
The scale, timing and extent of benefit
changes
Delegates at the summit discussed the cumula-
tive negative impact of welfare reform and the
fact that many benefit claimants have also been
affected by other significant policy changes.
Reservations were expressed about the way
radical benefit reforms have been introduced at
a time when many people are experiencing vul-
nerabilities in relation to employment (eg, zero-
hour contracts and wage caps) and housing
(eg, instability and rising costs in the private-
rented sector and changes to allocations in the
social-rented sector). 

Many delegates expressed concern that welfare
reform has not only affected claimants finan-
cially, but has also often led to feelings of inse-
curity. Revised benefit eligibility criteria, the
removal of lifetime awards for many disability
benefit claimants and confusion over the appro-
priateness of claiming ‘legacy’ benefits or mov-
ing onto universal credit has created an
environment of real concern and anxiety for
many claimants. A system which ostensibly
should support people at times of vulnerability
or financial need is seen to be compounding
claimant apprehension. Advisers at the summit
acknowledged that this has always been the
case, but that in the last five to six years we
have moved into a new phase of uncertainty
and anxiety.

The evidence provided by delegates is consis-
tent with research undertaken by a wide range
of organisations, which demonstrates the dam-

aging impact of cumulative welfare reforms and
their disproportionate impact on some vulnera-
ble groups. Research commissioned by the
Local Government Association analysed the
impact of pre-2017 benefit changes on 9.1 mil-
lion low-income households.1 It found an aver-
age income loss of £23 per week for each
working-age household. The roll-out of univer-
sal credit will mean a further weekly income loss
of £11.18 per week. The research concluded
that, in real terms, losses will be substantially
greater due to the freezing of benefit rates and
increasing housing costs – with families with
children, tenants in the private-rented sector
and households with a disability benefit
claimant being the most severely affected. 

Sheffield Hallam University research focused on
the uneven impact of welfare reform.2 It con-
cluded that welfare reform is widening the
‘prosperity gap’ between local authorities, as
many of the most deprived local authorities
(particularly older industrial areas, some
London boroughs and less prosperous seaside
towns) have had the greatest financial losses.
Findings from the Equality and Human Rights
Commission concur with this, concluding that
the combined impact of policy changes
between 2010 and 2018 has been regressive
and has had a disproportionately negative
impact on large households with disabled
members, lone parents, women and some eth-
nic minority groups.3

Many delegates at the summit felt that the
recent programme of welfare reform has been
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accompanied by a change in the relationship
between advisers and the Department for Work
and Pensions (DWP). At a local level, advisers
have often built good relationships with DWP
staff and decision makers, but this has been
compromised by the shift to a more automated,
call centre system. These diminishing connec-
tions were reported to have had a negative
impact on the timely and appropriate resolution
of many benefit issues.

Poor decision making on disability
benefits
When considering the impact of welfare reform,
delegates emphasised that the focus should
not only be on universal credit and the ‘bed-
room tax’. For many specialist welfare rights
teams, a significant amount of casework time is
spent assisting people appeal decisions about
personal independence payment or employ-
ment and support allowance.

It was inevitable that the introduction of person-
al independence payment over five years ago
would cause significant uncertainties for both
claimants and advisers. The government’s aims
were explicit: to reduce the number of disability
benefit claimants and to create a system under-
pinned with a new ideology and administration.4

A new claimant journey, which for most people
includes a face-to-face assessment undertaken
by a health professional working for Capita or
Atos, was always going to create challenges.
Welfare rights advisers had built up a huge
knowledge of the legal and practical aspects of
disability living allowance since its inception in
1992 and the roll-out of personal independence
payment necessitated a new period of learning
and reflection. 

Significant queries were raised at the summit
about the appropriateness of the assessment
process for disability benefits and whether
recent changes to eligibility criteria allow robust
and accurate decisions to be made. 

In particular, concerns were expressed about
the ongoing uncertainties for personal inde-
pendence payment claimants, particularly
those with mental health problems. Welfare
rights advisers welcomed the decision of the
High Court last year, which found the revised
eligibility criteria for the enhanced rate of the
mobility component for people with mental
health problems to be discriminatory and with-
out justification.5 However, this illustrates that
the government’s ‘test and learn’ approach cre-
ates unreasonable insecurity for benefit
claimants, who should be able to rely on a

transparent social security system. Following
this decision, the DWP must now review all per-
sonal independence payment claims, demon-
strating that while the ideology and rhetoric that
underpins welfare reform may be clear, the eli-
gibility, assessment and adjudication of many
benefits lack cohesion and clarity.

A statement by Sarah Newton, the Minister of
State for Disabled People, on 5 June 2018 said:6

We will continue to work closely with stake-
holder groups and our Assessment Providers
to improve the quality of claimant communi-
cations, assessments, decision making and
the overall claimant experience.

Welfare rights advisers would perhaps welcome
this with some caution. 

Delegates expressed concern that, in some
parts of the country, appeal tribunals are now
heard in court buildings. This can create a judi-
cial environment and appellants can easily feel
they are in a formal court setting. 

The latest Ministry of Justice statistics indicate
that 66 per cent of all social security appeals are
decided in favour of the appellant – 71 per cent
for personal independence payment appeals
and 70 per cent for employment and support
allowance appeals.7 The input of welfare rights
advisers is critical to these success rates, and
concerns have been raised by CPAG and others
that the move to online social security appeals
may have a negative impact on vulnerable
claimants’ access to a fair hearing.

Concerns about universal credit
Predictably, many delegates expressed con-
cerns about universal credit. The extent of
these concerns depended on whether the uni-
versal credit ‘full service’ had been introduced
in their area. However, while many delegates
expressed genuine and significant concern
about universal credit, this was largely in the
wider context of anxiety about welfare reform in
general. While much focus politically and in the
media remains on universal credit, the evidence
submitted at the summit indicated that
claimants are being assisted with multi-dimen-
sional queries, of which universal credit is often
only one part.

The tensions between the supposed stream-
lined and simplified nature of universal credit
and the practical complexities of administering
the benefit are clear. Delegates reported that
both claimants and DWP staff are often unsure



about the eligibility criteria and claims process.
There is clearly confusion around the timing of
universal credit claims and the potential for
ongoing payment of ‘legacy’ benefits. While
universal credit ostensibly creates a simpler
system, it fails to recognise the diversity and
complexity of people’s lives. Universal credit is
claimed by people in a diverse range of circum-
stances (eg, lone parents, jobseekers, unem-
ployed people and those in low-paid
employment), and delegates said that there
appears to be a lack of appreciation that a ‘one
size fits all’ approach does not work.

Many delegates felt that the DWP was overly
optimistic about the access claimants have to
online facilities and the skills required to make
and manage a claim. This often results in sup-
port being provided which is completely inade-
quate. The evidence submitted at the summit
comes against a backdrop of reports that one in
five universal credit claims fail for non-compli-
ance with the application process (such as not
attending an initial interview or signing the
claimant commitment).8

Issues with universal credit encountered by
advisers were shared at the summit. These
reflect the problems reported by CPAG9 (eg,
‘migration’ to universal credit after a change of
circumstances, entitlement to the carer ele-
ment, and work-related requirements pending
an assessment of limited capability for work)
and Citizens Advice10 (eg, conflicting advice to
the self-employed, inconsistent advice from
DWP and housing benefit staff, and lack of clar-
ity about entitlement to contributory benefits).

Concerns were raised that both the DWP and
claimants are ill-prepared for the continuing roll-
out of universal credit. The assumption that
claimants, especially those with complex needs,
have internet access and the ability to navigate
complex online systems was challenged.
Delegates from the advice sector voiced con-
cerns about the capacity of advice agencies to
be able to respond to the increasing and chang-
ing demands that will inevitably result as univer-
sal credit goes full service.  

Given the above problems, the provision of the
DWP-funded ‘universal support’ to assist
claimants manage online claims and budget
their monthly payments is important.11 The lat-
est Universal Credit Local Authority Bulletin
(August 2018) states that only a third of expect-
ed numbers have accessed this support, indi-
cating that methods of delivery need to be
reviewed.12

Consent issues
Given the complexities of universal credit, the
ability of advisers to liaise with the DWP to
assist with and resolve issues is of paramount
importance. Before the introduction of the uni-
versal credit ‘full service’, a system of ‘implicit
consent’ has been in operation for most DWP
benefits. This allows a claimant’s representative
to make enquires on her/his behalf if verbal or
written consent can be implied, thus allowing
the DWP to use some discretion to decide
whether a representative is genuine. Neil
Couling, Director General of Universal Credit,
issued guidance to advisers in January 2017,
setting out the new ‘explicit consent’ arrange-
ments.13 As universal credit is managed through
an online account holding personal, financial
and medical information, the DWP has stipulat-
ed that a claimant must give her/his consent
through this online account, by phone (with
both the claimant and representative being
present) or in person at a job centre. Explicit
consent does not last indefinitely and only cov-
ers a single query. 

Delegates at the summit appreciated the impor-
tance of data protection, but were concerned
about the reduced capacity that advisers will
have to make enquiries on behalf of claimants
and how this may impede the resolution of both
reasonably straightforward and also more com-
plex queries.

Conditionality and sanctions
Delegates expressed concerns about the con-
ditionality and sanctions regime that is now an
intrinsic feature of the benefits system. There
are clear geographical differences in how sanc-
tions are administered and in the success of
advisers in challenging decisions. Some dele-
gates reported that they had a good track
record in challenging decisions, while others
stated that mandatory reconsiderations and
appeals rarely succeeded. Delegates expressed
concerns that universal credit sanctions are
often longer in length than those for jobseeker’s
allowance and employment and support
allowance. Particular concerns were voiced
about the inability of disabled and homeless
claimants to comply with the conditions speci-
fied in their claim because of their circum-
stances and, therefore, sanctions became
almost inevitable. There were calls for better
communication from the DWP so that claimants
have a clearer understanding of the conditions
they must meet.

The evidence submitted at the summit is con-
sistent with the findings of a five-year research
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continue to inform areas of future campaigning
work for CPAG.  ■
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project in conditionality, completed by re-
searchers from six universities.14 This found that
universal credit sanctions are ‘redundant as a
motivator’ and act as a source of stress which
can be counter-productive for claimants who
are seeking work. The in-work progression that
should be a key feature of universal credit is
undermined by the fact that universal credit
assumes a full-time working model which does
not take account of local economic factors or
the circumstances of claimants, such as par-
ents and carers. Perhaps most damagingly, the
research found that support to move into work
was inadequate and relationships with work
coaches ‘coercive’. Meaningful help to secure
employment was undermined by a lack of tai-
lored support from work coaches and referrals
to the online resource Universal Jobmatch. The
research identifies a need to reform the univer-
sal credit sanctions regime, removing financial
penalties for vulnerable claimants and reducing
the length and severity of sanctions. The evi-
dence presented at the welfare reform summit
strongly indicates that delegates would support
these recommendations.

What next?
CPAG has developed an ‘Early Warning
System’ to collect and analyse evidence on the
impact of welfare reform. This is then dissemi-
nated to decision makers, service planners,
politicians and third-sector organisations to
develop policy and practice which mitigates the
negative impact of benefit changes. 

The case studies and evidence shared at the
welfare reform summit have been recorded on
CPAG’s Early Warning System and several case
studies informed CPAG’s recent report on the
problems faced by universal credit claimants as a
result of the strict benefit assessment periods.15

Many of the issues raised at the summit were
presented at CPAG’s meeting with the
Secretary of State for Work and Pensions and
Universal Credit Director General Neil Couling in
June, and in the following report.16 The latest
edition of the Early Warning System ebulletin
features an in-depth look at one of the issues
raised by a delegate at the summit in relation to
universal credit housing costs and non-depen-
dant deductions.

Discussions about benefit sanctions at the wel-
fare reform summit have inspired CPAG to ded-
icate workshops at its CPAG welfare rights
conference to this issue and it is likely that this
workshop will become a standalone training
session,  and the case studies and evidence will
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