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The British Psychological Society, incorporated by Royal Charter, is the learned and professional body for psychologists in the United Kingdom. We are a registered charity with a total membership of just over 60,000.

Under its Royal Charter, the objective of the British Psychological Society is "to promote the advancement and diffusion of the knowledge of psychology pure and applied and especially to promote the efficiency and usefulness of members by setting up a high standard of professional education and knowledge".  We are committed to providing and disseminating evidence-based expertise and advice, engaging with policy and decision makers, and promoting the highest standards in learning and teaching, professional practice and research. 

The British Psychological Society is an examining body granting certificates and diplomas in specialist areas of professional applied psychology.

Publication and Queries

We are content for our response, as well as our name and address, to be made public.  We are also content for the Committee to contact us in the future in relation to this inquiry.  
xxxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx xx:-

xxx xxxxxxx, xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx, xx xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx, xxxxxxxxx, xxx xxx 

xxxxx: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx      xxx: xxxx xxx xxxx
About this Response

The response was jointly led on behalf of the Society by Nic Murray, BPS Policy Advisor.
We hope you find our comments useful.
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British Psychological Society response to the Social Security Advisory Committee

Inquiry on the Claimant Commitment

	
	Do you think claimants completely understand and accept their Claimant Commitment?


	1.
	Based on existing evidence, there may be a significant number of claimants who do not completely understand their Claimant Commitment and the activity it requires of them. In addition to this many claimants may accept their Claimant Commitment in principle, but only as they are unaware of any information on easements available to them, or (in the case of Universal Credit) do so as they feel they have no choice, in order to receive their first payment. 
Previous research from Citizens Advice found that of the advisors surveyed only a third felt that “clients understand what they need to do to fulfil their claimant commitment” (2018). This figure is likely to be even higher among people with mental health problems, learning difficulties or other cognitive or intellectual functioning difficulties. 
Mental health problems

Figures from NHS digital indicate that almost half (47%) of all working age adults claiming out of work benefits have a mental health problem, and among those claiming Employment Support Allowance this rises to two thirds (66%) (McManus et al., 2016). The experience of a mental health problem can make it challenging to understand and process all aspects of the claimant commitment as well as remembering these over time and monitoring their activity in relation to them (British Psychological Society, 2017).
Learning disabilities

Complete comprehension and understanding of the Claimant Commitment is likely to be even lower among claimants with learning disabilities. There are estimated to be 1.4 million people with learning disabilities in the UK, many of whom are of working age though less than 15% are in limited employment (Public Health England, 2016). The 2014 Litchfield Review highlighted the concern that these individuals are hidden in the system, due to insufficient DWP data on claimants with learning disabilities. We have previously indicated the difficulties this group may have answering questions during conversations and assessments with their work coach, and have often reported this process to be ‘very adversarial’ (British Psychological Society, 2017). 
Fluctuating conditions

The Department for Work and Pensions’ ‘Advice for Decision Making Guide’ highlights the exceptions to the requirement to accept the claimant commitment, which include the advice that “a claimant is not required to meet the basic condition of entitlement of having to accept a claimant commitment if they lack capacity to do so” (Department for Work and Pensions, 2019).  
Work coaches are supposed to be generalists and receive minimal training on disability, but making an assessment as to whether a claimant has capacity to accept a claimant commitment will require a far greater level of knowledge and expertise on complex health conditions and disabilities. Though they are able to call on the support of specialist individuals such as Disability Employment Advisers or Job Centre work psychologists, ultimately any decisions on commitments and conditionality rests with them. The Select Committee for Work and Pensions has stated that even with such additional resources coaches are struggling to support disabled claimants (2018). This may mean that claimants who lack mental capacity may not being given the easements they should be entitled to. 

Additionally, it is important to note that mental capacity is not a fixed state, but one that can fluctuate with health conditions. This means that a claimant may experience a period of very poor health and lose mental capacity in between meetings with their Work Coach. Existing advice fails to take difficulties such as these associated with fluctuation conditions into account.  



	
	How is the Claimant Commitment used as part of an ongoing claimant and work coach relationship?
Bottom of Form



	2.
	For many new UC claimants the conversation to agree their claimant commitment will be the start of the interaction with their work coach and the benefits system. For others migrating from legacy benefits this conversation will involve adjusting to new conditions associated with their receipt of benefits. This means that the Claimant Commitment and the conditions and activity stipulated within it, will form the basis of their engagement with the Job Centre and benefits system. 

The Society has previously called for all approaches to welfare to be based on encouragement and incentives, building trust in the system and providing support to vulnerable groups (British Psychological Society, 2018). This parallels with the Black Report (2016) assertion as to the importance of the relationship between the claimant and the work-coach, especially in relation to disclosure and discussion of their health conditions and specific need. Based on its current implementation, the Claimant Commitment can create distrust in the system from new claimants erode existing trust from legacy claimants and has the potential to cause distress for all.  

Within the current system a balanced and supportive conversation when setting their commitment may not be possible. While in principle claimants may accept the Claimant Commitment, this may be because they feel they have no choice but to do so and unable to enter into negotiation with the work coach on its nature and how it can be tailored to their needs. 

Information on all the easements to conditionality available to claimants is not readily available, leaving claimants unaware of the support they may be entitled to. In response to the Select Committee report on benefit sanctions the Department has stated they will “action a review and improvement of information on easements” (House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee, 2019), but irrespective of any review outcomes, all claimants should be entitled to easily access this information. However even with this knowledge, the onus is on the claimant to disclose existing health conditions and factors that may affect their ability to comply with the conditions of their commitment. Doing so places a high barrier before claimants: many may experience worry or distress about doing so at their first meeting. Research has found 90% of claimants report experiencing social anxiety as part of any engagement with the benefits system (Money and Mental Health, 2019) and additional committee reports have indicated the Jobcentre environment as one that is ‘unpleasant’ and lacking sufficient privacy for sensitive conversations with advisors (House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee, 2017). 

This can lead to considerable negative outcomes for vulnerable groups. Research from the mental health charity Mind has found that many people who were very unwell were being given generic commitments with the requirement to search for work up to 35 hours a week being set (Mind, 2018). 

	
	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?


	3.
	The Society has called for the end-to-end to end reform of welfare support (British Psychological Society, 2018), in particular raising our concern alongside other professional therapy bodies and mental health charities about the harm and mental distress that can be caused by sanctions (British Psychological Society, 2019). Research from the Centre for Welfare Conditionality (Dwyer, 2018) supports these concerns finding that sanctions “routinely trigger profound negative personal, financial, health and behavioural outcomes.”

The Claimant Commitment is ultimately what establishes claimants’ conditions for their job search activity and the criteria for sanctions, which when embedded in the current system is not adequately supporting claimants and has the potential to cause psychological harm and distress. We have already discussed several issues with the Claimant Commitment but also need to emphasise that the current process of claiming Universal Credit exacerbates the difficulties claimants may face as a result.   

Currently claimants must attend a meeting to agree their commitment within the first seven days of opening their claim, however the wait for a WCA meeting is usually much longer than this ((House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee, 2018), and claimants must comply with full conditionality during this wait. This process of setting full conditionality for people who may later receive easements following a WCA can cause immediate distress but also create an ongoing state of ‘learned helplessness’ (e.g. ‘it doesn’t matter that I do, I won’t be able to do what they want’) (Peterson and Seligman, 1983) from the very start of their claim. This can feed into anxiety and fear about engaging with the benefits system and ultimately create a self-fulfilling state of affairs. 

The design of Universal Credit also has an in-built five week wait for the first payment following a new claim. Though the Department has sought to remedy this by offering advances, research from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation has found the repayment of debts to the DWP as a major factor leading to destitution (2019). For claimants that may struggle to budget until this first payment, this can create considerable distress and leave them feeling like they had no choice or input in the setting of their commitment, as suggested by a respondent to the Welfare Conditionality project: “Yes, you had to sign it at the end but if you don’t sign it you don’t get your money. So you’ve got a choice, there is a choice… agree to this or bugger off” (Dwyer, 2018). 

The recent National Audit Office (NAO) report (2019) on supporting people with disabilities into employment found that existing Department systems do not allow for the central monitoring of claimant commitment to assess their content and provide oversight as to whether discretion is being fairly applied by work coaches. This means that even if the Department commits to enacting its proposed improvements on the availability of information on easements and guidance and learning products for work coaches, there will be no means by which to assess if this is improving outcomes for claimants. A previous NAO report on benefit sanctions also stated that the Department had “not used its own data to analyse the impact of sanctions in the UK” (2016). 

On the basis of these independent reviews it suggests that the Department is institutionally unable to actively implement its proposed changes to the Claimant Commitment process and monitor outcomes for claimants at scale. However, the Society welcomes the recent commitment from Amber Rudd to conduct a trial whereby claimants awaiting a WCA start from a point of no conditionality and then scale-up where appropriate (2019). Allowing claimants to agree their commitment without the simultaneous acceptance of job search conditions has the potential to lessen the distress experienced by claimants and may not undermine the claimant-work coach relationship or erode trust in the system. 
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