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Universal credit managed migration – briefing for parliamentarians   

Introduction 
Statutory Instruments for the ‘managed migration’ of existing working-age benefit claimants onto universal 

credit (The Universal Credit (Transitional Provisions) (Managed Migration) Amendment Regulations 2018) will 

be laid before Parliament this autumn for approval by resolution of each House.  

 

The current draft regulations will place thousands of people at risk of losing all their income, because they 

allow for existing benefits to be terminated without the safeguards needed to ensure that everyone moves to 

universal credit successfully. Vulnerable people and families are at particular risk. It is also our belief that 

significant improvements are needed to universal credit before it is scaled up to millions more households.  

 

The draft regulations are available at: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/718579/

uc-transitional-regs-2018.pdf  

 

We are calling for parliamentarians to make urgent representations to the Secretary of State for Work and 

Pensions requesting that the draft regulations be amended, to ensure that all households are moved on to the 

new benefit safely and smoothly and only when universal credit is ready.  

 

What is ‘managed migration’?  
Managed migration is the mass movement of people from existing benefits on to universal credit. Until now, 

people have only moved on to universal credit by making a new claim, or when their circumstances changed 

in certain ways.  

Around 6 million households are expected to move on to universal credit between now and 2023. Of these 

around 2 million are expected to join through this ‘managed migration’ process, which is due to start with 

testing in January 2019. Once at pace, 69,000 households are expected to move on to universal credit every 

month through ‘managed migration’.  

How will ‘managed migration’ work according to the draft regulations? 
Following a warm-up period of communications, the managed migration process as described in the 

regulations is as follows: 

1. The DWP will write to existing benefit claimants giving them a deadline for claiming universal credit. 

Claimants will receive no less than one month’s notice. Claimants’ other benefits stop as soon as they 

claim universal credit. If they provide good reasons for needing to delay their claim, the deadline can 

be extended. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/718579/uc-transitional-regs-2018.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/718579/uc-transitional-regs-2018.pdf
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2. On the deadline day, other benefits can be terminated even if no universal credit claim has been 

made. The DWP has the power to extend the deadline if it so chooses. 

3. Everyone who claims universal credit will experience a five week wait for their first payment, with 

advances available in the form of a loan that must be paid back from their universal credit award. 

4. Claims made by the deadline will be eligible for ‘transitional protection’ (a top-up payment to ensure 

no one is worse off in their first universal credit payment). Claims made after this time will not attract 

transitional protection.  

Thousands of people are at risk of losing their income 
The draft regulations provide no safeguards for people who have not claimed universal credit by the deadline. 

Their existing benefits can simply be stopped. Currently, 1 in 5 universal credit claims fails due to difficulties 

with the process of claiming. If the same proportion of claims fail in the managed migration, 400 000 

households will be at risk of losing all their benefit income – for some this will mean no income whatsoever. 

This figure does not include those who do not start a claim, for example if they have not understood the 

letter, are severely ill or have no digital access/literacy and no support. 

 

Existing 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. In many places, the promised 
‘universal support’ offer simply does not appear to exist. The Secretary of State for Work and Pensions has 
announced that £39 million will be provided for Citizens Advice to provide 'universal support' from next year, 
part of which will be spent on helping people make digital claims. This shows welcome recognition of the fact 
that many people need support with their claims, but it is not clear whether this represents additional funding 
to the £170 million previously allocated for the universal credit implementation period, and details of delivery 
are yet to be seen. Furthermore, more support will not in itself ensure that everybody who needs help is able 
to access it. The most vulnerable people will have no contact with support services such as Citizens Advice, 

these services are not available in all areas, and many people will only seek support after they have seen their 
existing benefits cut off. 
 

People with learning disabilities, the very sick, those who have seen their life turned upside down by domestic 

violence, and people who are socially isolated and lack digital access, will be placed at particular risk by the 

proposed arrangement. Others may be able to make claims but could fall foul of practical barriers. 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.1  

 

Difficulties making claims: cases from our Early Warning System 

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 cannot afford the cost of a ticket, but will only be reimbursed if she 

can get there. She asked to have the interview rearranged or carried out over the phone but this was refused.  

                                                           
1
 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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If people in this situation do not make a universal credit claim by their deadline they will be at risk of having 

existing benefits stopped, leaving them with no income for an indefinite period. 

If they eventually succeed in their claim for universal credit: 

 They will face a further five-week wait for payment. 

 They will not receive any transitional protection. 

 Most will not be able to backdate their claim to cover the previous gap (backdating can only be 

awarded for a maximum of a month in very restrictive circumstances). 

 

The current regulations offer no guaranteed support to ensure that people claim universal credit successfully, 

and provide few safeguards to prevent people losing all their income if they have not claimed by the deadline. 

The DWP may extend the deadline day at its discretion, but there is no duty upon it either to do this, or to 

assess the impact of terminating the claimant’s other benefits before these can be stopped. 

 

What would a better process look like? 
At the heart of all of the following proposals is the principle that it is the government’s duty to ensure that 

benefit recipients are not left in hardship as a result of the migration process. It is not acceptable to place this 

risk on the shoulders of benefit recipients who are, by definition, less able to bear financial risk.  

 

The DWP has admitted that it is not able to identify all claimants who will need support, and plans to rely on 
the voluntary sector and others to help with this.2 However after years of cuts the reach of these services has 
been dramatically reduced, and many people (including the most vulnerable) are not in contact with any 
support services. Furthermore the support offered to current universal credit claimants, for example home 
visits, is grossly inadequate even at current levels of demand as the previous section showed. Although 
welcome, it is not clear whether the partnership recently announced with Citizens Advice represents new 
funding to support people to claim online nor that will be able to reach the most vulnerable individuals before 
they experience problems. 
 

It is therefore vital to design a process which will safeguard all claimants, with protections built in at every 

stage, rather than relying on identifying and targeting particular groups. These protections need to be built 

into the regulations from the start. It is not enough to rely on assurances that the government will consider 

adding further safeguards following testing in 2019, or use its judgement to decide when it is safe to close 

people’s existing benefit claims. The current universal credit system relies on judgement in certain areas 

which used to have more protection in law, for example setting work search conditions for claimants with 

children or disabilities, and our experience is that this shift has reduced protections for claimants. Protections 

need to be enshrined in law to ensure that they are meaningful and effective. 

 

Difficulties the department is likely to face identifying people needing additional support with UC 

As the DWP has itself admitted, it is unable to identify all people who will need additional support to claim UC 

successfully. Particular groups who we believe the department will not be able to identify include: 

 People who would meet the department’s criteria for a vulnerability category but who have not disclosed 

personal information to the DWP concerning, for example, their experience of domestic violence or 

mental health difficulties. 

 Disabled people who claim jobseeker’s allowance rather than employment and support allowance. 

 

 

                                                           
2
 Stated by Neil Couling, Director General of Universal Credit, in a letter inviting CPAG to a stakeholder event to discuss 

managed migration. 
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1. Gold standard: a fully ‘managed’ migration 
The most desirable approach would be for the DWP to take responsibility for moving people across to 

universal credit, using existing information from their previous benefit claims to calculate the first universal 

credit payment (as it already plans to use this information in order to calculate transitional protection). The 

department could then write to claimants explaining the change and asking them to set up an online journal. 

 

This approach would require the DWP to ‘pre-populate’ universal credit claims with the best information it 

has available. Further information might be needed to ensure that claimants receive their full universal credit 

entitlement or to carry out any checks. This could be done by sending forms through the post, inviting people 

to come to an interview, or online if they have successfully set up an online account. Given the magnitude of 

the change to universal credit, a few months should be permitted for people to attend necessary 

appointments and supply any further information, with support for those who need it.  

 

In our view the risk of underpayments due to inadequate information (which can be collected later and 

adjustments made), is far preferable to the risk of the most vulnerable claimants losing all their benefit 

income. This approach would also allow everyone moved in this way to receive transitional protection. 

This approach would be both safe for claimants if done properly, and feasible, as the example below shows.  

 

An example of a process not requiring new claims: transfer of claimants to Employment and Support 

Allowance 

 

From 2011, claimants were transferred by the DWP from Incapacity Benefit, Income Support and Severe 

Disablement Allowance on to Employment and Support Allowance (ESA). The department created ESA claims 

and moved claimants across so that nobody experienced a termination of their old benefit until they were on 

the new one: everyone continued to receive a payment. 

 

It is true that serious mistakes were made in this process, as letters sent to claimants explaining the transfer 

did not ask for the necessary information to ensure everyone received the full entitlement, leading to 

underpayments. The Public Accounts Committee has heavily criticised the department for this error,3 which 

was exacerbated by a failure to act on early evidence of problems, the rushed implementation of the transfer 

and ‘abysmal’ communication with claimants including letters which even DWP officials could not even 

understand. Any similar process for universal credit would need to learn lessons from this, with clear and 

comprehensive letters to gather information from claimants. 

 

However, it is important to note that none of the criticisms of this process by the Public Accounts Committee 

relate to the department’s decision to create new claims for ESA itself, rather than to rely on individuals to do 

this as it plans to do with universal credit. If anything, this probably acted as a safeguard against thousands of 

people simply losing their benefits altogether, especially given the poor quality of communications from DWP. 

 

2. Silver standard: rigorous safeguards for people who have not claimed by their deadline day 

If the department is not willing to adopt a fully ‘managed’ approach, it is critical that safeguards are included 

in the regulations to protect people from hardship in the event that they do not claim by their deadline day.  

 

Effective safeguards could include some or all of the following: 

 MOST EFFECTIVE: DWP to create claims for people who have not claimed by their deadline day, 

following the process above. 

                                                           
3
 See https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmpubacc/975/97502.htm  

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmpubacc/975/97502.htm
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 MOST EFFECTIVE: Requirement that existing benefit claims cannot be terminated until a successful 

universal credit claim has been established. 

 SOMEWHAT EFFECTIVE: Deadline day to be automatically extended by a month if claimant has not 

claimed by the original deadline day, followed by a home visit within this month. (Other protections 

should still apply for people who have not claimed by the end of the second month.) 

 SOMEWHAT EFFECTIVE: Existing benefits to be suspended rather than terminated on the final 

deadline day, and immediately reinstated (i.e. paid for the missing period) when universal credit is 

claimed or when the recipient gives a good reason for not claiming.  

 SOMEWHAT EFFECTIVE: Provision for universal credit to be backdated for more than a month if 

claimed after the deadline day has been missed and backdating offered if people had any good reason 

not to claim earlier (rather than only under the current very restricted circumstances for backdating).  

 SOMEWHAT EFFECTIVE: Transitional protection to be included in universal credit payments even if 

the claim was made after the deadline. 

 

3. Investment in welfare rights advice 

At a time of mass transition to an entirely new benefits system, it is likely that some claimants will need 

assistance from advisers with a specialist knowledge of universal credit and the laws which underpin it, to 

understand their entitlements and challenge decisions which have gone wrong, particularly in more 

complicated cases. It used to be standard practice for the government to fund welfare rights advice when new 

benefits were introduced. We believe that this should be part of the Universal Support offer, rather than this 

being restricted to help with budgeting and digital skills.  

 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS: THE MIGRATION PROCESS 

As a top priority, rethink the approach to managed migration so that DWP itself creates new universal credit 

claims, followed by a process of collecting any further information needed from claimants, as described 

above.  

 

Should the first option not be agreed, introduce robust safeguards in law to protect people who have not 

claimed universal credit by their deadline day from simply losing their income (such as those in the list above).  

 

Regardless of the process adopted for migration, we recommend that the Universal Support offer be 

extended to include welfare rights advice, to assist claimants facing problems with their claim. 

 

 

Preventing hardship from the five-week wait 
Under current proposals all claimants – whether or not they claim by their deadline – will face a five-week gap 

in their income when they claim universal credit. They will be coming from other benefits which are typically 

paid weekly or fortnightly, and many will be unable to save up enough money to cope with the gap.  

 

Advance payments of universal credit are available but have to be repaid, which can leave people in hardship 

in the months which follow. Debt repayments through universal credit have been acknowledged as a problem 

by the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions,4 and this matches our experience. 

 

                                                           
4
 See speech reported at http://www.reform.uk/publication/speech-by-rt-hon-esther-mcvey-mp/  

http://www.reform.uk/publication/speech-by-rt-hon-esther-mcvey-mp/
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In recognition of the magnitude of the change to universal credit, we recommend that all existing benefits 

continue for at least 2 weeks after a universal credit claim is made. This would require a one-off investment by 

the government, but in our view this is justified by the scale of the change to the social security system and 

the risk of hardship to claimants during the transition.   

 

Advance repayments causing hardship: cases from our Early Warning System 

A single claimant was left with just £44 per week (£191 per month) to live on after his standard allowance of 

universal credit (£317.82 per month) was reduced by £52 for rent arrears and water charges and by a further 

£75 per month for repayment of an advance. 

 

A disabled single parent’s award was reduced to an unmanageable level by £155 in deductions each month, 

comprising repayments of an advance, a budgeting loan and a social fund loan. She asked to reduce the level 

of deductions but was refused.  

 

KEY RECOMMENDATION: AVOIDING HARDSHIP FOR ALL CLAIMANTS IN THE FIVE WEEK WAIT 

Provide a minimum two week ‘run-on’ of existing benefits for people who claim universal credit, to minimise 

hardship resulting from the five week wait.  

 

Is universal credit ready for scale-up? 
Numerous problems have been identified by the National Audit Office, the Work and Pensions Select 

Committee, frontline and voluntary organisations including CPAG’s Early Warning System, and the DWP’s 

analysis, which have not yet been addressed.  

 

Areas of serious concern with the implementation of universal credit to date include: 

 Widespread administrative errors: these include elements missing from claims, incorrect treatment of 

disabled claimants, and delays and mistakes in processing evidence.  

 Poor communication with claimants: many claimants struggle to understand how their award has 

been calculated. Earlier this year the Public Accounts Committee called on the DWP to review its 

“abysmal” communications with ESA claimants. In our experience universal credit communications 

are no better.5 

 Inadequate progress on the automation of key processes: This leads to repeated errors arising from 

manual processing, for example people with disabilities receiving incorrect payments despite 

submitting evidence. In its recent report ‘Rolling out Universal Credit’, the National Audit Office called 

for a formal process to assess the readiness of automation and digital systems to accept increased 

claim volumes.6 

 Poor quality ‘claimant commitments’: The DWP’s 2018 survey of universal credit claimants found that 

only 54% of claimants felt that their work-search requirements took full account of their 

circumstances.7 

 Inadequate support for people struggling to cope with the system: See Box on page 2. A full 

investigation is needed into why 1 in 5 claims fail due to difficulties with the process. 

                                                           
5
 See https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmpubacc/975/97502.htm  

6
 https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Rolling-out-Universal-Credit.pdf  

7
 See 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/714842/universal
-credit-full-service-claimant-survey.pdf  

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmpubacc/975/97502.htm
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Rolling-out-Universal-Credit.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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The Secretary of State has already committed to make changes to several features of the universal credit 

design. These have been shown to cause hardship and changes should be completed before scaling up: 

 How it supports working people with differing pay cycles. 

 The treatment of self-employment people. 

 Debt repayments through universal credit. 

 

The Public Accounts Committee has called on the DWP to “address a management culture which does not 

proactively and systematically act on intelligence from its frontline and fully address mistakes when they first 

occur”.8 It would be a mistake for the department to accelerate universal credit while these flaws remain.  

 

KEY RECOMMENDATION: READINESS 

Suspend the scaling up of universal credit, whether through ‘managed migration’ or new claims, until the key 

problems with its design and delivery detailed above have been addressed.  

 

 

Transitional protection 
People who move on to universal credit through managed migration will not see an immediate reduction in 

their benefits, even if they would usually be entitled to less money under universal credit due to its different 

rules. Instead their total monthly payment will be frozen. However if their universal credit subsequently 

increases – for example if their rent goes up, if they have another child or if universal credit rates are 

increased with inflation – these increases will eat into their transitional protection rather than payments 

increasing. 

Transitional protection will also be lost completely if people’s earnings rise or fall in certain ways, if they 

separate or form a new couple, or if their universal credit claim ends and they claim again shortly afterwards.  

There are also certain groups who won’t be eligible for transitional protection at all, which is particularly 

concerning. This includes: 

 People who make a claim which fails and then make a successful claim later; 

 Homeless people living in temporary accommodation; 

 People living in supported housing such as refuges or sheltered housing; and 

 Some families affected by the benefit cap (because the cap will reduce their income even more under 

universal credit). 

We believe that all these groups should be eligible for full transitional protection. The rules for loss of 

protection also ought to be amended so that people do not lose out due to common life events such as short-

term changes in earnings (which could affect seasonal workers, for example), the birth of a child or a 

relationship breakdown. 

As mentioned above, people who claim universal credit outside the managed migration process will not 

receive transitional protection at all. This will particularly affect certain groups who face being much worse off 

because top-ups in existing benefits have been cut or removed from universal credit. In particular, this 

includes some severely disabled adults, disabled children (who stand to lose up to £28 a week), and parents 

under 25 (who stand to lose up £24 a week). 

The government has announced some additional protection for severely disabled adults by agreeing that they 

can only move to universal credit through managed migration (qualifying them for transitional protection) and 

                                                           
8
 See https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmpubacc/975/97502.htm 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmpubacc/975/97502.htm
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offering some compensation for those who have already moved. However these measures do not fully 

compensate for their losses, and there is no similar provision for the other groups who will lose out. We are 

therefore calling for better protection for these groups in recognition of their need for support. 

 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS: STRENGTHENING TRANSITIONAL PROTECTION 

Extend full transitional protection to people who have made a past unsuccessful universal credit claim, those 

living in temporary and supported accommodation and those affected by the benefit cap. 

Allow claimants to keep transitional protection if their earnings are reduced, and allow claimants whose 

earnings increase temporarily – taking them out of universal credit – to keep their transitional protection if 

they reclaim universal credit within nine months.  

Ensure that transitional protection is not eroded by the birth/arrival of a new child.  

Make arrangements for transitional protection to be shared between members of a couple in the event of a 

separation, particularly those fleeing abuse. 

Increase transitional payments for the Severe Disability Premium to £183 per month which should remain as a 

permanent top-up (not to be eroded) and extend similar protections to disabled children, disabled adults 

under 25 and parents under 25. 

 

Please contact Josephine Tucker, Head of Policy and Research at the Child Poverty Action Group, at 

jtucker@cpag.org.uk for more information.  

 

Child Poverty Action Group 

30 Micawber Street 

London  

N1 7TB 

www.cpag.org.uk 
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