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I am a university academic who has worked extensively on issues around disability and the benefits system for more than a decade. I worked on secondment in the DWP ESA & WCA Policy team in 2015-16 and currently sit on the DWP WCA Policy Forum, and have provided evidence to a wide variety of other stakeholders including inter alia the Work & Pensions Select Committee, Office for Budget Responsibility, National Audit Office, Equality & Human Rights Commission, Disability Benefits Consortium, and various disabled people’s organisations. I have made use of previous evidence submissions to such bodies in the present submission.
This evidence submission responds to the following questions that SSAC pose in their consultation:
6. Do you have evidence of claimants in similar positions being treated differently by work coaches? For example, a work coach may take one approach to designing a Claimant Commitment for one lone parent but a different approach to designing a commitment for another lone parent.
7. Do you think the Claimant Commitment is an effective tool for supporting people into or progressing in work? If not, why, and can you highlight evidence to support your view?
8. Do you think the Claimant Commitment helps instil trust in and support for the welfare system? Can you highlight evidence to support your view?
9. What can be learnt from other countries about the role of supporting people into work (or progressing) through job search requirements? In particular, is there evidence that suggests job search requirement agreements like the Claimant Commitment are effective and is there any evidence on what an effective job search agreement, in terms of its design and use, looks like?
This evidence submission focuses in turn on (i) the impact of the Claimant Commitment on supporting people into work, based on international evidence (q7 & q9); (ii) the Claimant Commitment and support for the welfare system (q8); and (iii) evidence of similar claimants being treated differently (q6).
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The overwhelming majority of stakeholders that I have spoken to believe that conditionality – of which the Claimant Commitment is the mechanism by which this is implemented in the UK – would be counterproductive for sick and disabled people (see Geiger 2018). The international research evidence suggests that they are right.
It is true that programmes that combine sanctioning and support – such as the Support for the Very Long-Term Unemployed (SVLTU) Trailblazer in the UK[footnoteRef:1] and Personal Roads to Individual Development and Employment (PRIDE) in the USA[footnoteRef:2] – can sometimes increase employment outcomes for disabled people, though not, as has been claimed, Pathways to Work in the UK.[footnoteRef:3] However, the employment impacts were relatively small, and the programmes were only aimed at those with less severe disabilities who are not claiming disability benefits. More importantly, even the OECD (2010), which is generally supportive of conditionality, accepts that it is impossible to tease apart the role of conditionality in these studies, and that the extra support alone could cause these positive impacts. [1:  The Support for the Very Long-Term Unemployed (SVLTU) Trailblazer was a randomised trial of a combination of support (either a work placement or intensive case management) and conditionality (compliance interview and frequent signing-on), among long-term JSA claimants. The number of days in work of JSA claimants who self-reported as disabled increased in the following 2 years, but there was no impact on employment at the end of the follow-up period DWP (2013), Support for the Very Long Term Unemployed trailblazer: longer term analysis of benefit impacts Ad-hoc statistical analysis 2013 - quarter 4, London, Department of Work and Pensions.. ]  [2:  A randomised trial of the Personal Roads to Individual Development and Employment (PRIDE) program in New York – a combined support and conditionality intervention for disabled recipients of Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), excluding the most disabled claimants – resulted in a noticeable increase in employment. However, most people still never had a job across 4 years (the increase in being employed at all over 4 years was from 40 per cent to 45 per cent, and the number employed for four successive quarters from 20 per cent to 25 per cent), and total income barely changed (increases in earnings were outweighed by losses in cash assistance). Sanctioning was also much more common than employment outcomes (the number sanctioned at least once over 2 years rose from 8 per cent to 32 per cent)Butler, D., Alson, J., Bloom, D., Deitch, V., Hill, A., Hsueh, J., Jacobs, E., Kim, S., McRoberts, R. & Redcross, C. (2012), What Strategies Work for the Hard-to-Employ? Final Results of the Hard-to-Employ Demonstration and Evaluation Project and Selected Sites from the Employment Retention and Advancement Project. OPRE Report 2012-08, Washington, DC, Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation (OPRE), Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.. ]  [3:  A report by the think-tank Reform called for greater conditionality for disabled benefit claimants, arguing that ‘there is some evidence of effectiveness for claimants with health conditions where conditionality has been applied’ Pickles, C., Holmes, E., Titley, H. & Dobson, B. (2016), Working welfare: a radically new approach to sickness and disability benefits. London, Reform.. Their main evidence for this is the Pathways to Work initiative, the Labour government’s 2003 trial requiring incapacity benefit claimants to attend a work-focused interview (supplemented by considerable investment in a wider package of support), where sanctioning was very rare and relatively minor. While earlier evaluations were primarily positive, later evaluations were not, and the National Audit Office ultimately branded the initiative a failure National Audit Office (2010), Support to incapacity benefits claimants through Pathways to Work. HC21 Session 2010-2011, London, The Stationery Office..] 

In a recent academic paper (Geiger 2017), I reviewed the only six studies I found that allow us to focus on the impacts of conditionality itself on disabled people, separate to the provision of support: 
· Four studies have looked at the impact of mandatory rehabilitation-focused meetings on those on sick leave and disability benefits (in Australia, Denmark, Norway and Sweden).[footnoteRef:4] One found positive impacts on return to work from sickness absence in Norway, but this is methodologically the weakest of the studies. The three stronger studies found either no effect (in Australia), or for two randomised controlled trials (in Denmark and Sweden), negative effects of conditionality.  [4:  These come from Sweden Engström, P., Hägglund, P. & Johansson, P. (In Press), Early Interventions and Disability Insurance: Experience from a Field Experiment. The Economic Journal., Denmark Rehwald, K., Rosholm, M. & Rouland, B. (2015), Does Activating Sick-Listed Workers Work? Evidence from a Randomized Experiment. HAL, hal-01228454., Norway Markussen, S., Roed, K. & Schreiner, R. C. (2015), Can Compulsory Dialogues Nudge Sick-Listed Workers Back to Work? , IZA Discussion Paper No. 9090, Bonn, Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA)., and Australia Broadway, B., Chigavazira, A. & Kassenboehmer, S. (2014), Labour Force Potential of Disability Support Pension Recipients. Melbourne, Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research..] 

· Two studies from the UK have looked more directly at the impact of sanctioning. The methodologically weaker of these finds suggestive evidence that sanctions may be partly driving people from unemployment into inactivity, and possibly also into employment (Reeves 2017). Much stronger evidence comes from a recent study by the National Audit Office (National Audit Office 2016), which found that Work Programme providers that relied more heavily on sanctioning for ESA claimants had noticeably worse employment outcomes for identical (randomly assigned) people – a finding that was the reverse of that for JSA claimants.
While I have not searched for evidence since the 2017 review, I read a substantial amount of the literature in this space, and have not seen any studies to add to this list.
My conclusion in the paper is therefore ‘the limited but robust existing evidence focusing on disabled people suggests that sanctioning may have zero or even negative impacts on work-related outcomes’.
It is worth noting that the impacts of the UK’s implementation of conditionality via the Claimant Commitment is likely to be more negative than other countries’ implementation of conditionality for sick and disabled people. This is because the conditionality tends to be what I have termed (in Geiger 2017) ‘compliance-focused’, rather than strongly linked to rehabilitation as in an equally-conditional ‘demanding’ system (e.g. Denmark) or a less-conditional ‘supportive’ system (e.g. Norway, Sweden). I return to this when discussing issues of trust and public support below. 
[bookmark: _Toc5272000]The wider impacts of the Claimant Commitment
While the SSAC consultation does not specifically ask about this, I wish to draw attention to the wider impacts of conditionality such as the Claimant Commitment. Less evidence is available about these wider impacts. Nevertheless, as sanctioning involves withdrawing money from people who lack jobs (even if mitigated by hardship payments), it is unsurprising that research has linked sanctioning in general with destitution and food bank use.[footnoteRef:5] For disabled people the issues may be even more acute, given the greater costs of disability, the greater challenges that many disabled people have in the labour market, and the added challenges of responding to sanctions by those with learning disabilities and mental ill health (Dwyer et al. 2016). Alongside these financial impacts, the stress of conditionality itself may also negatively affect disabled people’s health. We have already seen that the rollout of the WCA led to increases in suicides and mental ill health (Barr et al. 2016), and there is widespread anecdotal evidence that this is partly attributable to anxiety about the conditionality regime.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Almost one-third of destitute people in the UK said they had been sanctioned Fitzpatrick, S., Bramley, G., Sosenko, F., Blenkinsopp, J., Johnsen, S., Littlewood, M., Netto, G. & Watts, B. (2016), Destitution in the UK. York, Joseph Rowntree Foundation.. A UK area-based study found that increased sanctioning of unemployment benefit claimants led to greater food bank use Loopstra, R., Fledderjohann, J., Reeves, A. & Stuckler, D. (2016), The impact of benefit sanctioning on food insecurity: a dynamic cross-area study of food bank usage in the UK. Sociology working paper 2016-03, Oxford, Department of Sociology, University of Oxford..]  [6:  Disabled unemployment and disability benefit claimants in a large-scale piece of qualitative research regularly referred to the anxiety-inducing effects of conditionality Dwyer, P., Jones, K., McNeill, J., Scullion, L. & Stewart, A. (2016), FIRST WAVE FINDINGS: Disability and conditionality. University of York, ESRC Welfare Conditionality Project, McNeill, J., Scullion, L., Jones, K. & Stewart, A. (2017), Welfare conditionality and disabled people: claimants’ perspectives. Journal of Poverty and Social Justice, 25, 2.. Similarly, 85 per cent of WRAG claimants in one non-representative survey reported feeling anxious about sanctions Hale, C. (2014), Fulfilling Potential? ESA and the fate of the Work-Related Activity Group. London, Mind and the Centre for Welfare Reform.. There are even several anecdotal reports in the UK of claimants dying from suicide or heart attacks while being subject to conditionality, although the extent to which conditionality can be blamed for these individual cases is contested; see P Butler and J Pring, ‘Suicides of benefit claimants reveal DWP flaws, says inquiry’, Guardian, 13 May 2016, www.theguardian.com/society/2016/may/13/suicides-of-benefit-claimants-reveal-dwp-flaws-says-inquiry (accessed 11 Nov 2017).] 

[bookmark: _Toc5272001][bookmark: _Toc5272277]Support for the welfare system (q8)
The SSAC ask, “Do you think the Claimant Commitment helps instil trust in and support for the welfare system? Can you highlight evidence to support your view?”
I do no think the Claimant Commitment as applied to sick and disabled people helps instil trust in the welfare system, and by way of evidence I can cite a YouGov study of narly 2,000 people in 2017 that was conducted as part of a Research Council-funded research project.
To be clear: almost no members of the British public support full-benefit sanctions even if disabled claimants sometimes arrive late for their appointments. The following figure is taken from a survey described more fully in my Demos report (Geiger 2018):
Figure 1: The British public’s view of what should happen to a                                                         hypothetical wheelchair users benefits in various situations
[image: ]
Source: YouGov survey of 1,973 members of the British public between 28 Feb and 6 March 2017, averaged across a variety of different pen-portraits (‘vignettes’); see Geiger 2018 Demos report for details, including results for other types of disability.

More broadly, the public do not simply want the system to be ‘tough on fraud’ – in fact, they are more likely to see the system be unfairly tough on sick & disabled people. As I wrote in the Demos report:
The conventional wisdom is that the public want assessment for disability benefits to be stricter than it is currently (and that they over-estimate the extent of benefit fraud[footnoteRef:7]). However, I found that this was only part of the story. Many people in my focus groups also told me they believed genuinely disabled people were unfairly being denied benefits, or forced to struggle for them… Overall, while 19 per cent of respondents to the survey said they knew an incapacity benefits claimant who was ‘not genuinely disabled’, noticeably more people – 28 per cent – said they knew someone ‘who is genuinely sick or disabled that has struggled to get the benefits they are entitled to’. [7:  BB Geiger, ‘Benefit ‘myths’? The accuracy and inaccuracy of public beliefs about the benefits system’, Social Policy & Administration, 2017, in press.] 

The public’s attitudes towards disability benefits are therefore fundamentally ambivalent – concerned about fraud, but also about the treatment of ‘genuinely’ disabled people. And when asked explicitly which of these is more important, more of the public prioritise supporting genuine claimants (45 per cent) than rooting out fraud (22 per cent). This does not mean that people necessarily want a more lenient assessment overall,[footnoteRef:8] but that there is a widespread feeling that the WCA does not do a good job, with 56 per cent of people saying that it often makes wrong decisions, and only 10 per cent saying that it assesses who should get benefits accurately (the rest not being able to choose between the statements, or saying they don’t know).  [8:  When survey respondents were asked before the April 2017 cut in generosity (see chapter 2) if they thought the system should be stricter or easier in general, the most common response was that it should be stricter, but only just over one-third (37 per cent) of people said this (28 per cent thought no change, 19 per cent thought it should be easier, and 15 per cent didn’t know). Interpreting these views is hard, however, as the public don’t seem to have a clear idea of how strict the WCA actually is. I gave people vignettes describing particular types of claimants and asked them if they would currently be eligible for ESA. Large numbers of people (36–43 per cent) said they simply didn’t know if this person was eligible for ESA, and those who answered were often wrong. This was most striking for a vignette of a wheelchair user, where 52 per cent wrongly thought the applicant would be eligible for ESA (only 9 per cent correctly thought they would not). In contrast, 20–29 per cent of people thought that someone with severe back or leg pain would not be eligible for ESA, only slightly below the number who correctly thought they would (30–36 per cent). (They were described in a way that would place them in the WRAG.)] 
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SSAC asks, “Do you have evidence of claimants in similar positions being treated differently by work coaches? For example, a work coach may take one approach to designing a Claimant Commitment for one lone parent but a different approach to designing a commitment for another lone parent.
Concerns about the practice of conditionality have been raised by the government-commissioned review of sanctions by Matthew Oakley, a major qualitative academic study and innumerable disability and social welfare charities and campaigners. I similarly heard from many frontline welfare-to-work agencies, disability charity staff and disability activists alike. Unfair conditionality was felt to stem from a combination of a lack of expertise by Jobcentre advisers (who were regularly referred to as ‘generalists’ without detailed knowledge of disability), combined with the lack of time available for these advisers to really understand a person’s health and wider situation (an average of 88 minutes per claimant per year, according to some welfare-to-work agencies). They argued that this was worst for people with learning difficulties or mental health issues, who either lacked insight into their condition or would only talk about their situation once they trusted their adviser.
There is wider evidence that bears this out. Based on an FOI release of official data, I show that disabled people on JSA were 26–53 per cent more likely to be sanctioned than non-disabled claimants between 2010 and 2014[footnoteRef:9] - though I should note that I have just been made aware that these figures may be wrong, with DWP supplying completely different figures on the share of claimants with a disability (I will write a blog post on this as soon as I have permission to release the new data).  Irrespective of this, and while the conditionality regime in ESA is more health-sensitive, a convenience survey of WRAG claimants still found that only about 20 per cent thought their adviser recognises all the barriers they face, and over half thought their action plan was inappropriate for them (Hale 2014). [9:  Data are taken from a DWP FOI release; the full calculation and sources are given in web appendix 1 of Geiger Geiger, B. B. (2017), Benefits conditionality for disabled people: Stylized facts from a review of international evidence and practice. Journal of Poverty and Social Justice, 25, 2: 107-128.. Equivalent figures for 2015–17 are not currently available.] 

Inequalities in the sanctioning of JSA claimants in general
It is also worth noting ongoing research that I am doing with Aaron Reeves (at the London School of Economics) and Rob de Vries (at the University of Kent) to look at sociodemographic patterns in sanctioning decisions. While this looks at JSA sanctions rather than ESA sanctions, it highlights further inequalities by gender, ethnicity and most of all, by age, as shown in the chart below (taken from de Vries et al. 2017):
[image: ]
Again, I wish to stress here that in further work we are doing it is unclear how far these inequalities still apply net of other factors – but it is very difficult to do this work in the absence of access to the underlying microdata. (Without this, controlling for other factors requires us to do everything using area-based proxies). If the DWP provided better access to data on conditionality, then they may find that their practices seem better, rather than worse – but without this, we have to make do with the data that they provide, which currently suggest that the Claimant Commitment may not be being applied fairly.
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Figure 2. Median percentage of claimants sanctioned per month by age, gender, and ethnicity
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