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Public Consultation on the Claimant Commitment which Universal Credit claimants need to accept in order to receive Universal Credit payments. 
Written evidence from the Public and Commercial Services Union (PCS), April 2019
Introduction
1. The Public and Commercial Services Union (PCS) is the largest trade union in the civil service representing almost 190,000 members working in the civil service and related agencies, bodies and contractors, including 51,000 members based in the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP). 

2. Our members work in a range of roles across the DWP, including as Work Coaches who help claimants move into or closer to the world of work as well as supporting the claimant and their understanding of UC and creating a positive and individually tailored supportive relationship to ensure they can progress into/through work or secure the assistance they need.


3. PCS has submitted written evidence to the Commission previously in relation to Universal Credit as well as the parliamentary Work and Pensions Select Committee on a number of related areas including the welfare safety net.

Claimant Commitment – circumstances
How are a claimant’s circumstances factored into the Claimant Commitment (including if they change), particularly claimants with potential restrictions on their work ability, such as caring responsibilities or a disability?
4. Our members who are Work Coaches (WC) have the autonomy to take all of the claimant’s circumstances into account. Guidance shows that they have the dispensation to not set the Claimant Commitment (CC) for 14 days should they report a sickness or long term health condition. Our members have also informed us that they have, on occasion, recorded zero hours work based activities for a limited period of time as opposed to the standard 35 hour per week work based activities. 
Do claimants feel their Commitment accurately reflects their circumstances, particularly those with potential restrictions?
5. Our members believe that the response to this can be quite subjective. Although WC Team Leaders have reported very few cases where the CC is not agreed, we acknowledge that this does occur in rare instances and our members work hard to ensure claimants feel supported and understand the system in these cases. Disputes tend to happen most regularly in relation to Work Capability Assessment when a claimant is found fit for work and they do not agree with this conclusion. Lone parents with children under the age of 5 and those with caring responsibilities currently have restricted Claimant Commitments. 
 
Do you think claimants completely understand and accept their Claimant Commitment?
6. Each Work Coach may approach their duties differently and this could impact on how well the Claimant Commitment is understood/explained. In some areas there will be a high percentage of claimants whose first language may not be English which may result in some initial difficulties in explaining the importance of adhering to the Claimant Commitment in the allocated time which may involve using Big Word interpreting services. 

In other instances a WC may not feel comfortable explaining fully the consequences of non-compliance, sanctions and disallowances, for fear that this may damage the working relationship with the claimant. This could obviously result in some claimants agreeing to actions which they may be unaware of and may be unable to fulfil due to numerous, unknown issues. Our members also feel that the time pressures allocated to such work can lead to misinformation and, as a result claimants may be unaware of the formalities of the Claimant Commitment and the expectations associated with this. It is clear from our members that in each individual case, they endeavour to ensure trust is built from the outset and that claimants feel secure going forward in the process. 
How do work coaches and claimants engage with partner organisations, for example training and education providers, to support people into (or to progress in) work?
7. At present some partners work at local Jobcentres for 1-2 days per week and therefore the WC can refer claimants or make appoints for them directly with the partner in the office. In other instances a WC can refer Claimants to partner organisations by phone or email. 

Unfortunately our members report to us that partner engagement is poor in certain regions due to the administration of claims which our members don’t believe they are adequately resourced for. An example is that of verifying a claimants ID which can take several appointments, as can collecting evidence of self-employment. Administration of claims has impacted on our WC members being able to move claimants closer to the labour market by referring them to partners/courses. 
How is the Claimant Commitment used as part of an ongoing claimant and work coach relationship?
8. Our members believe the Claimant Commitment, which is outlined in guidance, should be reviewed periodically and with the full support of staff and claimants themselves, this may in turn lead to potential amendment of the CC. The CC should also be viewed at each interview to check if a claimant is compliant and, if not, time should be allocated accordingly to explore why and support given when necessary.
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.
9. Our members/reps provide anonymous case studies of their experiences of working on UC and its many aspects, including the interaction with claimants in regards to the CC. One example of a claimant being treated somewhat differently involved a lone parent who could not speak English and who also had mental ill health. This individual had failed her WCA and had to claim UC. Rather than refer her to ESOL training, this WC sanctioned the claimant continually, not offering any alternatives or training until her brother intervened when she was at the point of possible eviction. Most other WC would have referred this claimant to an ESOL course first, not applied sanctions and limited her CC as the most significant barrier to work was poor language and basic skills. One of our lead reps in this jobcentre complained to management about this individual and their approach but has not secured any action by management so far.

Our reps from several jobcentres also report that it is difficult to check compliance as line manager caseloads conference and line manager observations are not done. They also comment that most WC have not been observed or attended a caseload conference – asking them to explain reasons for taking a particular action for over 12 months.
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?
10. We believe that the CC can be an effective tool if it is explained properly, reviewed regularly and our members have the resources and training to ensure claimants fully understand and are supported throughout the process. The CC can help focus the claimant on taking appropriate steps in a linear approach is adopted. 

However, our members believe that the approach can be too focused on returning to work, ignoring the individual circumstances of the claimant concerns and therefore not acknowledging that they may have barriers to address before reaching this stage. As mentioned above, our members need the resource and time to ensure each claimant is supported and that the vulnerable are not forced into the workplace when they are not physically or mentally ready to do so.
Do you think the Claimant Commitment helps instil trust in and support for the welfare system? Can you highlight evidence to support your view?
11. If the CC is used as a supportive, not punitive, measure then it is possible that claimants could feel supported and able to proceed through/into the world of work. Our members fear that the current direction of travel within UC and the wider welfare system, will lead to the potential use of the CC as a way in which to punish claimants for minor infractions. They fear that due to a lack of resource we could see claimants not receiving the support or understanding needed to assess their individual situation which would in turn lead to the individual being sanctioned, a case of which has been detailed above in point 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?
12. UC was initially designed so that WC, our members, could afford those with complex physical/emotional needs the time they deserve and require and we have seen that some claimants needs significantly more 1-2-1 support, this is not a one size fits all system. However, UC has fallen into the same operating methods as our members had seen through the legacy benefit system as often a WC will only have 10-20 minutes to spend with a claimant. Investment is key and access to jobcentres is vital therefore we believe Government should support communities and return to local jobcentres as well as access to digital platforms. 
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