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Income is assessed on a strictly monthly basis,
so any pay received during the assessment
period affects that month’s award, regardless of
when the work it relates to took place. This
includes back pay, holiday pay and advances
from employers. Employees usually have their
earnings assessed using HMRC’s ‘real-time
information system’, reported directly to the
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), and
income is recorded as received on the date on
which it is reported through this system.

The problem with monthly assessment
of income
The monthly assessment approach stems from
a desire for the system to mirror the world of
work, in order to ‘ensure that there is a smooth
transition’ for claimants who move into (or out
of) work, and encourage claimants to ‘take
responsibility for their own financial affairs’.1

However, some of those on UC will not be
returning to work because they are too ill or dis-
abled to do so. In addition, the idea that people
needing to claim UC are ill-prepared for employ-
ment because they are currently not budgeting
on a monthly basis, or accustomed to receiving
separate payments for adults, children and
housing, does not seem to have any basis in
reality. The world of work as experienced by
many low-paid people bears little relation to the
system of monthly assessment and payment. 

The simple idea that every working household
has one pay packet each month, and that UC will
then adjust automatically should wages go up or
down – ensuring a smooth income overall and
allowing people to easily calculate the effect of
taking on extra work – is often far from the truth.

While around three-quarters of the UK work-
force is paid monthly, this is not the case for
lower paid employees who are more likely to
claim UC. Of employees who lost their jobs and
moved onto UC in 2016/17, 58 per cent came
from a job in which they were paid either weekly
or fortnightly.2 For these people, a monthly UC

How do assessment periods work?
Each month, a claimant’s circumstances and
income are assessed to determine her/his enti-
tlement to universal credit (UC), with payment
made a week later in arrears. Assessment peri-
ods run for a calendar month starting from the
date on which UC was awarded, so they are dif-
ferent for each claimant. 

At the end of each assessment period, a
claimant’s circumstances are assessed to
determine her/his maximum possible award:
whether s/he is single or in a couple, the num-
ber of dependent children in the household,
her/his housing and childcare costs, and
whether anyone in the household has a disabil-
ity, health condition or caring responsibilities,
resulting in additional elements. If someone’s
circumstances change at some point during the
month, her/his circumstances on the last day of
the assessment period are used to calculate
entitlement for the whole month – known as the
‘whole-month approach’.

Income is then assessed to determine whether
the maximum award needs to be ‘tapered’. If
claimants have earnings or certain other
income, UC is reduced by 63p for each pound
of earnings or income. Claimants who have
children or limited capability for work due to ill-
ness or disability have a ‘work allowance’ of
£198 per month (or £409 per month if they are
not claiming help with housing costs), which
can be kept in full before the taper is applied.

Rough justice: problems
with universal credit
assessment periods

One in twenty universal credit cases submitted

to CPAG’s Early Warning System to date relates

to a problem with the way in which people’s

income and circumstances are assessed on a

strict monthly basis. Josephine Tucker discusses

some of the problems which can arise, and

provides possible solutions.
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Finally, many households who have two earners
with different working patterns and pay dates
receive income more than once a month.

The impact of monthly assessment of
income
Budgeting difficulties
When people do not receive a regular amount of
pay in each UC assessment period – even if
their underlying earnings pattern is regular – this
can wreak havoc with budgeting, as people find
themselves with hugely variable UC awards
from one month to the next. This is particularly
true for couples with different pay cycles. Many
people report that they had no idea this would
happen and that greater awareness would, at
least, have enabled them to prepare as best
they could.

UC is supposed to enable people to budget on
a monthly basis, but for many it does not pro-
vide the necessary stability and it can be very
difficult to work out in advance what each
month’s award will be.

payment which adjusts to monthly earnings
makes little sense, as they inevitably have some
months containing more paydays than others,
leading to variability in their UC income when
there has been no change in their earnings. 

Everyone has 12 monthly UC assessment peri-
ods each year, but: 

• Someone paid weekly has eight periods
each year in which s/he receives four pay
packets, and four in which s/he receives five.

• Someone paid fortnightly has 10 periods in
which s/he receives two pay packets, and
two in which s/he receives three. 

• Someone paid four-weekly has 11 periods in
which s/he receives one pay packet, and one
in which s/he receives two (when UC records
double the usual ‘monthly’ earnings). 

Even for people on monthly pay it is not the
case that payments are necessarily made on
the same date every month. Some are paid on
the last working day of the month or the last
Friday of the month. Some are paid early at
Christmas and most are paid early when the
regular payday falls on a weekend or bank holi-
day. If, due to an unfortunate collision of pay-
days and UC assessment period dates, this
means being paid twice in some assessment
periods and not at all in others, UC awards jump
up or down in value when underlying earning
patterns have not changed (see Figure 1), and
claimants can experience real financial losses.

Someone paid on the last working day of each
month in 2018, with assessment periods dated
from the 30th of one month to the 29th of the
next month (see Figure 1), has: 

• six assessment periods with one payday; 

• three assessment periods with two paydays;
and

• three assessment periods with no paydays. 

Case study

Katie and Luke have two children aged 12 and one. Luke works full time in a warehouse,
taking home between £285 and £300 a week (he is paid weekly). Katie works 16 hours
a week in a shop and is paid £512 every four weeks. 

Since they claimed UC in December 2017, neither their circumstances nor their pay has
changed. Luke’s wages vary slightly each week, which should only result in small
changes to their UC entitlement. However, due to the interaction of pay cycles and
assessment periods, they have received vastly different UC payments: 

December £624 
January £466 
February £1,185 
April £392 
May £0 
April £598 

The couple have found this variability almost impossible to manage. They have built up
arrears of rent and council tax for the first time in their lives, have had to borrow money
from relatives, and have been unable to pay their car insurance, which is necessary for
Luke to get to work.

Figure 1: A person paid monthly on the last working day of the month may have one, two or

no paydays in an assessment period

DecNovOctSepAugJulJunMayAprMarFebJanMonth

Paydays in each
assessment period 
(30th – 29th)

1 1 1

Paydays in 2018 
(last working day 
of each month)

1 1 12 2 20 0 0

31st 31st 31st 31st 31st30th30th29th28th 28th31st29th

£ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £ £

Note: Assessment periods run from 30th of each month to 29th of the following month
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and do not always have earnings above the
£520 threshold in their assessment periods,
even though their earnings would exceed the
threshold and they would not be benefit-capped
if they were paid monthly. 

Claimants paid four-weekly, rather than monthly,
can expect one pay packet in 11 assessment
periods and two in one assessment period per
year (as they receive 13 pay packets overall
each year). This means that if they earn just over
the benefit cap threshold on a monthly basis
(eg, if they work 16 hours a week earning the
national living wage or slightly more), they will be
paid slightly under the threshold in 11 months
each year, but well above the threshold in the
one month they are paid twice. This can result
in their being benefit-capped in 11 of the 12
months. Someone with identical earnings but
paid monthly would never be benefit-capped. 

A similar problem can arise for anyone earning
the equivalent of 16 hours per week on the
national living wage who is not paid monthly, as
Figure 2 shows.

Loss of work allowances
If someone getting a work allowance receives
no pay in an assessment period because her/
his last two paydays happened to fall in the
same one, s/he is not only at risk of being ben-

efit-capped, but will also lose one
month’s work allowance. Many claimants
in this position ask their work coach
whether they can change their assess-
ment period dates, but this is not cur-
rently possible. Even if they close their
claim and make a new one, the previous
assessment period dates apply unless
six months or more have elapsed.
Advisers have told us that DWP staff
usually advise claimants in these circum-
stances to ask their employers to change
their paydays. How-ever, many employ-
ers are not willing, or able, to do this.

Problems with the ‘whole-month’
approach to changes in
circumstances
The ‘whole-month’ approach essentially
assumes that people’s financial needs
(eg, relating to their housing costs or the
number of children they have) on the last
day of their assessment period also
applied during the entire preceding
month. This means that changes which
occur during the month can lead to sig-
nificant under- or overpayments in UC,
which people simply have to absorb.
This arbitrary feature of UC again makes

Benefit-capping of people in work
Some claimants who are paid monthly, but
sometimes paid twice in one assessment peri-
od and none in the next, are being benefit-
capped because they appear to have no
earnings in months when they have no paydays.

The benefit cap limits the total amount which
can be paid in certain benefits to families in
which no one works or with very low earnings
(with some exceptions). In the UC system, cou-
ples and people with children earning less than
£520 a month have their total award capped at
a maximum of £1,667 a month (£1,917 in
London). There is a lower amount for single
people without children. The £520 earnings
threshold is equivalent to 16 hours per week at
the minimum hourly wage for people aged 25 or
above (the ‘national living wage’). 

We do not believe that it was the intention of
policymakers to apply the benefit cap to people
who earn more than £520 a month but who do
not always appear to have these earnings for
the purposes of the UC system, purely because
of when their paydays and assessment period
dates fall. However, we have seen several cases
in which this is happening.

Other working claimants are benefit-capped
because they are paid on a non-monthly basis

£543

AP1 AP2 AP3 AP4 AP5 AP6 AP7 AP8 AP9 AP10 AP11 AP12

£543 £543 £543 £543 £543 £543 £543 £543 £543 £543 £543

Paid £543 monthly (1 payday per assessment period)

£543 £1,086 £0 £543 £1,086 £0 £543 £1,086 £0 £543 £543 £543

Paid £543 monthly on last working day of month, assessment periods from 30th to 29th 
(0, 1 or 2 paydays per assessment period)

£501 £501 £501 £501 £501 £501 £501 £1,002 £501 £501 £501 £501

Paid £501 four-weekly (1 or 2 paydays per assessment period)

£501 £501 £752 £501 £501 £501 £501 £501 £752 £501 £501 £501

Paid £251 fortnightly (2 or 3 paydays per assessment period)

£501 £501 £626 £501 £626 £501 £501 £626 £501 £501 £626 £501

Paid £125 weekly (4 or 5 paydays per assessment period)
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Figure 2: Pay and benefit-capping in each assessment period (total annual

earnings in each case are £6,515)

Case study

Sarah lives in Sussex with her
children, and works 17 hours a
week. She is paid £510 every
four weeks. The monthly equiv-
alent is £552.50 – enough to
mean that she would not be
benefit-capped if she were
paid monthly. However, as she
receives less than this in almost
all assessment periods, except
the one in which she is paid
twice (receiving £1,020), she
is benefit-capped almost every
month.
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budgeting very difficult and puts people at risk
of significant shortfalls in meeting costs which
they may have believed that UC would cover.

Moving home
If a claimant moves during an assessment 
period and pays less rent in her/his new home,
her/his UC housing element is based on this
lower rent and does not cover the full amount of
the rent paid in the more expensive property.
People who move in response to the benefit
cap or ‘bedroom tax’ may find that they lose out.
This unfairness is particularly acute if they move
just before the end of their assessment period.

People moving into temporary
accommodation, refuges and supported
housing
For homeless people who are placed in tempo-
rary accommodation and people who move into
certain specified accommodation (such as
refuges, hostels and supported housing) during
an assessment period, the situation is even
worse. UC does not cover housing costs for
these forms of accommodation at all and 
people can claim housing benefit for their new
accommodation. However, housing benefit only
covers the period in which the claimant lives in
this accommodation and s/he will not get any
UC that month towards the rent for her/his 
previous home.  

People whose children move out
If a child moves out of the household during or
near the end of an assessment period, UC
awards no child element for the entire month. It
is true that families who have a baby just before
the end of their assessment period benefit from
almost a month’s ‘extra’ child element, as their
child is counted as having been present for the
entire month, but this does not help families
struggling to pay for costs they have already
incurred in supporting their child.

People who lose eligibility for universal
credit 
Someone who loses eligibility for UC during an
assessment period (eg, if s/he becomes a full-
time student and is not disabled) is not entitled
to any UC for that whole assessment period.
This could mean substantial losses for people
who have still had to pay rent and other costs
during the time when they were entitled earlier
that month.

Recommended solutions
Our report, Rough Justice: problems with
monthly assessment of pay and circumstances
in universal credit, and what can be done about
them, discusses a range of solutions to these

problems. Overall, it seems that a full rethink of
the system of monthly assessment would be
advisable, so that UC gets better at attributing
pay to the actual period of work to which it relates
and matching entitlement to actual needs. 

At the moment, such a radical change seems
unlikely, so we have suggested various solu-
tions within the existing framework of monthly
assessment. These include:

• Average earnings over a suitable cycle (using
procedures which already exist). 

• For people on regular monthly pay, base
awards on regular monthly pay rather than
actual paydays.

• Allow claimants to change their assessment
period dates.

• Pay the housing element and child elements
on a pro rata basis when these costs change
mid-month.

UC is supposed to be simple for claimants to
understand, and promised to adjust to individ-
ual needs and reward paid work in a clear and
straightforward way. However, it is increasingly
clear that, in reality, many claimants see unpre-
dictable and arbitrary variations in payments,
playing havoc with budgeting and, in some
cases, representing real financial losses.  ■

Josephine Tucker is Head of Policy and Research at CPAG
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Case study

Catherine is a single mother of a disabled toddler. She claimed UC while living in a rent-
ed flat, but when her landlord gave her notice to leave she decided to move back in with
her parents. She told job centre staff about the planned move, but was not warned that
if she moved before the end of her assessment period she would receive no housing
costs for the whole of that month.

Catherine paid £600 rent during the assessment period in which she moved, then moved
in with her parents a few days before the assessment period ended. On receiving her UC
payment she was surprised to find that she had received no housing cost element at all.
Had she moved just a few days later, she would have received help with these costs.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/724449/personal-budgeting-support-and-alternative-payment-arrangements-110718.pdf



