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Key points 

 Universal credit (UC) is paid monthly in arrears. This means UC recipients have their earned income 

assessed at the end of every monthly ‘assessment period’ to calculate their UC payment. 

 Monthly assessment periods create challenges for working UC claimants who are not paid on exactly the 

same date each month. Two in five jobs paying less than £200 a week (£10,400 a year) are not paid on a 

monthly basis. 

 UC claimants paid weekly, two-weekly or four-weekly sometimes receive an additional pay cheque in a 

single UC assessment period. This causes the claimant’s UC award to drop significantly even when there is 

no change in their circumstances. CPAG frequently hears from working claimants struggling to manage 

financially because their UC income is so volatile. 

 One way the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) could address this problem is by converting the 

earnings of claimants paid weekly, two-weekly or four-weekly into a monthly equivalent before calculating 

their UC award. Besides the upfront costs of improving UC’s automated system, long-term costs would be 

minimal as the change would not result in higher UC payments. Instead, it would create parity in the way 

the DWP treats people whose jobs pay monthly and those whose jobs do not. 

 Families who earn enough over a month to be exempt from the benefit cap can nonetheless be affected 

by the cap if they are paid four-weekly. This is because the earnings threshold to be exempt from the cap 

assumes claimants are paid monthly. A minor change to UC regulations would resolve this problem. 

 We are calling on the DWP to work with welfare rights experts and other key stakeholders to develop 

solutions to these problems, so that UC can better achieve its goals to simplify the benefit system and to 

make it easier for people to work. 
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Why does UC have monthly assessment periods? 

As a means-tested benefit, the amount of UC that a family receives will depend on their earned income. UC was 
designed to “replicate work”: it is paid monthly and in arrears to make it easier for unemployed people to 
transition into work. In practice, this means that UC claimants have their earnings measured on a monthly basis 
(their assessment period) in order to calculate how much UC they should receive. But this system undermines 
UC’s ability to support individuals into work, and causes serious detriment to many working families, effectively 
penalising them for the frequency of their pay cheques. 

What’s the problem? 

Monthly assessment periods mean that the amount of UC a family receives is highly responsive to changes in their 
income. If a claimant’s earnings increase one month, their UC will go down. If their earnings fall, their UC award 
will go up. This can help to provide some income security for UC claimants with variable earnings, as UC responds 
to changes in earnings quickly. 

However, our evidence shows that the way the UC assessment period is designed creates difficulties for many UC 
claimants who are in paid work. Because a claimant’s UC award is based on their earnings during each monthly 
assessment period, people who are paid weekly, two-weekly or four-weekly will periodically receive an additional 
pay cheque in a single assessment period and this will result in a significant fall in their UC award. Given that half 
of lower-income working-age adults have less than £1,500 in savings, and over a quarter have no savings at all,1 
most families do not have the resources to absorb a significant drop in their UC income when their earnings and 
day-to-day expenditure have not changed. 

Jobs data indicates that this problem affects a sizable share of working UC claimants. One in five jobs are not paid 
monthly, and this rises to two in five jobs that pay less than £200 a week (£10,400 per year). Given that 2.3 million 
UC claimants are in work, it’s likely that almost one million periodically see a sizeable drop in their UC award due 
to this problem with assessment periods.2 

This briefing draws on evidence collected through CPAG’s Early Warning System, a database of case studies from 
frontline practitioners working directly with families on the problems they are seeing with the social security 
system. Problems relating to assessment periods have been among the most prominent issues we have seen since 
UC was introduced. 

 

How is a claimant’s assessment period decided?  

A claimant’s UC assessment period does not necessarily start at the beginning of the calendar month. It starts 
from the date the claimant starts a UC claim and lasts for one month – eg, 10th of one month to 9th of the next. 
The UC payment is usually made seven days after the end of the assessment period. 
 

 

                                                           
1 Households Below Average Income, 2019/20, Table 5.3db, Department for Work and Pensions, 2021. We have used the term ‘lower 
income’ to refer to working-age adults in the poorest 40 per cent of the population (the group most likely to be eligible for UC). 
2 The DWP does not currently publish data on the earnings cycle of working UC claimants. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/households-below-average-income-hbai--2
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What happens when someone receives multiple pay cheques in a single assessment period? 

Around 18 per cent of jobs paying less than £200 a week are paid on a four-weekly basis. Claimants in these jobs 
will, once a year, receive two pay cheques in a single UC assessment period. According to the DWP’s automated 
calculations, the income of the claimant doubles in the month they receive two pay cheques, even though nothing 
about their circumstances has changed. The claimant’s UC award will be considerably lower as a result, and in 
some cases will fall to zero. 

The same applies to people who are paid on a weekly or fortnightly basis, except that the problem of having an 
additional pay cheque in a single assessment period occurs more often. Claimants paid on a weekly basis (17 per 
cent of jobs paying less than £200 a week are paid weekly) will receive four pay cheques in eight months of the 
year and five pay cheques in four months of the year. Claimants paid on a two-weekly basis (5 per cent of jobs 
paying less than £200 a week are paid fortnightly) will receive an additional pay cheque two months in the year. 

The cases below from our Early Warning System demonstrate the financial strain and hardship that UC’s 
assessment periods have caused working claimants: 

A family moved from tax credits to UC in May 2019. The father is employed by a supermarket and is paid 
four-weekly. In April 2020 he was paid twice in a single assessment period and the family’s UC payment 
was £600 lower than usual. The family fell into arrears with their rent and bills as a result, and they were 
still paying these off in February 2021 when the father again received two pay cheques in one assessment 
period. He informed the DWP in November 2020 about this issue but was told that nothing could be done.  

A woman gets paid every four weeks. She earns between £500 and £700 a month which she uses to pay 
her rent. She received two pay cheques in her January assessment period, which significantly reduced her 
UC award. The sudden drop in income made it difficult for the woman to manage her finances that month.  

A woman is paid four-weekly and received two lots of pay in her February/March assessment period. Her 
UC award fell to £0 as a result. Her son is disabled and the family will experience significant hardship as a 
result. 

A woman is paid four-weekly and received two payments in her last UC assessment period, reducing her 
award to £0. Though she receives the same amount of UC over a year as she would if she didn’t have this 
problem, she finds it very difficult to manage during the month where she receives no UC as her outgoings 
remain the same.   

Prior to September 2021, this problem also affected people paid monthly if they were paid early because their 
usual pay date fell on a non-banking day. When this occurred, the claimant would appear to be paid twice in one 
assessment period and not at all in the following assessment period.  

Following a successful legal challenge, which included clients represented by CPAG,3 regulations were introduced 
in November 2020 to allow an early or late monthly earnings payment to be reallocated to an assessment period 
with no earnings. We heard from several advisers and claimants who continued to experience problems after the 
new regulations come into force. In practice, claimants who notified the DWP in advance that they were about to 

                                                           
3 R (Johnson, Woods, Barrett & Stewart) v SSWP [2019] EWHC23 (Admin); SSWP v Johnson, Woods, Barrett & Stewart [2020] EWCA Civ788. 
See CPAG’s website for a summary of the case. 

https://cpag.org.uk/welfare-rights/legal-test-cases/universal-credit-assessment-period-inflexibility
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receive two monthly pay cheques in one assessment period were informed that the only way the problem could 
be remedied was by challenging the decision after an incorrect UC payment had been made. 

 In August 2021, the DWP introduced a new process which automatically flags when two monthly pay cheques are 
received in a single assessment period, in order that a decision maker may reassign one to an empty assessment 
period without the claimant’s intervention. We are currently monitoring our Early Warning System to assess if this 
has been implemented effectively. This process definitely does not, however, solve the problem for people with 
regular earnings who are not paid on a monthly basis. They continue to see their UC awards fluctuate. 

How do assessment periods interact with the benefit cap? 

Monthly assessment periods can also mean that some families are affected by the benefit cap even when they 
have worked the required amount to be exempt. This is because they have not been paid enough within the 
assessment period to avoid the cap.  

The benefit cap limits the UC award of families who are not working or not working ‘enough’. Affected families 
receive less UC than they are assessed to need as a result. In May 2021 (the latest available data)4 the benefit cap 
cut the UC income of affected families by, on average, £241 a month. 

To qualify as working ‘enough' for UC, a family needs to be earning at least £617 in each assessment period (the 
equivalent of working 16 hours a week at the minimum wage for those aged 23 and above). However, someone 
who works this amount and is paid on a four-weekly cycle would be subject to the benefit cap for 11 out of 12 
months in the year when their income within the assessment period falls below the £617 threshold. Under legacy 
benefits, the cap would not have been applied. 

CPAG brought a court challenge5 on behalf of a UC claimant in these circumstances and, in July 2020, the High 
Court ruled that the application of the benefit cap in this way was “an approach that no reasonable secretary of 
state would have taken”. The DWP successfully appealed the High Court's decision in October 2021. However, the 
Court of Appeal’s judgment noted that the DWP is “considering reforms in relation to pay cycles,” and concluded 
that it is down to the secretary of state for work and pensions, rather than the court, to identify a solution. 

Until a solution is found and implemented, people working 16 hours a week at the minimum wage will continue to 
be subject to the benefit cap solely because they are not paid monthly. 

  

                                                           
4 Benefit cap: number of households capped to May 2021, Department for Work and Pensions, 2021 
5 R (Pantellerisco and others) v SSWP [2020] EWHC 1944 (Admin); R (Pantellerisco and others) v SSWP [2021] EWCA Civ 1454. See the CPAG 
website for a summary of the case. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/benefit-cap-number-of-households-capped-to-may-2021/benefit-cap-number-of-households-capped-to-may-2021
https://cpag.org.uk/welfare-rights/legal-test-cases/current-test-cases/benefit-cap-and-those-paid-4-weekly
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The circumstances of the litigant in the case of R (Pantellerisco and others) v SSWP [2020] EWHC 1944 (Admin): 

Ms Pantellerisco has one child and worked as a home carer for 16 hours a week at the minimum wage. Her 
employer paid her four-weekly. She was subject to the benefit cap because the wages she received in most months 
were below the threshold to be exempt by virtue of being paid for four weeks’ work at a time. Ms Pantellerisco 
tried to get her employer to pay her monthly but this was not possible. She could not increase her hours given her 
childcare responsibilities and health condition. Being subject to the cap meant that she was forced to rely on a local 
foodbank and her children’s school for assistance with food, school uniforms and gas and electricity bills. 
 

Assessment periods can also prevent claimants from qualifying for the benefit cap ‘grace period’. The grace period 
gives claimants a nine-month exemption from the benefit cap if they earned at least £617 in each of the 12 
months before their earnings fell below the £617 threshold, the point at which the cap would normally be 
applied.6 As the grace period rule is calculated using the monthly assessment period approach, a claimant who 
had consistently earned £617 a month but was paid on a weekly basis would not qualify for the grace period. The 
Early Warning System case below provides an example of this: 

A woman claiming working tax credit is reducing her hours due to ill health. She will lose her entitlement to 
working tax credit and will need to move to UC. Under UC she will be subject to the benefit cap as, even 
though she has been working 16 hours a week, she is paid weekly so there will be assessment periods in 
the last 12 months when she did not reach the earnings threshold to qualify for the grace period. 

How can UC be improved to support working families paid on non-monthly cycles? 

This briefing has demonstrated the different ways that working recipients of UC are treated unfairly by the existing 
assessment periods structure. 

It is illogical and unjust to apply the benefit cap to people who would be exempt if their employer paid them 
monthly. It does nothing to support the government’s aim to help people into work because this problem only 
arises when a family is working. Fortunately, the problem could be solved through a minor change to paragraph 
82 of the universal credit regulations. The regulations could be amended to specify that employees who are not 
paid monthly are exempt from the cap if they earn at least £570.24 in an assessment period (equivalent to 
working 16 hours a week at the minimum wage for four weeks).  

To genuinely support all working families, the DWP should also explore options to resolve the issue faced by 
claimants in jobs that do not pay monthly who see sizable drops in their UC award when they receive an additional 
pay cheque in a particular month. It is inevitable that UC awards fluctuate in response to earnings, but the current 
system creates unnecessary and extreme income drops for people in jobs that pay weekly, two-weekly or four-
weekly. Given that 40 per cent of lower paid positions are not paid monthly, this issue affects a large minority of 
working claimants, and it undermines the ability of UC to deliver on its goals to simplify the benefit system and to 
make it easier for people to work. 

One option would be to convert the earnings of claimants paid weekly, two-weekly or four-weekly into a monthly 
equivalent before calculating their UC award. Existing UC regulations direct the DWP to use the real time 
information data that employers provide to HMRC to determine a claimant's earnings in each assessment period. 

                                                           
6 In the financial year 2020/21, the monthly threshold was £604. 
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The DWP could use this data to identify the pay frequency of a claimant, calculate the monthly equivalent for 
those paid on a non-monthly cycle, and provide consistent UC awards to claimants regardless of their earnings 
cycle. With this approach, a claimant’s UC award would continue to be based on HMRC data on what they have 
earned in an assessment period, but this amount would be turned into a monthly equivalent before calculating 
the UC award. 

Besides the upfront costs of improving UC’s automated calculation system, this change would have minimal cost 
implications in the long-term as it would not result in higher UC payments. Instead, it would create parity in the 
way UC treats people whose jobs pay monthly and those whose jobs do not. It would ensure that UC reinforces 
financial security among working families, rather than expecting those paid on a non-monthly basis, who already 
live on tight budgets, to cope with a sudden drop in their income. 

Conclusion  

We recognise that UC’s administration system is complex, and implementing these recommendations would take 
some time. But the new regulations allowing the reallocation of an additional monthly pay cheque to an empty 
assessment period demonstrates that, when there is the will to do so, the system can be improved. We urge the 
DWP to work with welfare rights experts and other key stakeholders to develop solutions to these problems, 
which will support UC to function as it was intended to. 

 

 

 

 

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 The Mitchell Charitable Trust.  

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

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

