
as it is preventing many families receiving the recent uplifts in benefits announced by the Chancellor. The
government must abolish the benefit cap in order to support low-income families who are struggling financially as
a result of Covid-19.
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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.
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