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Bright Blue submission to the Social Security Advisory Committee on the “Claimant Commitment”
In February 2019, Bright Blue published a report, Helping hand? Improving Universal Credit, which explored the impact of the unique and key design features of Universal Credit (UC) on current claimants during three critical stages: accessing UC, managing on UC, and progressing on UC. It proposed original policies to minimise some of the common challenges faced by a sizeable minority of claimants, and to ensure some of the positive experiences of many claimants can also be enjoyed by others. Our research was based on a broadly representative sample of 40 interviews with UC claimants, conducted in August 2018. 

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? Do claimants feel their Commitment accurately reflects their circumstances, particularly those with potential restrictions?

Work coaches have the power to adjust work search requirements and conditionality requirements. Many of our interviewees described how a positive relationship with their work coach helped to assuage their anxieties about UC, including the claimant commitment. Some interviewees believed that their work coaches’ discretion has even helped to protect them from being sanctioned. 
One interviewee reported that she had been told she was fit to work, despite having been found exempt from work on health grounds under the legacy system. Her work coach therefore softened the conditionality requirements under UC: 
“I mean, I can’t work. Even Gary in the Job-, he said, ‘You’re unemployable. I’m not going to push you because there’s not a lot we can do for you but I’ll just keep in contact now and then,’… He’s just, like, there to help me prepare for work in the future. I mean, he said to me on the phone two days ago, ‘If there’s something I can do, let me do that,’ and said, ‘I’ll change the commitments just to say ‘keep medical appointments’,’ which he’s done.”
Female, 38, Midlands, unemployed, previously exempt from work

Some interviewees with physical and mental health problems, however, felt that conditionality was too strict for them. For example, a 61-year-old claimant, who suffered from depression among other health conditions, felt that the rules around claiming the UC ignored the reality of disability:
“A lot of people on the benefits and, you know, disabled people.  I think their thinking is to get people off and get back to work, but a lot of people aren’t able to do that… People just aren’t capable of holding down jobs.”
Female, 61, London exempt from work

According to DWP data, claimants with physical and mental health problems are less likely than other claimants to feel that their ‘claimant commitment’ reflects their personal circumstances.[footnoteRef:1] The National Audit Office has reported that many work coaches seem to lack confidence to apply discretion in conditionality requirements for people with physical and mental health problems.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  DWP, “Universal credit full service survey”, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/714842/universal-credit-full-service-claimant-survey.pdf (2018), 38, 43, 49. ]  [2:  National Audit Office, “Rolling out universal credit”,
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Rolling-out-Universal-Credit.pdf, 31.] 

The Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) has also warned that individual characteristics and circumstances are not fully taken into account when a claimant commitment is produced, meaning the obligations are unrealistic and unattainable for some claimants, hence the sanctioning.[footnoteRef:3] Together with Crisis and Gingerbread they have argued that many decisions to impose sanctions were at best ill-informed, and, at worst, wholly inappropriate, especially of claimants with physical and mental health problems.[footnoteRef:4] Indeed, overall, 81% of sanctions under UC that go to tribunal are overturned, suggesting systemic problems with their application,[footnoteRef:5] and the claimant commitments that lead to them. [3:  Work and Pensions Select Committee, “Benefit sanctions”, https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmworpen/955/955.pdf (2018), 32.]  [4:  Work and Pensions Select Committee, “Benefit sanctions”, 29. ]  [5:  NAO, “Rolling out Universal Credit”, 72.] 


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

There was widespread recognition of the need for conditionality and resulting sanctions. For many of our interviewees, an obligation for claimants to seek employment was just common sense. There was an implicit acceptance of the notion of rights and responsibilities; that in return for financial support from the state, claimants should accept certain obligations. 
“I signed claimant commitment and it was simple. The claimant commitment isn’t hard to follow. Just apply for work. Yes. It was broken down, for lack of a better phrase, in layman’s terms. Yes, they did a good job of explaining everything to me. They said, ‘You do this, we do this, and we’re all in agreement.’” 
Male, 24, South, recently unemployed
Nearly all interviewees understood that breaking the claimant commitment would result in them being sanctioned. But while there was a general acceptance among claimants that sanctioning is necessary, some argued that either the level of sanctions or the conditions under which it could be imposed, were punitive.

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?

There was widespread recognition of the need for conditionality and resulting sanctions amongst claimants. There was an implicit acceptance of the notion of rights and responsibilities; that in return for financial support from the state, claimants should accept certain obligations. 
“For me, it [the claimant commitment] was quite straightforward to stick to it. Obviously, in terms of looking for roles, it’s something I naturally do anyway, so that wasn’t difficult.” 
Female, 31, London, self-employed agency teacher
Several interviewees described the claimant commitment as an important mechanism to protect taxpayers from exploitation: 
“You can’t just go around taking money off people and then breaking the rules.  Like, you know, there has to be a rule in place otherwise people will just run amok.”
Female, 30, London, employed as a salesperson
“They have to do something, if you’re not following the rules, and if you’re abusing the system, definitely. I mean, I’m sorry, you know, this is tax money that people pay and I’m sure that’s not fair on them.”
Female, 35, London, part-time administrative assistant
However, it should be noted that issues around the claimant commitment can arise in relation to work coaches. Where a minority of interviewees spoke negatively of their work coaches, they cited lack of effort, a clash of personality and misinformation. There was frustration among dissatisfied interviewees that while they were subject to strict conditionality set by their claimant commitment, work coaches were able to make errors without being held to account.

Hence, in our report, we recommend that claimant commitments are rewritten to reflect not only the obligations of claimants, but also the obligations of the individuals and institutions that are delivering UC. For work coaches, for example, this could include their commitment to respond to the entries in the online journals of UC claimants, or facilitate suitable training or work experience, within a specified time period. For the DWP, this should include the obligation to pay claimants their UC award – especially their initial award – on a specified date. 

Claimants should be able to seek redress via an Independent Case Examiner, who could investigate and determine whether financial compensation should be paid to them in a future UC award. Independent Case Examiners already provide an established independent complaints service for issues related to DWP and services contracted by them.
There is evidence which shows that UC awards – especially the first ever award a claimant receives - are not being paid to claimants on time because of administrative errors.[footnoteRef:6] If these types of late payment occur, a claimant should easily be able to get an investigation and judgement from the Independent Case Examiner. They would determine whether the delay was caused by an administrative error that occurred through no fault of the claimant, and as such whether compensation should be granted to claimants.  [6:  Citizens Advice, “Universal credit and debt”,
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/welfare%20publications/Universal%20Credit%20and%20Debt%20-%20final.pdf (2017), 3.] 

The amount of compensation issued to UC claimants should mirror the amount lost by claimants because of sanctions. Specifically, the financial compensation offered to claimants as a result of non-compliance by DWP should be tiered according to the number of weeks a claimant has waited for their UC award. These tiers should reflect to some degree the different tiers of sanctions for claimants.

About Bright Blue

Bright Blue is an independent think tank that champions liberal conservatism. Our work is guided by five research themes: social reform; immigration and integration; ageing society; green conservatism; and human rights. We were shortlisted for the 2016, 2017 and 2018 UK social policy think tank of the year and UK environment and energy think tank of the year in the prestigious Prospect Magazine annual awards. 
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